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04 Writing Realities - Introduction

Introduction
Writing Realities is a framework which
we hope teachers and schools will use
to help their pupils feel they can present
themselves and others in the writing
classroom successfully and meaningfully.
After a brief explanation as to why we believe a
Writing Realities framework is necessary, we explain
how it is currently split into six key principles.
These principles include: writer-identity, critical
literacies, culturally sustaining pedagogy,
multiliteracies, translanguaging and intertextuality.
We then provide a whole variety of examples of how
principles of Writing Realities have been used and
applied in classrooms around the world. Finally, we
share the framework in the hope that it will help you
or your school develop your own ways of
Writing Realities.
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Why Writing Realities?
All young people deserve an
opportunity to share what they know,
think, and care about, demonstrating
who they are through their writing. We
must see them not only as readers
but also as writers who wish to share
their meaning with others. With the
renewed interest in ensuring that
classroom libraries reflect the realities
of school children’s lives (Huyck et al.
2019; Ramdarshan Bold 2019; Best
et al. 2020), it’s also time to examine
the role that we as teachers play in
honouring, valuing, and sustaining the
realities of children’s lives through
writing. It could be said that the
objectives of Reflecting Realities
(CLPE 2021) cannot and will not be
truly realised until we simultaneously
attend to the objectives of Writing
Realities set forth in this document.
One reason we still do not see many
authors from a variety of social
positions, including those from diverse
cultural and ethnic backgrounds,
entering classroom libraries is
because young people do not typically
receive an apprenticeship in how to
be autonomous and confident writers
who carry with them a strong personal
and collective writer-identity once
they leave school. However, if schools
can instil the principles laid out in this
Writing Realities framework into their
writing curriculum, young people will

have a chance to take on personal
responsibility for their writing and
be taught how to harness their own
authorial agency. They will also learn
how to live, work and represent others
within an inclusive, outwardly loving
community of writers. At present, we
often ask our pupils to leave their own
identities, cultural capital, thoughts,
opinions and knowledge outside the
writing classroom door. Through rigid
interpretation of curriculums and
published schemes, they are required
to take on a monocultural identity that
doesn’t honour or take advantage of
the richness of their minds or lives.
However, we also see many teachers
who are applying innovative practices
to support their pupils as they write
their realities. In their classrooms,
not only does the writing matter, the
writers matter, too. This framework
will share examples of such exciting
practices later in the document and
we thank these teachers for the
important work they carry out in their
classrooms every day.
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What’s involved in
Writing Realities?
Here is our working definition of Writing Realities:
Writing Realities is a framework for teaching writing that values and nurtures
an individual’s writer-identity, whilst at the same time establishing a strong
collective identity by creating a community of writers. This community works
hard to sustain the identities of people who are not present in their classroom,
and to drive social change. In this way, all children and young people can
receive an apprenticeship in how to be independent, socially responsible and
life-long writers.
Our definition is based on six key principles of writing teaching. These include:
writer-identity, critical literacies, culturally sustaining pedagogy, multiliteracies,
translanguaging and intertextuality. Here, we briefly describe these sometimes
overlapping concepts so you can better understand how our definition was
realised.

Writer-Identity

Critical literacies

Culturally sustaining
pedagogy

Writing
Realities

Multiliteracies

Translanguaging

Intertextuality
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Writer-Identity
When children write, they lay out part
of their identity on the paper or screen
with the hope that it will be accepted
by their readership. It’s an offering
made to the world. This is what makes
teaching writing such an honour and
privilege for us. It’s also a massive
responsibility. Children are trusting
us to give them the tools to find their
places in the world. As Gee (2015)
illustrates, when we write, we draw
upon ‘who we are’ and ‘what we are
doing’. Good writing, therefore, enacts
our identities.
The problem is that young people are
often alienated from writing, and this
means that their identities are not
developed or may even be refused. In
order to develop their writer-identities,
young writers need to be moved
to write in personally and socially
important ways. Young writers must
feel the need, the will, the urge to
write something, and there are many
reasons why this happens.
In their book Real-World Writers, Young
& Ferguson (2020) consider how being
moved to write should drive children’s
writing in school. Children may, for
example, be moved to teach others by
sharing their experience or particular
knowledge of something. Perhaps
they are moved by the desire to
persuade or influence others, sharing

their thoughts and opinions about a
topic and sometimes hoping to bring
about change. They will sometimes be
moved to entertain through the telling
and writing of stories, both real and
imagined, or simply be moved to ‘paint
with words’, showing their artistry and
creating images in their readers’ minds
to help them see things differently.
Possibly they will be moved to reflect
on something from their own lives, or
something recently learned, in order to
better understand it. Or they may be
moved to make a record of something
which should not be forgotten by
themselves or others.
Writing because you are moved to do
it presupposes that you are interested
in your subject and have some kind of
investment in it, and that you have in
mind a clear and real purpose and an
anticipated audience for your writing.
Having agency over your writing topic
is therefore of huge importance.
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Writers who entertain

Writers who teach
Writers who learn then
teach others

Writers who record
information

Writers who share their
thoughts and reflections

Writers who influence
and give their opinion

Writers who paint
with words

(Figures from Young & Ferguson 2020 p.5-7)

Writer-identity, then, is about feeling a sense of social belonging and having
ownership over your writer’s voice. It’s about having a clear sense of self while
also working well within a community of writers. A young writer can have multiple
writer-identities; these are in a continuous state of transformation as the writer
undertakes their writing apprenticeship. Influenced by the work of Moje & Luke
(2009), we share eight metaphors of identity within literacy contexts, which we can
usefully reconceptualize to reflect children’s own writing identities. These include:
1. Sharing what makes us broadly different, such as our national, ethnic and
cultural identities.
2. Writing and sharing together to realise what we have in common.
3. Seeking to find out who we are as individuals through writing.
4. Seeking to know more about the world and reflecting on what we find.
5. Sharing our thoughts and knowledge with others.
6. Writing about the experiences we’ve had, and sharing stories.
7. Revealing the opinions and the positions we adopt or resist through our writing.
8. Writing imaginatively as a conscious or subconscious extension of our
identities.
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Whilst young people begin their
journey towards being writers at
home even before they attend school,
their writing identities are largely
constructed through engagement
in the writing events, behaviours
and projects that take place in
the classroom. The more children
write in a sympathetic, celebratory
environment, the more likely they
are to join ‘the literacy club’, writing
outside of school and showing greater
investment in their compositions.
Through crafting and publishing texts,
children ‘develop a sense of self, find
meaning in the world and impose
themselves upon it’ (Young & Ferguson
2020 p.7). We conclude that a person’s
writing cannot be separated from
their identity; the two are deeply
intertwined. This has clear implications
for us, as teachers, as we try to find
ways of reflecting children’s realities
in our writing classrooms. Young &
Ferguson (2021), suggest that writeridentities are influenced by many
factors, including school pedagogy,
reader-identity, home literacy,
ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation,
culture, disability, social-economic
circumstances, multilingualism and
second language learning. They show
that teachers who promote children’s
‘funds of knowledge’ and ‘funds of
identity’ in the writing classroom give
children opportunities to use their
outside school learning experiences,
cultural capital, life-style, interests,
passions, hobbies, objects, artefacts,
activities, talents, popular cultures
and knowledge, powerfully connecting

them with what they are learning
about the craft of writing and being a
writer in school.
Too often we see teachers or scheme
writers taking cognitive and emotional
responsibility for this part of the
writing process, and, as a result,
children fail to receive a complete
writerly apprenticeship. Teachers or
scheme writers who formulate writing
ideas on children’s behalf are making
a serious instructional mistake. One
of the problems is that children
don’t have equal access to writing
topics. For example, when teachers
or scheme writers choose topics
for writing derived from their own
personal interests and cultures, they
are only ever helping children who are
most ‘like them’. Writing on a topic
chosen by someone else also makes
the task of writing more cognitively
difficult. In contrast, when children
are allowed to choose and access
a topic they are familiar with and
emotionally connected to, their writing
performance improves and they
produce higher quality texts (Young &
Ferguson 2021).
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Writing Ourselves Into Our Learning
Knowledge-telling
Knowledge

Knowledge-transforming
Knowledge

Personal
response

Knowledge-crafting
Knowledge

Personal
response

Readers’
needs

A common practice when initiating
writing across the curriculum is
to ask children to recite what they
have just learnt as a way to evaluate
whether they have retained knowledge
transmitted during lessons. This
practice is largely ineffective in its
aims (Bangert-Drowns et al 2004).
In contrast, Young & Ferguson (2021)
suggest that if children are allowed
to write in personal response to
what they have read, watched, heard,
experienced or learnt, they can
move from ‘knowledge-telling’ to
‘knowledge-crafting’ (see figure). They
suggest that in knowledge-telling,
the writer is at the centre, stating
and making a record of all they know,
remember or interpret about a topic;
this is typically what early writers
do (Bereiter & Scardamalia 1987).
However, the writer’s presence is not
overtly visible. In the transition from
knowledge-telling to knowledgetransforming, the writer writes in
their own voice and style, mixing
knowledge with a personal response
and transforming it into something
new, valuable and personally

meaningful. Finally, when writers craft
their knowledge with readers’ needs in
mind, they contribute to the building
of their readers’ knowledge and
understanding as well. This is what
Scardamalia & Bereiter (2003) rightly
call creating community knowledge. A
common example of knowledge telling
is asking your class to write thirty
plus summaries of Queen Victoria’s
biography. In contrast, a knowledgecrafting project might invite each
child to write a historical account
on an aspect of Victorian life that’s
interested them most. Once written,
this ‘anthology of learning’ could be
shared and read by the rest of the
class (including the teacher) and so
contribute to the class’ community
knowledge.

11 Writing Realities - Critical Literacies

Critical Literacies
By critical literacy we mean: the practice of reading and writing with a view to
considering how texts are socially constructed and represent a certain view of the
world. It’s also about reflecting on where the power resides within a text read or
created. For example, how are money, class, family, age, sexuality, gender, ethnicity
or cultural heritage represented in the texts we create and read? Writing is a
powerful activity for social action and can involve the following:
1. Critical text production - Young writers have opportunities to reflect on
the decisions they are making as they write. For example, they share their
compositions to see how their audience is interpreting their writing, and they
consider the possible social effects their texts might have on others.
2. Critical imagination - Young writers are invited to use imaginative storytelling
to share possible alternative and more socially just futures. Learners can
also write alternatives to the dominant narratives they receive, retelling
these existing stories from their own perspectives and in their own modes of
expression.
3. Multimodality - Young writers are invited to reconsider and expand upon
the more traditional ways in which they are asked to publish or perform their
writing. These modes could include using new and emerging technologies.
4. Reflective (life) writing - Young writers are given opportunities to relate
classroom content to their own lives.

