Developing Pupils’ Writing through Geography

Ideas and activities for PGCE sessions

It is helpful to both ‘model’ and discuss techniques mentioned in these activities for geography PGCE sessions. By playing the role of the learner who is attempting these tasks, PGCE students gain an appreciation of the ways in which such activities can be structured, introduced, supported and assessed. These literacy techniques recognise that many pupils find writing ‘hard work’, both physically and intellectually.

1. Considering different genres of writing and writing for an ‘audience’
2. Evaluating pupils’ writing
3. Examining the writing tasks in textbooks and examination papers

4. Encouraging Extended writing: Card sorting

5. Encouraging Extended writing: Using writing frames

6. Connectives, heads and tails and taboo

7. Directed Activities Related to Text

1. Considering different genres of writing and writing for an ‘audience’

One of the main problems with our education system is that we expect pupils to produce high quality transactional writing – sometimes in the form of pieces of extended writing – far too quickly, and often without adequate teacher support. Transactional writing is not a form which pupils ‘naturally’ produce. They firstly need to understand the range of different genres in which writing (and communication in general) takes place - including persuasive writing, writing to a friend, keeping a diary, producing a letter to send to a newspaper, etc. Such forms of writing may differ significantly from the structured, logical, ordered and factually secure writing expected under examination conditions in geography. The ability to produce different genres of writing also requires a sound knowledge of implied readership and audience. To explore the ways in which ‘audience centred’ writing may help pupils develop their geographical thought and understanding read this article by Butt (1998). It may be helpful to allow PGCE students to discuss the key ideas and theories which underpin these articles and also to devise practical teaching strategies that could be used to extend such ways of learning in the classroom. Alternatively, it is helpful to get PGCE students (and ultimately their pupils) to consider different forms of writing about a single event to explore their effectiveness in conveying not only geographical information and concepts, but also emotions, feelings, values and beliefs. For example, students might consider passages of writing on (say) an earthquake, a flood, or a drought – some of which are transactional and others which are expressive and personal – to consider the ways in which these help to develop different dimensions of one’s geographical understanding. 

2. Evaluating pupils’ writing

Many pupils regularly produce written work that is too concise, poorly structured and lacking in clarity. This is usually because they have not been taught how to compose pieces of extended writing within the context of geography education. This problem is often compounded by the writing task itself. Simply telling pupils ‘I want you to write about one side on this!’ will not help them produce good quality extended writing, particularly if they are more used to answering in short, ‘single point’, sentences. We need to teach pupils the techniques with which to make the production of good quality extended writing a possibility in geography. To illustrate this issue it is helpful to use actual examples of pupils’ writing on a particular geographical theme or topic which PGCE students can read and discuss. Rather than labelling these in any way (‘Here are three examples of good extended writing, and here are three that are poor’), it is better to hand out a range of pieces of writing that exemplify different strengths and weaknesses and get the PGCE students to explore these for themselves. They might be prompted to try to discover which are the most persuasive, or entertaining, or factually secure pieces and to try to establish how these might be achieved and the criteria by which they have made their decisions.

3. Examining the writing tasks in textbooks and examination papers

In recent years the ‘high stakes’ assessment system has largely failed to recognise the educational significance of assessing pupils’ ability to write well in geography. Many GCSE and AS/A2 examinations demand short answer responses, whilst the amount of extended writing expected from assessed coursework in geography has steadily declined over the years - culminating in decisions to remove it almost completely from public examinations. In the classroom many of the textbooks used in the day-to-day teaching of geography favour a ‘double page spread’ approach, where the written text is usually brief. Here comprehension questions are ‘short answer’ in format and accompanied by a brief factual summary, which may simply be copied by the pupils. Assessing pupils on ‘single sentence’, or ‘one word’ answers, can only tell us so much about their knowledge and understanding of geography – such writing tasks favour low level factual recall, rather than developing the pupils’ ability to construct a more thoughtful, reasoned higher order response. PGCE students might be asked to analyse the writing demands of tasks in textbooks and examination papers used in their School Experience Schools.