The needs of
the writer

Class
writing
projects

The needs of
the curriculum

Figure from Young & Ferguson (2021) shows what the authors call ‘a sincere writing curriculum’ where whole
class writing projects are driven by the knowledge, identities, interests and needs of young writers. These
needs are then naturally supported by the needs of the curriculum. In a Writing Realities classroom, we want
these two circles to overlap completely, becoming one.
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Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy
Part of Writing Realities is adopting a culturally sustaining pedagogy (also known
as a culturally responsive pedagogy or an asset-based approach) (Ladson-Billings
1995; Alim & Paris 2014; Paris & Alim 2017). This means inviting, sustaining and
nourishing everyone’s identity in the writing classroom. This is important because
young writers’ stories, experiences, identities, cultures, languages, practises and
beliefs from outside of school are strengths that add great value to the larger
writing community within your classroom.
However, it is also important that young writers look to sustain, through their
writing, the lives and cultures of people who might not be present in the
classroom itself. They can do this, for example, by writing people’s life histories,
biography, memoirs, poetry, graphic novels, realistic fiction, and imaginative nonfiction (Young & Ferguson 2020). By valuing difference in the writing classroom it
becomes possible to garner empathy and sensitivity. Where learners might write
about others, a Writing Realities framework asks that research and care become
part of the writing process. Children should have access to diverse stories, genres
and voices so that they can build up their knowledge of people who are not like
them, or like them in different ways. Only then can they represent them truthfully.
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Multiliteracies
Writing is one of many ways we can make and share meaning. Others include
speaking, reading, viewing, seeing, acting and drawing. Cope & Kalantzis (2000:
35) outline four main components necessary for multiliteracies to work in the
classroom:

1. Situated practice: being a member of a community of writers and doing the
things writers do when they are together. The idea is that children and teachers
together should live a ‘writer’s life’ full of social communication and interaction
with other apprentice writers in the classroom every day.
2. Overt instruction: receiving systematic, continuous and responsive instruction
so as to learn specific practises and processes involved in writing and other
ways of making and sharing meaning.
3. Critical framing: understanding the social and cultural context of publishing
and performing using different media. It also involves reflecting on what you’re
trying to achieve through your writing.
4. Transformed practice: transforming your writing into something new so that it
can enter other contexts or be understood in different languages.
Through multiliteracies, learners develop a critical eye for the social, psychological
and emotional effects that their writing can have. This means that the community
of writers in your classroom becomes more socially and culturally conscious, and
young writers are able not only to represent themselves and their world, but also
to represent and ally with other folk in socially just and sensitive ways.
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Translanguaging
Translanguaging is about giving students choice over how they decide to use
language according to different circumstances and in response to the purpose
they have for their writing and their intended audience (García & Li 2014; Makalela
2019; Garcia 2020). It allows children to be their ‘full linguistic selves’ or use what
Ferguson & Young (2022) call their ‘funds of language’. For example, pupils may
wish or find it necessary to write in:
•
•
•

Multiple languages.
Different dialects and language varieties.
Different registers.

By valuing the different words and ways of using language that students bring to
a classroom, writing becomes more interesting and creative. They might discuss
how their purpose and audience influences the register choices they make (e.g. an
everyday casual tone or a more formal and authoritative voice). They also might
consider the ways in which they might want to use youth varieties of English to
create relatable characters in their narratives or to express their identities in nonfiction. Put simply, they draw authentically on their own ‘funds of language’ to say
what it is they want to say.
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Intertextuality
Intertextuality is the idea that what we write is influenced by our reading, our play,
the things we watch and listen to, the video games we play and our various life
experiences. These texts not only affect what we write but how we write it and
who we are as writers (Parry & Taylor 2018; Dobson & Stephenson 2019; Rosen
2019; Taylor & Clarke 2020; Young & Ferguson 2020, 2021). Intertextuality requires
classroom libraries to be full of diverse texts, and young people must be able to
respond with agency to the texts they read, in both individual and collective ways.
Through this process of intertextuality, children can create new texts and push
the boundaries of genre in novel ways. This is because, as writers, the texts we
read often inspire us to write our own texts in response. In the process, we make
new meaning not only for ourselves but, through publication or performance,
for others, too. Here we can see links to creating community knowledge, as we
explained earlier.
For example, a teacher could invite children to create picture books, short stories
or poems in response to the picture books, short stories or poems they most
like to read. Alternatively, children could each write short stories in personal
response to a short story shared as a whole class. Older learners (such as those in
secondary schools) might also write for younger learners (such as those in primary
schools) in their community, connecting children across age groups and schools
as well as across genres. This would result in thirty plus stories being crafted and
then shared, and so children would extend their understanding of the original text
studied in a deeply personal and collective way.
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What can Writing Realities
look like? Examples from
the classroom
You’ll see from the examples that a recurring theme is teachers
promoting children’s independent decision making, and showing
them how to use their agency responsibly.
My Hair Has A Lot Of Stories!
Laman, Davis & Henderson (2018)
In this research study, teacher
candidates learnt ‘what is possible
rather than what is typical’ in an
economically-deprived urban school.
The teachers were able to reflect on
their own deficit perspectives and
assumptions about race, class and
the lives of children and their families
within the local school community.
By the end of the study, the preservice teachers felt better able to
encourage children to use their own
existing social, cultural and linguistic
resources.
As part of the study, a class of 7-8 year
old majority African-American children
were invited to write in personal
response to the book Hair Dance by
Dinah Johnson. The children were
quickly able to identify themselves
and their local community within
the pages of the book. Children
used intertextuality to connect the

book’s theme to their own identities,
cultures and lives. For example,
some boys wrote about visits to the
local barbershop, whilst many girls
considered the ritual of having their
hair done by aunts, grandmothers and
mothers.
Laman, T., Davis, T., Henderson,
J., (2018) “My Hair has a Lot of
Stories!”: Unpacking Culturally
Sustaining Writing Pedagogies
in an Elementary Mediated Field
Experience for Teacher Candidates
Action in Teacher Education, 40:4,
374-390
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Writing Their Worlds: Young
English Language learners
Flint & Fisher (2014)
In this longitudinal study, the
researchers observed two 8-9 year
old multilingual classrooms where
a contemporary writing workshop
approach was used. The teachers
created a learning environment
that was responsive and personally
relevant, and which enabled learners
from many parts of the world,
including Mexico, Honduras, Vietnam,
Bangladesh and Korea, to share about
their lives, beliefs and interests. The
teachers provided children with a
writer’s notebook, and they were
afforded daily time in which to talk
with others and write notebook
entries. The writing produced included
traditional narrative, expository texts,
persuasive texts, collaborative writing,
scripts and song lyrics. The children
wrote on topics like:
•

Past friendships.

•

Working with parents to prepare
their walls for painting.

•

Going to mosque.

•

Learning stories of the prophets.

•

Expert lists.

•

Family journeys from one country
to another.

•

Sibling rivalries.

The teachers’ subtractive views were
challenged by the project, and they
came to understand that children’s
funds of knowledge and identities
were not only invaluable cognitive
writing resources, but also made a rich
contribution to the learning of others
in the classroom and local community.
This included putting on an ‘Author’s
Celebration’ event for family and
friends within the local community.
Flint, A. S., Fisher, T., (2014) Writing
Their Worlds: Young English
Language Learners Navigate Writing
Workshop In Writing & Pedagogy
1756-5839
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Writing In The ‘Third Space’
Gutiérrez (2008)
In this case study, learners from
nondominant, poor and immigrant
communities were invited to write
using their socio-historical lives,
utilising play and their imaginations to
write about their futures. The project
brought high school learners from
migrant-farmworker backgrounds
to the University of California to
participate in a four-week summer
writing school. The participants
worked together to write their
own autobiographies and crafted
‘testimonio’ memoir texts which
shared socially significant stories and

vignettes from their lives. In addition,
they were invited to write about the
chapters in their life that were yet to
come and to ‘socially dream’ a better
collective future. Gutiérrez concludes
that creating such an environment
where young people could write in
what she terms the ‘third space’ was
profitable for both educators and
learners. She encourages teachers to
consider how young people’s cultural
capital can successfully intersect
with the content and needs of the
curriculum for the benefit of both.
Gutiérrez, K. (2008) Developing a
sociocritical literacy in the Third
Space, Reading Research Quarterly,
vol. 43, no. 2, pp. 148–64
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Let’s Have An Ideas Party!
Young & Kettle (2022)
This action research project shares
how one Year Four teacher in Stratford
London used the principles of Writing
Realties to change her approach
to teaching fiction writing projects.
Rather than use predetermined
writing ideas from the internet or from
published schemes, Ms Kettle invited
her class to generate their own stories
as part of a dynamic ‘Ideas Party’.
Prior to the lesson, Ms Kettle put some
flipchart paper out on each desk and
wrote some story ‘themes’ we thought
the children might enjoy thinking
about. These were: superheroes,
mystery, sci-fi, love and friendship,
fan-fiction, and spooky. In their groups,
the children spent around twenty

minutes coming up with as many
story ideas as they could.
* The children were asked to weigh up
the merits of their different ideas by
considering what their audience would
like them to write about.
* The teacher took what she called
a Writing Register to help each child
decide on their final writing idea for
the project.
Ms Kettle concluded that her pupils
ended up with literally hundreds of
story ideas. More than they could ever
write about for the project.
Young, R., Kettle, A. (2022) Having
An Ideas Party & Taking A Writing
Register With Year Four [Available
at: https://writing4pleasure.
com/2022/02/10/8310/]
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Writing To Create Better Lives

•

Ensuring that writing connects
with children’s identities, the
local community, and their selfdevelopment.

•

Using writing as a tool for action
and for bringing about change.

•

Seeing writing as a social practice
and building the writing community
on the precepts of cooperation,
collective responsibility and mutual
learning.

Lankshear & Knobel (2009)
This study examines the work of one
teacher as he serves his local workingclass community and teaches children
to write as a way to improve their lives
and the lives of others. Part of this
process, the authors claim, involved
the teacher ensuring that ‘learning and
literacy are as directly and concretely
as possible situated and grounded
in the lived experiences of children’s
lives as members of communities and
participants in worldly practices’ (p.63).
The researchers were able to identify
eight key principles of the teacher’s
approach:

•

Promoting and harnessing the
imagination of children.

•

The promotion of language pride
and the use of their ‘established
languages’.

•

Teaching learners to be proficient
users of standard varieties of
English.

•

Writing to the highest levels of
transcriptional accuracy that they
can.

•

Being able to legitimately
participate in society using
discourses and genres that allow
them to write with confidence,
power and influence.

According to this teacher, ‘even
reluctant readers and writers will
engage in projects that have direct
bearing on their interests, concerns
and lives’ (p.63). In this way, according
to the researchers, learning cannot
and should not be separated from
participation in the very real writing
practices which are occurring outside
of school. Some of the class writing
projects the teacher undertook with
his pupils included:

•

Producing a people’s history by
interviewing and writing about
the lives of women in the local
area. This included translating
their mother tongue into English.
The published content included
writings on civil war, resistance
movements, migration, racism and
the struggles and opportunities
experienced through living in an
adopted country.
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•

Writing and professionally
publishing poetry and memoirs
about the pride, aspirations,
interests, concerns and struggles
of working-class life.

•

Starting a community action
group to help protect their local
docklands site.

•

Discussing local papers and
recorded interviews; reading the
memoirs and biographies of others;
analysing and discussing historical
documents; watching movies and
documentaries and, after listening
to guest speakers and performers,
writing narratives, poems and
diary entries as a way of showing
respectful connection, ‘imaginative
empathy’ and human solidarity
with the subject or people being
studied.

Lankshear, C., & Knobel, M. (2009)
More than words: Chris Searle’s
approach to critical literacy as
cultural action Race & Class 51(2)
pp.59-78
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Do I Have To Have A Princess In
My Story? I Want A Rap Singer!
Hoewisch (2001)
This collaborative case-study involved
a teacher educator working alongside
three preservice teachers. Children
who are viewed as ‘linguistically
lacking’ by their teachers face
additional hurdles to writing. Topics
that culturally and linguistically diverse
children select may be considered
less worthy by teachers who are more
familiar and comfortable with white
middle-class values.
As part of the project, children were
read a number of fairy-tales before
engaging in conversations about the
similarities and differences between
the tales and their own lives. They
were invited to draw in personal
response to the fairy-tales. They also
received regular responsive minilessons on various writing processes,
skills and strategies. When the
children subsequently wrote their own
fairy-tales, they used intertextuality
to a high degree of sophistication and
produced better texts. The children
also used personally meaningful
experiences not often broached in
their school writing to build their own
fairy-tales. For example they wove into
their tales:
•

Famous singers they admired.

•

Doing magic with friends.

•

Going to parties.

•

Divorce.

•

The death of a relative.

•

Separation from parents.

•

Gang violence, police raids and
drug deals.

According to Hoewisch, giving
children the responsibility to choose
their own topics ‘led to some
uncomfortable moments’ for the
teachers. They stated that some
children brainstormed characters and
events that they felt were ‘violent or
just plain gross’, and wondered what
to do when a child decided that the
police or their teachers were the bad
guys. The teachers found themselves
in a difficult situation of privately
criticising the lived experiences or
interests of their pupils. However,
they knew they must give feedback
that did not devalue children’s
‘ideas, lives, interests and writing
decisions’. In this case, of course,
they were able to reflect on the fact
that traditional fairy-tales incorporate
their own brutality, and that the
children were simply upholding these
traditional textual features using
contemporary life. Furthermore, they
felt that acknowledging and accepting
children’s writing choices led them
towards new understandings about
their students. They concluded that
the children were able to successfully
combine their newly-acquired
knowledge of the genre with content
they were interested in writing about
and were knowledgeable of, which
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served the purpose and audience of
the writing project.
Hoewisch, A., (2001) “Do I have
to have a princess in my story?”:
Supporting children’s writing of
fairytales, Reading and Writing
Quarterly, 17 pp.249–277
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When Writing Prompts Go
Wrong
Dutro (2010)
This qualitative analysis looked to
understand 8-9 year olds’ experiences
of a commercial literacy curriculum
which, according to the researcher,
revealed class-privileged assumptions
and so failed to offer children time
or space to discuss and craft their
personal connections with texts. Dutro
concluded that:

•

The published scheme being
used was written from a middleclass perspective. It treated this
perspective as being the norm
and carried potentially offensive
assumptions about the lives of
families living in poverty.

•

The curriculum failed to honour or
hold any regard for children who
live in poverty. Instead, children
were required to interpret and
write about the studied text in the
same way the published scheme
writer interpreted it.

•

When children did write about their
own lives, they were held in disdain
and relegated to the margins of the
literacy classroom. Their lives had
no place because they were seen
by the scheme to hold no value.

Dutro shares how commercial
publishers must honour ‘children’s

sophisticated and deeply felt
connections to text’ and allow them
to craft their own personal response.
However, to do so, they must first
recognise and then hold in high regard
the lives of children living in poverty.
Only then will children be able to use
their lived knowledge from outside
the school gates to support their
learning inside the classroom. By
inviting children to bring their own
ideas and interpretations to class
writing projects, we ensure pupils
from different cultural and social
backgrounds can write from a position
of strength and expertise. They are,
perhaps for the first time in their
young lives, allowed to write their
realities.
Dutro, E., (2010) What ‘hard times’
means: Mandated curricula, classprivileged assumptions, and the
lives of poor children, Research
in the Teaching of English, 44(3)
pp.255–291
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I Want To Discuss This!
Children Writing Their Own
Discussion Texts
Creighton, Vann & Shepherd (2022)
Discussion is an exchange of
knowledge
– Robert Quillen
This example of practice shows how
three Year Six teachers in Stratford
London used the principles of Writing
Realites to change their approach to
teaching a non-fiction writing project.
Rather than use predetermined
writing ideas from the internet or from
published schemes, the teachers
taught children how to ‘mine’ their
own lives and interests for valuable
writing ideas.

•

The teachers taught children an
idea generation technique called
I’m An Expert In.

•

The children were invited to weigh
up the merits of their different
ideas by considering their interest
and knowledge levels.

•

They thought about the interests
of their audience. They spoke with
their peers and asked: will people
want to read this text?

•

The teachers took what they call
a Writing Register to help children
decide on their final writing idea.

The teachers concluded that the
project allowed children to get to
know each other a lot better and they
learnt about what was important to
their classmates. This, they claimed,
created an empathy and sensitivity
not felt in their writing classrooms
before.
The teachers also reported that
because the children were writing
on subjects they were already
knowledgeable about, and motivated
by, they had more cognitive space to
focus on what matters: the quality of
their writing.
Creighton, S., Vann, I., Sheppard,
A. (2022) I Want To Discuss
This! Children Writing Their Own
Discussion Texts [Available at:
https://writing4pleasure.com/iwant-to-discuss-this]
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Cultivating Hybrid Texts In
Multicultural Classrooms
Solsken, Willett & Wilson-Keenan
(2000)
This ethnographic study explores
the ability of 6-8 year old children
to transform knowledge, texts, and
‘schooled’ identity into new hybridised
texts which bring together school
learning and their own existing cultural
capital. Families were invited to visit
classrooms to share their own funds
of knowledge and funds of identity.
According to the authors, ‘Children
whose lifeworlds involve cultural
and linguistic practises that may
not be familiar...may not be valued
by conventional school norms’. The
study shows that, when children are
given the opportunity to interweave
the lifeworlds of home and school,
they can create hybrid texts that are
not only appropriate to the writing
situation, but are more sophisticated
than the sorts of texts usually required
by teachers and schools.
Solsken, J., Willett, J., WilsonKeenan, J., (2000) Cultivating Hybrid
Texts in Multicultural Classrooms:
“Promise and Challenge,” National
Council of Teachers of English,
pp.179-212
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Safe Spaces For Disruptive
Stories
Lewison & Heffernan (2008)
This case-study explores a teacher of
8-9 year olds’ use of a critical writing
pedagogy to encourage students’
exploration of issues that were
important in their lives from personal
as well as social perspectives. Pupils
read, discussed and then wrote
personal responses to picture books
carrying social and political themes
such as racism, classism and ageism.
By writing in personal response, the
class was able to create a collective
response and, in the process, become
‘a writing collective’. Many children
explored the theme of bullying and
used their writing to call for social
action against the dominant school
culture.
Lewison, M., Heffernan, L., (2008)
Rewriting Writers Workshop:
Creating Safe Spaces for Disruptive
Stories Research in the Teaching of
English 42(4) pp.435-465
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Children’s Holistic
Engagements With Texts
Parry & Taylor (2018)
This paper looks at the relationship
between reading and writing for
pleasure. Children read a wide range
of media texts as well as books,
and they develop strong affective
relationships with these artefacts.
These relationships affected the
children’s writing craft. By allowing
volitional reading time to move
directly into volitional writing time,
children profitably and naturally
remixed the texts they read with their
own lives, popular culture, interests,
knowledge, thoughts and experiences
(their cultural resources) to create
something new. Through their own
cultural contexts and identities,
children are able to learn the
language conventions and techniques
of schooled literacy, and are able
to hybrid genres at a high level of
sophistication. Children were choosing
themes that included:

•

Vampires, werewolves, zombies.

•

Star Wars.

•

The Percy Jackson series.

•

The Hunger Games.

•

Pokemon.

Parry, B. & Taylor, L., (2018) Readers
in the round: children’s holistic
engagements with texts In Literacy
52 (2): 103-110

29 Writing Realities - Examples from the classroom

Creating Our Own Publishing
Houses

writers through a culturally sustaining
pedagogy.

Young (2019)

Young (2019) Creating our own
publishing houses [Available at:
https://writing4pleasure.com/
creating-our-own-publishinghouses/]

In this action research project, a
teacher shows how they were able
to honour the writing identities of
individual pupils, develop a sense of
collective identity in the community
of writers and ask children to consider
people who were not present in their
classroom. This was achieved by
setting up a class-based publishing
house: Banger Books: books which
wizz and bang. Children were asked
to consider what their publishing
house stood for and the type of
writing it would publish into the
classroom library. This involved
children reflecting on the breadth of
their existing library and what they
felt was missing. They were also
asked to consider how they could
add personal value to the library, too.
This led to children setting up smaller
independent publishing houses and
working in clusters to produce texts
with themes or characters they
felt were under-represented. For
example, they published texts on their
‘Fantastic Feminism,’ ‘Writing Is Life,’
and ‘Delightful Disabilities’ publishing
houses for everyone to read.
By using intertextuality, their funds of
knowledge and their funds of identity,
children were able to have their writing
identities honoured. They also took
part in critical literacy practices and
began to learn about writing and
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Everyone’s An Expert
Young (2019)
This action research project shows
how a teacher was able to teach
his class how to mine their existing
‘funds of knowledge’ and to share
their expertise with others within the
classroom community of writers.
Children were taught how to mine
their lives outside of the classroom for
rich information they could share for
the benefit of others. Children were
able to take their funds of knowledge
and translate it into information
texts which met the expectations
of the school curriculum. Children
crafted from a position of strength
by independently choosing writing
topics which included: art, Minecraft,
football, sleeping, coding, animals,
environmental protection, gymnastics,
singing, horse riding, maths, boxing,
computer games, Youtube, witchcraft
and wizardry, baking, toys and cars.
What the teacher noted was that,
freed from the shackles of having
to write on a topic with limited
knowledge, the children were able
to produce texts which not only
informed their readers, but also looked
to discuss, entertain, promote and
persuade. Through the writing project,
children learnt how writers can ‘find
their tribe’ by writing amongst other
interested peers but also how to share
their passions and knowledge with
others for the benefit of creating a
collective community knowledge.