4. Encouraging extended writing: card sorting

To produce a high quality extended piece of writing requires a number of steps and a variety of skills. These are not straightforward tasks for many pupils. Therefore geography teachers should not assume that such capabilities are already within their pupils’ grasp. Unfortunately, we regularly expect pupils to make the leap from gathering facts and information to producing well-balanced and persuasive writing with comparatively little support. Card sorting and card ordering tasks enable pupils to ‘play’ with text before they actually commit themselves to writing anything down. They give pupils opportunities to structure a piece of ‘writing’ in different ways, and to construct a range of lines of argument that will suit the question posed. By providing pupils with sections of writing on cards (phrases, sentences, or even a whole piece of extended writing cut into sections) they can sort and order the text into a form that helps them to answer a question. The discussion that accompanies such activities is also helpful when we remember that talking (as well as writing) aids the learning process.  Card sorting and ordering mirrors the ways in which we try to organise information in our head before committing anything to paper. Card based activities can involve selecting pieces of information, isolating key facts, and placing text into an order that makes most narrative sense. In this way pupils learn that ‘selecting, sorting and ordering’ information make up the first stages in the process of writing. The concept of causation is important here. Pupils should attempt to link cards that show ‘cause’ and ‘effect’; they can then prioritise the main causes and effects using connectives (‘therefore’, ‘because’, ‘consequently’, ‘so’, etc) to clearly link these points together. Taking this one step further – and closer towards the process of pupils gathering their own geographical data and information to write from – the teacher might supplement his or her cards with other bits of information (from other texts, newspapers, the media, magazines, the internet, etc). The process of sorting and ordering now contains additional steps of selecting and prioritising. Importantly these techniques mirror those we must use to help us structure our writing.

5. Encouraging extended writing: Using writing frames

Pupil writing may also be supported by the use of writing frames. Such frames can provide pupils with different levels of support - these may be extensive (starting with providing pupils with key sentences, which illustrate the content that should follow) or superficial (a set of headings under which pupils should write). The frame creates a structure for the extended writing and ‘scaffolds’ the writing task for the pupils, initially helping them to understand ‘which points go where’. Making use of ICT to help draft, redraft and edit writing can also make the pupils’ task easier. PGCE students should be aware that once pupils have gained confidence in using frames they may be removed altogether – the idea is that the pupils themselves should now understand what constitutes a piece of good quality extended writing and be able to ‘frame’ it unaided. When pupils have developed the confidence to do this without teacher support they will be well on the way to producing their own writing.

6. Connectives, heads and tails, and taboo

A variety of other techniques can also be used to help pupils write. Many schools provide pupils with guidance on the use of connectives between sentences, or ideas, in an effort to help the ‘flow’ of a piece of writing. Additionally, if pupils have difficulties with their geographical vocabulary, they might precede a writing task with a ‘heads and tails’ exercise – matching words with their meanings. This can be played as a competitive card game. Alternatively they might play a game of ‘taboo’ – where a geographical word has to be described to other pupils without the use of the actual word (and possibly other related words, as provided by the teacher). PGCE students might experiment with these techniques during school experience and evaluate the extent to which they promote the learning of geography.

7. Directed Activities Related to Text (DARTs)

Card ordering, card sorting and writing frames are ‘constructive’ methods of supporting the writing process in geography. However, PGCE students may find it valuable to get pupils to ‘unpack’, or ‘deconstruct’, pieces of writing. Using a piece of extended writing selected from a geographical, or geography related, text (such as a school textbook, magazine, newspaper, report, etc) they could ask pupils to carry out a DART (or ‘Directed Activity Related to Text’) exercise.  One of the most helpful activities is to analyse how a successful piece of writing has been put together - an activity that PGCE students can also undertake. This activity can then be used to assess how one might write in a similar way. Here we are enabling pupils to analyse other people’s writing, ultimately helping them to assess and change their own writing style. The techniques involved often include:

· Marking a piece of text with highlighter pens to show all the points made about one theme/ concept/ idea in one colour, and all those on another theme/concept/idea in another. Analysing the ‘balance’ between these coloured sections can prove illustrative.

· Underlining all points that specifically refer to particular information sources 

· Underlining sections that are ‘facts’ or ‘opinions’

· Identifying all the ‘big’ points and ‘little’ points. Seeing whether big points need more support from little points.

· Looking for the use of connectives between concepts and facts

· Identifying the structure of the writing – what is contained in the introductory section, what in the middle, and what in the conclusions. (Butt forthcoming)

By encouraging PGCE students to get pupils to analyse other writers’ texts in this way they can make a bridge between how experienced writers present their arguments and how they might think about structuring their own writing in geography. Through using a range of texts pupils will be able to start to analyse different forms and functions of geographical writing.  For practical examples of card ordering, card selecting and sorting, writing frame and audience centred resources that have been used with pupils, and which can be introduced in teacher PGCE sessions, see Butt (1998). These could be used by PGCE students - firstly in the role of pupils, attempting the activities themselves and then discussing their relevance, strengths and weaknesses; secondly as a stimulus for them to devise their own activities in relation to a particular issue or resource. It is important for the tutor to pose some key questions (if these have not already been raised by the PGCE students themselves!) about the effectiveness of these literacy techniques in promoting geographical education – for example, could pupils successfully carry out these tasks without engaging in any geographical thought, reasoning or further development of their geographical knowledge, understanding and skills? If so, how valuable are the techniques and how could they be made more effective?

http://www.geography.org.uk/projects/gtip/thinkpieces/developingwriting 