Young (2019) Everyone’s an
expert [Available at: https://
writing4pleasure.com/everyones-anexpert]
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The Meaning Of A Life:
Authentic Biography Writing At
Home
Hayden & Vasques (2020)
This action research project shows
how two teachers in a diverse and
economically disadvantaged London
primary school invited their pupils
to write with their families at home.
To combat what they saw as limiting
and ineffectual ‘jug and mug’ writing
projects where, for example, thirty
children are routinely asked to
deliver thirty copies of a biography
of Queen Victoria, these teachers
asked their pupils to discuss with
their families who they could write
a biography about. The children also
had to consider where they wanted
their finished biographies to go and
who was going to read them at the
project’s end. The children were given
instruction on how to write meaningful
and successful biographies and how
to conduct a successful interview with
their subject. The teachers as writers
also participated in the project, writing
their own biographies for their pupils
to read, discuss and learn from. As
part of their research the teachers
attach a biography written by Amira
and her family, in which Amira writes
lovingly about the life and untimely
death of her father. The teachers also
shared interview responses from
Amira and her mother when they
expressed the profound and positive
impact the project has had on them

as a family. Finally, the teachers
reflected on the effectiveness and
challenges of such a project.
Hayden, T., Vasques, M. (2020)
The meaning of a life: Authentic
biography writing at home [Available
at: https://writing4pleasure.com/
the-meaning-of-a-life-authenticbiography-writing-at-home/]
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Using Our Critical Imaginations

and made decisions about what
local space the scene would take
place in, what characters would
contribute to the conversation, the
topic of their conversation and the
language variety they would each
use.

Mendelowitz (2016)
This article explores how the ‘critical’
in critical literacies has often been
positioned as a binary opposite to
imaginative work in the classroom
and in research. Mendelowitz provides
a conceptual framework for critical
imagination before illustrating
its possibilities for critical writing
pedagogies in initial teacher education
in South Africa. In this example,
student teachers were asked to
write up a conversation or dialogue
between a selection of characters
that they had developed. The scene
could be written in youth varieties
of English (which included rich
moments of using different languages
and language varieties) as well as be
set in recognisable and contextually
relevant spaces (such as at home or
at a tavern). The writing that students
produced worked both to represent
their own understandings of gender
politics in isiZulu cultural contexts and
to speak back to issues of genderbased violence using the creative
dialogue genre. Some of the strategies
used to enact this approach to
teaching and doing writing included:

•

Writing collaboratively Students worked in groups to
generate ideas about the scene
they wanted to construct, and
examine how this would translate
into a dialogue. They discussed

•

Writing in local youth varieties
of English - Students were
encouraged to construct the
dialogue in local youth varieties of
English. This signals two critical
moves: one, that their ways of
speaking could be positioned as
valuable funds of knowledge, and
two, that their dialogue would
represent a more authentic
interaction between recognisable
characters. Students, then,
could play with language and
genre convention rather than be
constrained by them.

•

Drawing on local contexts and
people - In a similar way to the
use of local youth varieties of
English, students could draw on
their own funds of knowledge and
their experiences of languagein-use to build authentic scenes,
conversations and characters that
spoke to real-world issues.

•

Analysing imaginative writingOnce complete, the students
worked independently to analyse
their collaborative writing. By
turning their imaginative writing
into an object for analysis,
students could then unpack

33 Writing Realities - Examples from the classroom

the relationships they had
constructed, analyse the social
and interpersonal dynamics at play
and reflect on their own writerly
decisions about how they chose
to construct a version of reality
through their writing.

Mendelowitz, B. (2016)
Conceptualising and enacting the
critical imagination through a critical
writing pedagogy, English Teaching:
Practice & Critique, 16(2) pp.178-193.
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Reflective Writing
Govender (2019)
Janks’ (2002) work in Beyond Reason
explores how affect is tied to issues
of power and identity. Janks argues
that attending only to the rational,
analytical practices of critical literacy
does not account for how teachers
and learners may actually take up or
resist certain issues in the classroom,
even if they are able to perform the
act of critical analysis. Using this as a
starting point, Govender explores how
a space for reflective writing might be
used by student teachers, and possibly
even school-going learners, to engage
with sensitive topics in the classroom.
In a course on critical literacy and
gender and sexual diversity, the
student teachers were asked to write
short vignettes about a moment in
their lives where they learned to ‘do
gender’. For example, one student
teacher reflected on their experiences
of serving food to the men in their
family and how this positioned them
as female, feminine, and, most
painfully, as subordinate. Set within
a patriarchal Southern African family
dynamic, the moment enabled the
student to speak back to how their
sexed and gendered identities were
constructed. The findings suggest that
the student teachers who participated
used their reflective writing piece to
situate themselves in, or out of, the
power relationships being discussed in
class.

The vignettes became a space for
participants to:
•

Explore their identities.

•

Project and interrogate their own
positions and biases.

•

Resist the classroom content in
personal ways.

Writing, then, became a practice of
negotiating, navigating and forming
identities.
Govender, N. (2019). Critical literacy
& Critically Reflective Writing:
Navigating Gender & Sexual Diversity.
English Teaching: Practice &
Critique, 18(3), 351-364. https://doi.
org/10.1108/ETPC-09-2018-0082
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Writing And Social Action
Comber, Thomson, & Wells (2001)
In this study, Comber, Thomson &
Wells present the work of a teacher
and their grade 2-3 class in a lowincome Australian community. The
class became involved in a ‘local
urban renewal project’ and used
writing as a means to engage with
both personal and local issues.
They use this example of practice
to argue that ‘school children can
acquire literate practices that
combine production, design, and
communication in a variety of
modes, through a range of media,
and further, that such practices
can connect them with community
members about matters of immediate
significance’ (p. 453). By doing this,
the authors illustrate how children’s
identities, experiences and concerns
are intrinsically linked to their
‘place’ in the world - locally and
globally, geographically and socially.
Furthermore, they advocate for the
critical text production by children
as a means for them to build their
agency, social consciousness and civic
participation. One example includes
the series of prompts provided to
learners that ‘invited the children to
move from the personal, to the local,
to the global’ (p.455):
•

The best things in their lives.

•

What made them really happy,
worried or angry.

•

What they would wish for if they
could have three wishes.

•

What they would change about
their neighbourhood, school and
world.

•

Whether they thought young
people had the power to change
things.

These prompts therefore served as a
teaching tool that could draw learners’
opinions, feelings, experiences and
ideas out and into the learning space.
Comber, B., Thomson, P., & Wells,
M. (2001). Critical literacy finds a
“place”: Writing & social action in
a low-income Australian grade 2/3
classroom. The Elementary School
Journal, 101(4) pp.451-464. http://
www.jstor.com/stable/1002132
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Writing The Self
Johnson (2017)
In this article, “participants
constructed identities through the
experience of writing and not the
extent to which the content or form of
their writing conformed to convention
or what was ‘acceptable’ in school
spaces” (p. 13) by using writing as
a safe space for negotiating and
constructing their own identities.
These participants read their school
environment as heteronormative
and then used this as a springboard
for speaking back to that issue of
power. By focusing on voice and the
social issues that mattered to the
participating learners, they were able
to explore writing as a resource for
meaning-making rather than only
as a formal practice for engaging
with ‘school knowledge’. As such, the
young women used and shared “their
stories, poetry, and journal writing”
(p. 23) to describe, interpret, explain
and transform their experiences of
pain, a lack of power and feelings of
being marginalised in relation to their
gendered identities, sexual identities
and racial identities. The participants
used “dialogue, writing, and rewriting
[to participate] in the sophisticated
act of taking on dominant discourses,
refracting them in their writing, and
rewriting themselves as empowered
and powerful” (p. 28).

Johnson, L. P. (2017). Writing the
self: Black queer youth challenge
heteronormative ways of being in an
after-school writing club. Research
in the Teaching of English, 52(1), 1333.
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Identities Going In And Out Of
School
Subero, Vujasinović, Esteban-Guitart
(2016)
This article, using examples from
classroom practice, makes the claim
that children and young people need
to become a generation of knowledge
creators and not simply knowledge
acquirers if they are to succeed as
writers in our globalised 21st century
life. Learners spend 81% of their
time in informal learning situations.
However, the learning that takes
place in these situations is rarely
utilised by teachers or, particularly, by
teachers of ethnic minority pupils or
pupils who come from low-income
backgrounds, despite what we know
about the major educational and
affective benefits of inviting children’s
funds of knowledge and identities to
meet the school curriculum. Subero
and his colleagues share how teachers
investigated the knowledge, skills
and resources of families and the
local community in order to bridge
the gap between writing in school
and learners’ lives. Teachers also
investigated their students’ talents,
passions, cultures, local heroes
and interests as sources for writing
material. They did this by:
•

Setting up a home-school knowledge
exchange project, which involved
‘all about me’ shoeboxes being
sent home and filled with artefacts,
drawings and symbols that were

significant to them, for example:
photos, objects, trinkets, toys,
postcards, books and magazines.
•

Producing identity texts. Learners
were invited to create a written,
spoken, visual or musical piece
which had part of their identity
invested in it. They wrote on themes
such as: the history of their family,
documentaries and interviews with
people from their neighbourhoods
and dual-language texts discussing
their migration story.

•

Publishing a fairy-tale anthology.
Learners were asked to gather folk
and fairy-tales from their countries
of origin and to use them to create
an anthology of dual-language tales
for the school and public library.

•

Creating video documentaries.
Learners were given recording
equipment to take home and create
documentaries detailing aspects of
their home lives and activities.

•

Crafting autobiographies. Pupils
took part in open-ended interviews
with their peers, and were asked to
write diary entries, bring in family
artefacts, create maps and timelines,
collect photographs and paint
self-portraits before producing an
autobiography of their lives so far.

Subero, D., Vujasinović E., EstebanGuitart, M., (2016) Mobilising funds
of identity in and out of school
Cambridge Journal of Education
47(2) pp.247-263
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From Superman Play to Singing
the Blues
Dyson (2018)
In this article, Anne Haas Dyson
synthesises her decades of research
to highlight practices that welcome
children’s social lives and their
knowledge of popular culture into
the writing classroom. Her aim is to
“illustrate interconnections between
children’s participation in popular
culture and their participation
in composing practices” (p. 37),
recognizing their work as being
immersed in, and influenced by, their
local cultures and environments.
Noting that children naturally
incorporate popular culture into
their own writing when given the
opportunity, she also shows how they
begin to engage in critical reflection
about both popular culture and their
own lives to create wholly original
stories that affirm and evolve their
identities.
Dyson’s studies show young children
independently:
•

Adopting conventions of cartooning
to explore graphic genre forms and
make sophisticated visual puns.

•

Crafting original song music and
lyrics.

•

Creating scripts based on their love
of superheroes and directing other
children to perform them.

•

Using a passion for music to write
about famous blues musicians
and adopt a strong identity as a
budding musician.

Independent exploration of more
complex and varied forms of writing
led to more complex thinking and
richer composition practices. This
research demonstrates the power of
allowing the “permeable curriculum”
of children’s social lives to revise and
transform the “official curriculum” of
schools, and Dyson also highlights the
damage that a prescribed curriculum,
beholden only to skills testing and
improving test scores, can do to
writing growth.
Dyson, A.H. (2018). “From
Superman Playing to Singing the
Blues”: On the Trail of Child Writing
and Popular Culture. Language Arts,
96:1, 37-46
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Using Process Drama to
Promote Agentic Writing
Dobson & Stephenson (2019)
This two-term action research project
explored what happened when
7-11 year olds wrote in response
to participating in process drama
sessions. Teachers, drama specialists
and university researchers used
process drama as a pedagogy across
the curriculum to engage children
in their learning. The workshops
showed children how they could use
themselves and their identities to
inhabit and explore fictional worlds
as an act of intertextual play. For
example:

•

After learning about a Roman wall,
groups of children were invited to
play and act in response. These
varied acts of play were then
written as stories for others to
read.

•

After watching a historical play
involving two seafarers, children
were invited to act out what
they would do on their own sea
journeys. The next day, children
translated their acts of play into
text.

•

After acting out living in a Victorian
village, children were invited to
write about their experience as a
diary entry.

The young writers talked about
how engaged they had been in the
act of writing, and the analysis of
their compositions demonstrated
high levels of authenticity and
sophistication. The research team
concluded that process drama can be
used by other teachers to promote
young writers’ “agentic writing” and
help them produce texts which
represented who they were in new
and creative ways.
Dobson, T. and Stephenson, L.
(2019). “I think it fits in”: Using
Process Drama to Promote Agentic
Writing with Primary School
Children. Literacy. 53:2, pp.69-76
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Language, Race, and Critical
Conversations
Hartman & Machado (2019)
This action research study explores
7-8 year old writers’ incorporation
of African American English (AAE)
into their writing. The children in
this racially diverse classroom were
initially reluctant to talk about issues
of race and language because of the
traditional school marginalisation of
non-dominant vernaculars. However,
when the teacher encouraged them
to use language forms from their own
lives, saying, “It would really show
who you are,” they began to deeply
examine the sophisticated grammar
structures, phonology, and vocabulary
that many used in their everyday talk.
They then incorporated it into their
independently produced texts. Their
experiences upended false notions of
‘correctness’, expanded the repertoire
of their language use, taught them
how to examine language in new ways,
and strengthened and celebrated their
racial identities and the language that
supported it.
The authors suggest that teachers
who want to broaden explorations of
language and affirm the diverse lives
of their children through writing:
•

Understand and leverage the
language practises of students:
learn about their communities,
listen to them talk outside of

class, and create relationships with
families.
•

Carefully consider text selection:
bring writing into the classroom
library that uses diverse languages
and dialects and celebrates
children’s rich cultural and linguistic
backgrounds.

•

Lean into critical conversations
about race: Instead of ignoring or
shutting down topics that children
naturally bring up, follow their lead
and affirm the value of their topics.

•

Encourage writing for many
purposes and audiences: offer
them opportunities to use the full
range of their growing linguistic
repertoires.

Hartman, P., & Machado, E. (2019)
“Language, Race, and Critical
Conversations in a Primary-Grade
Writers’ Workshop.” The Reading
Teacher, 73:3, 313-323
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Reclaiming Power In The
Writers’ Workshop
Kissel & Miller (2015)
This study illustrates successful
Writing Realities practice with our
youngest learners. The researchers
offer three short cases in which
teachers and students reclaim agency
over their workshop decision-making
in the face of “legislative agendas,
prescribed curricula, and mandated
testing requirements” designed to
diminish their power and silence
their voices. Described is a workshop
environment in which children have
clear routines, draw on early language
experiences to share self-chosen
stories, write during play, learn craft
elements, receive rich responses
from teachers and learn how to
reflect and respond to one another
as authors. We witness a first-year
teacher posting children’s work on
a hallway bulletin board to counter
administrators’ concerns about her
workshop’s effectiveness; a young
boy writing about a sensitive topic
that would traditionally be censored
by the school system, thus revealing
a more comprehensive life story and
gaining an author’s identity; and two
girls using newly-learned writing skills
to teach their classmates through
self-initiated peer conferences. These
illustrations suggest practices that we
can implement:
•

Expand the range of ‘acceptable’
topics to allow children to reveal

•

•

•

their individual voices and help
teachers respond to their specific
interests and needs.
Have students choose their own
topics, genres, writing partners
and places to write in order to
empower them and improve their
work.
Teach children —through
modelling, instruction and
practice—how to become
teachers themselves: conferring
independently with their peers,
offering unique insights and sharing
their personal discoveries.
Create public venues for publishing
texts in the school so that others
learn from children’s practices and
works.

Kissel, B.T., & Miller, E.T. (2015).
“Reclaiming Power in the Writers’
Workshop: Defending Curricula,
Countering Narratives, and Changing
Identities in Prekindergarten
Classrooms.” The Reading Teacher
69:1, 77-86.
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Showing Our Beautiful
Languages

•

They shared “linguistically diverse
literature as models of writing.”

Zapata & Laman (2016)

•

They expanded their classroom
libraries to include books written
in languages other than English
and bilingual books; used these
books consistently in their writing
instruction; invited children to
explore the full range of their
libraries; and had discussions
about the languages, cultures,
and identities that the literature
revealed.

In this study, the researchers reveal
the benefits of a translingual approach
to classroom writing, in which
bilingual or multilingual children are
able to take full advantage of their
primary languages in classrooms
that are often English-dominant. The
study frames different languages as
complementary and interconnected,
and when teachers create translingual
classrooms they see the benefits
of children using other languages
and “non-standard” English to
express themselves in powerful
ways. Studying teachers who taught
within writing workshop structures to
discover how they supported students’
uses of multiple languages, they
discovered that the teachers operated
on three principles of instruction:

•

They welcomed in their local
communities, inviting community
members to share their lives,
histories, heritages, and languages,
both inside and outside of
traditional curricular settings;

•

They shared their own language
histories and repertoires, modelling
diverse and integrated language
practises that sometimes ran
counter to traditional school
notions of “correctness”;

Ultimately, the researchers suggest
that working in these ways helps
children build metalinguistic
awareness, helps them to value their
own rich language backgrounds, and
gives them an increased sense of
agency.
Zapata, A., & Laman, T.T. (2016). “I
Write to Show You How Beautiful My
Languages Are: Translingual Writing
Instruction in English Dominant
Classrooms.” Language Arts, 93:5,
366-378.
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Culturally Sustaining Poetry

revealed through their outside-ofschool interests, language usage,
passions and activities.
Privilege alternative forms of
cultural capital. Learn, recognize,
and celebrate the wide array of
cultural and linguistic knowledge
that children bring with them,
which they can then use to
“hybridise” the language of the
“official” curriculum.

Machado, Vaughan, Coppola &
Woodard (2017)

•

Three case studies highlight how
the teaching, learning, and practice
of poetry writing can be crafted as
“culturally sustaining pedagogy” that
invites students to explore their
cultural affiliations, helping them to
gain a voice in the curriculum and
power in their writing. The researchers
tell the story of three writers in a
multi-racial, multicultural classroom
who took advantage of their freedom
to write in multiple genres, explore
and share their own cultural identities
through writing, play with literary
devices in original ways, and extend
their poetry’s meaning and emotional
resonance. They also provide the
results of the students’ work, sharing
and analysing their poetry to give us
the specific evidence of its power and
of the writers’ learning.

The students’ stories, the researchers
conclude, “show us the power of
poetry rooted in students’ cultural
affiliations, and the way that it can
help us to see the world, ourselves,
and each other through multiple
lenses.”

After analysing their findings,
the researchers provide three
recommendations for teachers:
•

•

Encourage linguistic play and
hybridity, giving children licence
to explore and use writing forms
from their own socio-cultural
vernaculars rather than insisting on
“correctness” as narrowly defined
by school traditions.
Help students position themselves
as cultural insiders, inviting them
to share their cultural expertise as

Machado, E., Vaughan, A., Coppola,
R., & Woodard, R. (2017) ‘Lived Life
through a Colored Lens’: Culturally
Sustaining Poetry in an Urban
Literacy Classroom,” Language Arts,
94:6, 367-380
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Re-engaging Students
Disengaged With English
Knight (2009)
This teacher’s narrative research is set
in an Australian secondary school with
over 50 nationalities. It highlights how
disengaged students can have their
attitudes transformed when they are
allowed to connect a variety of texts
and reading with their own realities.
This project was in contrast to what
the students were typically required
to do - notably, being asked to write
in response to how their teacher or a
published scheme writer saw a single
text. The teacher provided their class
with a variety of ‘texts’. These included:
•

Emotive images and words.

•

News articles.

•

Fictional texts.

•

Pupil - produced reports and
manuscripts from interviews with
one another.

•

A variety of photographs taken by
pupils.

Once these different texts were
explored, the students were invited
to design their own writing projects. A
variety of outcomes were produced,
including: stories for younger children,
young adult fiction, autobiographies,
personal narratives, letters, and
editorials.

Knight, A. (2009) Re-engaging
students disengaged with English:
A unit of work on Othering, English
Teaching: Practice & Critique, 8(1)
pp.112-124
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The ‘Zit Fit’ Story And How
Peer Culture Influences The
Classroom Writing Community
Lensmire (1993)
In this paper, teacher-researcher
Timothy Lensmire investigates the
social life of his writing workshop
classroom. He discusses his desire
to create a writing community which
allows for personal ownership and
individual exploration of writing topics
whilst at the same time promoting
a sense of public participation and
responsibility towards others. He
observes that giving children agency
over their writing topics isn’t without
risk, as children grow up in a sexist,
racist and classist society and
they can bring this into the writing
classroom. Lensmire discusses how
his young writing community began to
fracture into gender and social-class
lines, with boys working with boys,
girls working with girls and children
from the local trailer park finding
themselves at the bottom of peer
writing hierarchies. The core of the
paper details a particularly difficult
occasion for teacher response: a
popular child wanted to publish a
fictional narrative that the teacher
read as an attack on an unpopular
classmate.
Lensmire reflects on the fact that
children’s writing choices must, at
times, be questioned if they run
the risk of upholding offensive

stereotypes or alienating their peers.
He argues that learners must engage
in discussion about the moral and
political aspects of their texts and that
they can’t accept the authorial rights
of writing workshop without also
accepting their responsibilities to the
rest of their writing community.
The paper exposes the importance of
teachers supporting and questioning
children’s texts through a critically
pragmatic approach. The essential
nature of teachers promoting a
loving writing community based on
friendship, engagement and social
energy is also discussed.
Lensmire, T. (1993) Following the
Child, Socioanalysis, and Threats to
Community: Teacher Response to
Children’s Texts, Curriculum Inquiry,
23:3, 265-299
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Writing Personal, Inherited And
Secondary Narratives
Gardner (2014)
‘..we write to understand and be
understood..’ - C. Day-Lewis
Writing involves:
Writing to better understand ourselves.
Writing to better understand others.
In his article, writer-teacher-researcher
Paul Gardner suggests we can use our
personal experiences in three types of
ways:
Personal narratives. For example, Paul
shares a poem about his childhood
to better understand himself. It is a
brief retrospective of childhood, and
it uses intertextuality to accentuate
connection to family, particularly the
mother. Students can do this, too.
They can be invited to write from their
personal experience–writing about
what they know and are familiar with.
Inherited narratives. These are the
stories handed down from one
generation to another. They are
situated in family history, but can
equally be located in community and
place. Alongside personal narratives,
inherited narratives provide young
people with an opportunity to express
their funds of identity.
Secondary narratives. These are
stories we write based on other

people’s experiences. We write them
because we feel a connection with
them. The second poem Paul shares
is based on the voice of an enslaved
man from the past. He begins with
a searching question, ‘Where did the
voice of a man of a different time; a
different ‘race’; and lived experience,
so different from his own, come to be
in his head, designing the language,
imagery and cadences of the poem?’
The answer to that question was
found in a variety of texts and
documentaries he had read and seen
over two decades. These texts merged
into a single voice at the particular
moment when writing his poem. For
this to happen, there had to be a
respectful connection, imaginative
empathy and a sense of human
solidarity, which occurs only when the
writer feels an emotional parallel with
the life of someone else.
What Paul has shown us is that
by learning about and writing
personal narrative, learners can use
their experiences to join with the
identities, cultures and experiences
of people who are not present in
their classroom to create secondary
narratives. ‘...We write to understand
and be understood..’
Gardner, P. (2014) Who Am I?
Compositions of the self: an
autoethnographic, rhizotextual
analysis of two poetic texts, English
in Education, 48(3) pp.230-249
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Writing Personal Narrative As
Fiction
Furman (2017)
In this paper, the writer draws on her
experience of teaching writing to 6-8
year olds in a socially and ethnically
diverse classroom. She describes how
a group of children, all of whom she
knew, faced significant challenges
at home, struggled with writing, or
actively refused to write when the
genre in focus was that of personal
narrative. In response to this situation,
and on the basis of her general
observation that all the children
enjoyed writing fiction, she decided to
give them the freedom to write fiction
once they had finished their personal
narratives.
She found that all the children readily
participated in writing fictional stories,
and she was struck by the extent
to which they included elements
of themselves and their lives in the
narratives. Crucially, she observed
that those particular children who
had resisted writing their personal
history now wrote themselves
willingly into their fantasies as key
characters in positions of influence.
The stories were akin to ‘social
dreaming’. Fiction appeared to be
a mode of self-expression which
offered them many rewards, including
the possibility of visualising different
worlds and providing them with a
more empowering way of describing
their realities. It appeared that the

children were taking ‘a seed of truth’
- something about themselves - and
growing out of it a fictional story. The
implication for teachers is that they
can:
•

Offer children more freedom to
write about themselves in ways
they feel most comfortable with.

•

Enjoy and celebrate the fact
that children may choose to
write personal narrative in a
fictional mode and in the process
feel themselves to be more
empowered and agentic.

Furman, C. (2017) Ways of knowing:
Implications of writing curriculum
in an early childhood classroom,
Curriculum Inquiry, 47:3 pp.246-262
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This I Believe - Digital
Storytelling
Schoenborn (2021)
This action research project shows
how middle school teacher Andy
Schoenborn invited his students
to share their beliefs and personal
stories through a ‘This I Believe’
poetic story essay structure. The
students published their pieces as
Youtube ‘digital stories’. In the process,
they had to consider multimodality,
vocal performance, point of view,
soundtracks and images.
Having looked at mentor texts and
videos, and having seen and reflected
on Andy’s own digital story, the
pupils devised their own criteria for
what will make for a successful and
meaningful piece. The students noted
that this was an opportunity to talk
‘in their own voice’ after having been
conditioned to write using only their
academic voice. Their other criteria for
success included:

•

Uses a conversational style
throughout.

•

Contains music that stirs a rich
emotional response that matches
the story line well.

•

Reaches a length of presentation
that is between 3-4 minutes.

•

Includes images to create a distinct
atmosphere or tone that matches
different parts of the story.

•

Establishes a purpose early on
while maintaining a clear focus
throughout.

Andy concludes at the conclusion
of the project that students had an
emotional investment in their writing
which saw them write with care,
passion, and attention.

Schoenborn, A. (2021) This I believe
- Digital storytelling [Available at:
https://writing4pleasure.com/this-ibelieve-digital-storytelling/]
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Building Inclusivity and
Empathy Through Writers’
Workshop

•

Writing his own mentor texts for
children to discuss and study. He is
careful to ensure that the mentor
texts that he writes reflect varying
languages, genders, cultures,
family structures and races. For
Mr. Jackson, it’s important that
children see themselves, and
others, reflected in the mentor
texts that he writes and shares
with them.

•

Encouraging children to write
multilingual books. Children were
shown mentor texts where the
author writes in both their first
language and in English.

•

Looking for commonalities, shared
experiences and shared expertise
in his students’ texts.

•

Providing time for children to talk
and share their writing with their
peers.

Beschorner & Hall (2021)
In this paper, we learn about how Mr.
Jackson, a first grade (6-7 year olds)
teacher, uses a ‘writing workshop’
approach to create a writing
environment which supports children
to be inclusive and empathic. Through
daily writing workshop, children:

•

Build self-awareness.

•

Experience different points of view
and develop empathy.

•

See how their writing affects
others.

•

Explore important social issues
that matter to their peers.

According to Beschorner & Hall ‘all
children have the right to experience
a safe and inclusive classroom, which
engages students in learning and
advances equity’. Mr. Jackson does
this by:
•

Inviting children to write on topics
of their own choice within the
parameters of the type of writing
being studied. This way, children
can listen to the ideas and
experiences of others and engage
in perspective taking.

Beschorner, B., Hall, A. (2021)
Building Inclusivity and Empathy
Through Writers’ Workshop, The
Reading Teacher, 74(5), 631– 634
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“It Took Us a Long Time
to Go Here”: Creating
Space for Young Children’s
Transnationalism in an Early
Writers’ Workshop

•

Inviting members of the local
community to come into the
classroom and share about their
lives and history.

•

Encouraging children to conduct
oral history interviews with parents,
grandparents and siblings.

•

Encouraging children to write in the
language(s) of their choosing.

Beschorner & Hall (2021)
In this article, we learn about how
Mr. Hartman, a second grade (7-8
year olds) teacher, uses a ‘writing
workshop’ approach to create a
writing environment which supports
children to write about their
transnationalism. Transnationalism,
in this context, relates to children
who repeatedly move across national
borders, regularly converse with family
members living in other countries,
and/or consume and produce media
that travels through the internet.
The authors note that many
‘approaches ask students to assume
a monolingual, monocultural audience
for their writing, with a preference for
text-based literacies’.
Mr. Hartman encouraged children to
write transnational poetry by:
•

Sharing bilingual poetry with the
children in his class.

•

Modelling how children could write
in dual language.

•

Using mentor texts with his class
which focused on child culture,
migration, language and family.

Machado, E., Hartman, P. (2020) ‘“It
Took Us a Long Time to Go Here”:
Creating Space for Young Children’s
Transnationalism in an Early Writers’
Workshop’, Reading Research
Quarterly, 56(4), pp. 693–714
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Translanguaging In An English
Dominant Classroom
Salmerón & Kamphaus (2021)
In this article, we learn about how
Ms. Kamphaus, a fourth grade (9-10
year olds) teacher, encouraged her
bi- and multilingual pupils to engage
in translanguaging. Translanguaging,
put simply, is about using different
languages together. Ms. Kamphaus
fostered an environment where
students produced translingual
writing and consistently challenged
negative deficit perspectives of bi- and
multilingual children. Ms. Kamphaus
was able to encourage her students to
engage in translanguaging by:
•

Challenging the assumption that
‘standard English’ is the right
and only way to speak English.
In this class, children discussed
the different styles and standards
of English they used in different
contexts.

•

Asking children to write and share
their ‘language autobiographies’.

•

Providing them with multiple
audiences who required them
to write in multiple languages.
(e.g., writing a family journal
in dual language, performing
translanguaged poetry for the
local community, writing bilingual
picture books for younger children
and producing and publishing

information e-books on the web in
dual languages).
•

Using mentor texts which
showcased authors
translanguaging.

•

Using children’s translanguaged
writing when teaching an aspect
of writers’ craft to the rest of the
class.

•

Asking children to strike
up translanguaging ‘writing
partnerships’ during which they
would work together to produce
multilingual and translated texts.

•

Allowing children to mix their
writing with other visual media
such as art, music and technology.

Salmerón, C., Kamphaus, J. (2021)
Fostering Critical Translingual
Writing in an Elementary English
Dominant Classroom, Language Arts,
99 (2), pp.87-98

52 Writing Realities - Examples from the classroom

Nadie Más Puede Contar Tu
Historia: No One Else Can Tell
Your Story
Harvey-Torres & Valdez (2021)

•

Delivered her daily writing
instruction in both English and
Spanish.

•

Chose mentor texts which
reflected her students’ races,
cultural backgrounds and
experiences.

•

Undertook ‘picture walks’ with her
class using bilingual picture books.

•

Invited children to choose their
own topics to write about within
the parameters of whole-class
writing projects.

•

Asked children to teach the rest
of the class about their home
languages through their writings,
drawings and picture book making.

•

Invited children to write letters to
people they care about.

•

Positively compared her students’
writing with commercially
published authors. Children’s
writing held the same status and
regard.

“Teachers should love students, their
languages, and their cultures”
Harvey-Torres & Valdez (2021) show
how writing curricula and schemes
of work often mirror the white,
monolingual, middle-class experiences
of the teachers or providers who write
them. As a consequence, students
from non-dominant backgrounds
can often be positioned as deficient.
Thankfully, Ms. Valdez, a first grade
(6-7 year olds) teacher, shows how
this need not be the case. She uses a
personally relevant ‘writing workshop’
approach to help her bilingual
students write. By inviting children
to use their home languages and to
write about what they know best–
their lives–Ms. Valdez values children’s
linguistic, racial, socioeconomic, and
cultural backgrounds, and, in the
process, teaches them much about
writing and being a writer.
The article shares how Ms. Valdez
and her students use writing as a
tool for positioning themselves in
the world and righting any wrongs
and assumptions people might have
about their realities and identities. Ms.
Valdez:

Harvey-Torres, R., Valdez, C. (2021)
Nadie más puede contar tu historia:
Rewriting Whose Stories Matter
through an Antiracist Bilingual
Writer’s Workshop, Language Arts,
99 (1), pp.37-47
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The Unnormal Sisterhood
Writing Club
Player (2021)
With their writer-teacher Grace Player,
eight girls took part in an after-school
writing club called ‘The Unnormal
Sisterhood’. The after-school club,
in response to the girls’ needs and
desires, studied, discussed and wrote
about identity, self-love, sisterhood
and social change. The club provided
the students with an opportunity to
reflect on their identities and better
understand ‘their strengths, brilliances,
and uniqueness, as well as the
oppressive structures they faced and
how they might fight them’. They wrote
for connection and healing. A typical
session at the club:
•

Started with a period of informal
conversation about the goingson of their lives, which usually
lasted about 10 minutes but, when
necessary, lasted longer.

•

Gave the girls an opportunity to
interact with text written by other
girls and women of colour. This
included poems, quotes, essays,
videos, paintings and music.

•

Included invitations to write in
response to the texts studied or
conversations they had that day.

•

Included feedback as an act of
celebration that helped the girls

build on the strengths of their
developing pieces.
•

Included invitations for the girls
to share their writing with one
another.

In addition to the actual club
meetings, the girls interacted in
between meetings via a co-owned
Instagram account.
According to Player, the girls in The
Unnormal Sisterhood club, ‘practiced
critical celebration of themselves.
By studying their writing and related
conversations they celebrated the
knowledge of girls of colour, their
ways of knowing, and their ways of
being. They discussed the joys and
vulnerabilities of being girls of colour
and a sisterhood was established
which accepted and appreciated
differences.’ Player points out the
importance of centering girls of colour
as the storytellers of their own lives.
Player, G.D, (2021) “”My Color of My
Name”: Composing Critical SelfCelebration with Girls of Color
through a Feminist of Color Writing
Pedagogy,” Research in the Teaching
of English, 55(3) pp.216-240
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Making Multilingual Books In
Kindergarten
McClain & Schrodt (2021)

This article shares how Katie, a
kindergarten teacher, invited her class
of five year olds to make multilingual
books. She did this by:
•

Sharing multilingual picture books
with her class as mentor texts to
learn from.

•

Despite her limited proficiency
in languages other than English,
teaching children how to write
multilingual texts by modelling how
she went about making her own.

•

Inviting children to make the same
kinds of texts.

•

Having parents and other members
of the community come and help
her and the children in their book
making.

McClain, J.B. and Schrodt, K. (2021)
Making Space for Multilingualism:
Using Translanguaging Pedagogies
to Disrupt Monolingual Language
Ideologies within a Culturally
Responsive Kindergarten Curriculum,
The Reading Teacher, p.1-4
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Responsive Teaching In The
Writer’s Workshop
Helsel, Kelly & Wong (2021)

This article shares how a class of 8-9
year olds became a community of
independent and collaborative writers
who flourish through a responsive
and culturally sustaining approach to
writers’ workshop. This includes:
•

Providing daily and dedicated time
for writing.

•

Honouring children’s writing
choices.

•

Providing daily writing instruction
which is responsive to what the
class needs instruction in most.

•

Providing children with additional
instruction and feedback through
pupil conferences.

The authors then share four ways in
which teachers can be responsive to
the needs of their students. These
include:
•

Academic responsiveness: Ensuring
that skills and content align with
students’ abilities and curriculum
goals.

•

Linguistic responsiveness: Valuing
the languages and dialects of
students.

•

Cultural responsiveness: Valuing
the social and cultural identities
and cultural capital of students

•

Social-emotional responsiveness:
Providing a safe and loving
environment for children to take
risks, write and be writers.

Helsel, L., Kelly, K., Wong, K. (2021)
Responsive Teaching in the Writer’s
Workshop, The Reading Teacher, doi.
org/10.1002/trtr.2074
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How Can I Do It?:
A Framework For Teachers
and Schools
Now you’ve had a chance to read about how other teachers have
used and applied the principles of Writing Realities, it is time to
consider how you and your school can uphold these principles too.
At this point, think about:
•
•
•

What do you already do?
What could you make even better?
What would you like to introduce or try out?
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Build a community of writers
Do the members of your community of writers represent
themselves and their experiences, knowledge and identities
through writing?
•

To what extent do all of you write about aspects of your own lives through
personal narrative (memoir), autobiography, people’s life history and poetry
writing projects?

•

Do you invite your class to write about their existing knowledge and to
share their expertise with others, or are they always required to write using
knowledge given by their teacher or a scheme developer?

•

Do you learn more about one another by reading and discussing one anothers’
crafted texts?

•

Is your class invited to write opinion and persuasion pieces on issues they are
personally or collectively affected by, and on local community issues? Or must
they write in response to what the teacher or published scheme deems to be
socially important?

Reflect on the texts you craft
Do you, as a community of writers, critically reflect on the texts
you are crafting?
•

Are you all reflecting on who you typically choose to represent in the texts you
craft?

•

Do you all consider how others are represented in the texts you craft?

•

Do you all discuss the possible social impact your writing will have once
published or performed?

•

Do you consider how inclusive and accessible your texts are for people to
read?

•

Do your young writers only write for people in positions of power (the teacher,
the creators of curriculum objectives) or do they have an opportunity to be the
empowered ones in the relationship?
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Respectfully represent those who are already
present in the classroom as well as those who
are not
Does your community of writers ensure they represent the
identities, cultures, and experiences of people who are not present
in their classroom?
•

Are you all auditing your classroom library to ensure it is reflective and
representative?

•

Are you also crafting your own texts to fulfil this need?

•

Are your young writers allowed to bring texts in from home and so make their
own contributions to the class’ library?

•

Does your community of writers learn about people they may never have met
by discussing news articles and recorded interviews; reading their memoirs and
biographies; analysing and discussing historical documents; watching movies
and documentaries and listening to guest speakers and performers?

•

When learning about people whom they may never have met, are young writers
using their reactions and personal responses to create texts which show they
have made a respectful connection?

•

Are learners developing and engaging in a culture of sharing where they give
and receive feedback and responses to their texts?

Connect with your reading
Does your community of writers get to connect with their reading?
•

Does the whole class come together to devise their own ideas for class
writing projects, or are they required to write in response to their teacher’s or a
scheme’s predefined ideas?

•

Through intertextuality, do you all craft texts which connect your reading to
your own thoughts, identity, knowledge, experiences and culture?
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•

Are these personal responses shared so as to represent a ‘collective response’?

•

By crafting texts that represent members’ identities, does your writing
community gain a better understanding of how a personal identity cannot be
separated from a writer-identity? As a result, are you better able to reflect on
the authorial decisions a writer has made when reading and discussing their
texts?

Encourage variety
Does your community of writers subvert typical textual
conventions and publish and perform their writing in a variety of
ways?
•

Are learners able to perform, illustrate, record and film a variety of their written
texts?

•

Are your apprentice writers regularly participating in intertextuality, textual
redesign, multiliteracies and genre subversion?

•

Do you invite your community of writers to transform or re-craft the knowledge
they learn across the curriculum in a personalised way?

•

Are you providing opportunities to write using non-standard English varieties
and in languages other than English?

•

Are there multilingual texts in the class library? If not, are you all crafting texts
to fulfil or supplement this need?
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Frequently asked questions
Isn’t the point of school for children to learn about new things,
not to write about what they already know?
If children only ever wrote about their existing cultures, experiences or knowledge,
they would become hedonistic writers. However, children shouldn’t just write
about newly acquired or school-based knowledge, either. This is simply not what
writers do, and research tells us that people learn by constructing new knowledge,
connecting and processing new information with knowledge they already
have. Young & Ferguson (2021) suggest that when children do write about new
experiences and information, they should be afforded the opportunity not only to
‘knowledge tell,’ by writing down everything they’ve learnt, but also to ‘knowledge
transform’ and ‘knowledge craft’ what they’ve learnt by mixing it with their own
imaginative ideas, lived experiences, understandings, opinions and thoughts, so as
to better understand the knowledge that’s been shared and move beyond it into
even richer meaning-making.

Why are we encouraging children to write about being poor?
What happened to ‘poverty proofing’ schools?
It’s simply wrong to believe that children and young people who live in poverty
have nothing to offer the writing classroom, or that poverty is, in itself, a taboo
subject. To deny children the opportunity to write about their actual lives is to
deny them an essential part of a writer’s education (Rosen 2017). Our writing
classrooms must reflect the children within them and the reasons they would
want to write if we are to give them a genuine apprenticeship in authorship. Part
of that apprenticeship is teaching them how writers draw on their own lives and
cultures. While working-class children’s cultures, knowledge and identities are
not perfect in some kind of romantic way, they contain rich lived experiences that
deserve representation and acknowledgement from their writing community, and
they portray realities that can make a powerful contribution to the classroom.

What happens if a child writes about a sensitive issue?
Take teaching young children about racism as one example. It’s a sensitive issue
for some educators. However, many social justice educators argue that if young
people are strong enough to experience it, they are strong enough to learn about
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it. Just because we ignore sensitive issues in the classroom doesn’t remove them
from children’s lives, and sometimes writing about them can open up important
conversations and help teachers to support them more effectively. When they
feel safe and supported, young people might occasionally decide to bring sadder
or more sensitive moments from their lives into the classroom. You will need
to be attuned when writers make the decision to put these thoughts on paper
or screen. Young writers should never be pressured to pursue such topics, but
neither should they be actively discouraged. Remember, writing can sometimes be
the only way children feel they can reach out about their problems. An outwardly
loving community of writers acts as a safe space for those who don’t always feel
comfortable talking. Writing Realities is an opportunity to teach young writers this
valuable life lesson.

Isn’t this cultural intrusion and voyeurism on the part of
the teacher?
One can frame this the other way: when learners get to make the decisions about
what to write, it is cultural empowerment on their part. Under such an approach,
teachers and schools will have to give up some of their power and authority over
what children write about and allow their traditional practices to be ‘intruded’
upon by the children’s lived realities outside their classroom. This is what Young
& Ferguson (2021) term a ‘sincere writing curriculum’. And, as we have seen in the
examples of practice shared within this document, when teachers welcome young
people’s lives and cultures to meet the curriculum, both benefit tremendously.

But what if a child writes something offensive?
This is often a blessing. If a pupil says something offensive, it is discussed and
dealt with. The same should occur in the writing classroom. Writing functions as
speech on paper, and it’s much healthier for young people to feel they can write
what is on their minds than for these thoughts and ideas to remain unheard
and discussed with others. At the same time, a Writing Realities approach is
proactive, teaching young writers to be aware of, and sensitive to, their audiences.
“Offensive” writing can sometimes challenge readers to think in different ways, and
sometimes it is just meant to provoke or scandalise. Writing Realities teachers and
children examine together what the differences between the two are.
Writing as a social justice practice also requires it to be messy at times, and
controversial material will inevitably emerge. Navigating our own identities,
contexts, experiences and cultures, as well as those of others, means there will
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be some learning, unlearning, and relearning to be done. This is not easy, so
providing safe classroom spaces, supportive environments for sharing, and a
growing capacity for peers to provide constructive feedback is necessary. These
supportive, safe spaces should include some community guidelines for how to
tackle sensitive topics in safe and productive ways.

If adult writers sometimes find it hard to write respectfully about
people beyond themselves, how can we expect children to do it?
This is the very reason why we need to start teaching it in the writing classroom.
We have seen a number of high-profile cases where contemporary writers have
failed to always be sensitive and respectful when writing about others (SandsO’Connor & Chetty 2021). Therefore, if we want to achieve the intentions of both
Reflecting Realities (CLPE 2021) and Writing Realities, then we need to educate the
next generation of writers on how to develop characters and write about people
beyond themselves in respectful and celebratory ways.
Sunny Singh, writer and teacher of creative writing at London Metropolitan
University, provides some useful questions which can help. For example:
•

Why do you want to write this? What is your motivation?

•

What is your personal emotional, psychological, ethical investment in writing it?

•

Can someone else tell this story better? Is it someone else’s story to tell?

•

What does YOUR telling of the story do? Does it replicate prior violence,
oppression/injustice? Does it provide new understanding or insight?

•

What is your power balance/imbalance as a writer to the subject matter?

•

Should you write/publish this at all? As with most ethical questions, the key is
not can one but should one?

You can adapt these questions to suit your class and discuss them accordingly.

How can my class have an understanding and write well about
people they’ve never met?
They might not, at first. They may well begin to write using clumsy stereotypes
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and cliches, but these can be discussed and critically reflected on. However, it
is entirely possible for young writers to show respectful connection, ‘imaginative
empathy’ and human solidarity when learning about people they haven’t met if
they all write and read their personal responses to this learning. Alternatively, they
can write as a single collective response. This could be done by writing social
and political poetry, community activism pieces, advocacy journalism, people’s
histories or by well-researched biographies (Young & Ferguson 2020).

Isn’t asking students to be critical of one another’s writing going
to alienate them and make them fearful of composing texts? Do
students really need to be ‘sensitivity readers’ for each other’s
manuscripts all the time?
What do you do as a teacher when a child feels alienated on the playground?
You support them. It’s essential that as teachers we nurture our classrooms
in such a way that they become genuine and sympathetic communities of
writers. We can also encourage children by modelling and taking risks in our
own writing, discussions, and critical examinations. Critical reading is sometimes
misinterpreted as criticising. Instead, it is a deeper and more thoughtful
engagement with the text that leads to richer and more powerful feedback to the
author. Good critical reading leads to a response that is helpful and affirming, not
negative and humiliating.

Isn’t there a tension between children expressing themselves and
teachers having to evaluate the outcomes?
Given our current assessment systems, yes, it is easy to see where tensions
exist. However, Writing Realities hinges on complex issues of identity, context,
power, and agency and so compels us to reconsider more traditional, simplistic
standardised assessment tools. We provide the following suggestions on
approaching assessment:
•

Create assessment goals collaboratively with your young writers, focusing first
on what they believe they need to do to craft meaningful and successful texts
for their anticipated audience. This means aspects of their self-expression
are being treated with respect, and the needs of any mandated assessment
framework must be able to meet the goals the young writers have identified.
Indeed, the two align quite naturally when children are writing for real purposes
and genuine audiences (Young & Ferguson 2020, 2021).
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•

Ensure that 95% of our assessment is taking place whilst children are engaged
in crafting and shaping their writing. This means we provide feedback on how
their composition is developing whilst they are at the early stages of their
process. In doing so, our assessment leads to response that helps children
make their writing more powerful and meaningful through time, rather than
serving as a summative judgement that may not help them write better in the
future (We can shift our focus towards giving feedback about transcriptional
accuracy when children are preparing their manuscripts for publication).

•

Give yourselves permission to assess things beyond what’s mandated on an
assessment framework. For example, consider the success of learners’ writing
by looking at the social, emotional, and intellectual impact it’s had on its
intended audience, or at the writing growth the author demonstrated in the
process of crafting their text (Meehan & Sorum 2021).

•

Help children become critical readers of their own and others’ texts. Who
said only the teacher gets to evaluate outcomes and growth? The writers
themselves can evaluate their own development, they can receive reactions
from their friends and peers and they can invite responses from their
audiences beyond the classroom.

How much understanding of history, politics, or of socially
controversial issues, do children require to take part in such
an approach and when am I meant to teach it?
No text a child writes is neutral. When learners write, they make choices about
what to write, who they write about and how they write it. The texts they craft
share their world views. Through their writing, children reveal their knowledge of
politics and society. So, yes, we should discuss politics, social controversies and
the ways that people interact with one another from the very beginning. Part of
Writing Realities is about reflecting on the texts we craft. It’s also about trying to
acknowledge, represent and celebrate in our texts those who are not routinely
present and to encourage a variety of responses, including those that address
complex issues.
It might be easier to start with the politics of the everyday –the daily issues
that young children experience and care about. Some children may value
writing personal narratives about owning expensive items while others focus
their memoirs on the quality of a relational experience. This can be interesting.
Their authorial decisions carry social and political messages that are worthy of
examination. For instance, what happens to the male and female characters in
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their stories will be informed by their dominant understandings of sex and gender
in their contexts. We can then help them to ask questions like, “What does this
writing say about who I am and what I value? What ideas haven’t I thought about
that I can explore?” In all cases, what children write about can teach us how they
think and allow us to respond to them and their writing more effectively.
We can also encourage children to represent in their texts those who are not
routinely present. For example, we might examine whom they choose to be
the superheroes in their graphic novels and why. Together, we can ask: Who is
included and excluded in my writing? Who gets to speak? What stereotypes am I
reproducing, resisting, or transforming in my writing? How can I represent people
who are not regularly portrayed? How can I do this in a way that shows respectful
connection and increases my understanding? To do this, we must also discuss
issues of cultural appropriation–learning how not to adopt the lived experiences of
others as our own or portray ourselves as experts when we are not. Instead, we
help children understand and portray themselves–and acknowledge others–within
a more diverse, complex and accurate depiction of their worlds. As learners get
older, larger issues of - for example - racism, misogyny, or environmental issues
can be addressed in even more depth, as is developmentally appropriate.
As teachers address historical, political, and socially controversial topics from an
early age and invite their students to write and share their personal responses,
they have access to one another’s diverse ways of thinking about the world. As a
result, the writing community gains much wider perspectives.
Ultimately, through this Writing Realities orientation, learners become accustomed
to asking critical questions about their everyday lives and how, through their
writing, they can contribute positively to addressing larger social, cultural, and
political events. By researching–asking questions and then seeking out answers
together–learners gain a much deeper understanding of the society in which they
live, how they can sustain the lives of others and how to appreciate their own
unique place in it.
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Conclusion
Whilst it’s promising to see that people are
recognizing the need for multiple cultures to be
reflected and sustained through a greater variety
of books in classroom libraries (Huyck et al. 2019;
Ramdarshan Bold 2019; CLPE 2021), we are not
always seeing these same cultures leave the
classroom through children’s writing. Children don’t
typically see themselves as writers in the here and
now (Young 2019).
By using our Writing Realities framework, teachers
and schools can ensure that written language
becomes an instrument for meaning-making and
meaning-sharing, rather than just a documentation
of traditional, dominant ways of thinking, being and
doing. In the words of Gutiérrez, we can create
classrooms which promote ‘shared humanity, a
profound obligation to others, boundary crossing and
intercultural exchange through which difference is
celebrated without being romanticised’ (2008 p.149).

What Next?
We need your help. We urge students, teachers,
researchers, publishers and teacher-educators to
consider what’s laid down in our framework and
begin to explore the possibilities of Writing Realities.
We then need you to share your thoughts and action
research with us. We need you to provide blog posts
and examples of practice to our dedicated website
so we can all learn from one another.
Let’s not just make writing matter, let’s make sure
the writers matter, too.

67 Writing Realities - References and further reading

References and further reading
•

Bangert-Drowns, R., Hurley, M., Wilkinson, B., (2004) The effects of school-based writingto-learn interventions on academic achievements: a meta-analysis Review of Educational
Research 74 pp.29-58

•

Bazerman, C., (2016) What do sociocultural studies of writing tell us about learning to write in
MacArthur, C., Graham, S., Fitzgerald, J., (Eds) Handbook of writing research (2nd Ed) pp. 11-23
New York: The Guilford Press

•

Bereiter, C., Scardamalia, M., (1987) Knowledge telling and knowledge transforming in written
composition. In Sternberg, R., (Ed) Advances in applied psycholinguistics Vol 2. Reading, writing,
and language learning USA: Cambridge University Press pp.142-175

•

Beschorner, B., & Hall, A. (2021). Building Inclusivity and Empathy Through Writers’ Workshop.
The Reading Teacher, 74(5), 631– 634

•

Best, E., Clark, C., Picton, I. (2020) Seeing yourself in what you read. Diversity and children and
young people’s reading in 2020 London: National Literacy Trust.

•

Bomer, R., (2017) What Would It Mean for English Language Arts to Become More Culturally
Responsive and Sustaining? Voices From The Middle 24(3) pp.11-15

•

Cazden, C., Cope, B., Fairclough, N., Gee, J., (1992) A pedagogy of multiliteracies: designing social
futures Harvard Educational Review Vol.66(1) pp.60-92

•

CLPE, (2021) Reflecting realities: survey of ethnic representation within UK children’s literature
London: CLPE

•

Comber, B., Thomson, P., & Wells, M. (2001). Critical literacy finds a “place”: Writing & social
action in a low-income Australian grade 2/3 classroom. The Elementary School Journal, 101(4)
pp.451-464. http://www.jstor.com/stable/1002132

•

Cope, B. & Kalantzis, M. (eds.) (2000). Multiliteracies: Literacy learning & designing social futures.
Routledge.

•

Cushing, I. (2020). The policy and policing of language in schools. Language in Society, 49(3),
425-450.

•

Dobson, T. and Stephenson, L. (2019) “I think it fits in”: Using Process Drama to Promote Agentic
Writing with Primary School Children. Literacy. 53(2), pp.69-76.

•

Dobson, T., Stephenson, L., Arede, A.D. (2021) Story Makers Press: can involving children in the
writing of novels promote reading for pleasure? Academia Letters, Article 206

•

Dutro, E., (2010) What ‘hard times’ means: Mandated curricula, class-privileged assumptions,
and the lives of poor children Research in the Teaching of English 44(3) pp.255–291

•

Dyson, A., (2020) “This isn’t my real writing”: The fate of children’s agency in too-tight curricula
Theory Into Practice 59(2) pp.119-127

68 Writing Realities - References and further reading

•

Eyres, I., (2017) Conceptualising writing and identity in (Eds) T. Cremin., T. Locke., Writer Identity
and the Teaching and Learning of Writing London: Routledge pp.3-18

•

Fairclough, N., (1989) Language and Power UK: Longman

•

Fairclough, N. (2000). Multiliteracies & language: Orders of discourse & intertextuality. In:
Multiliteracies: Literacy Learning & the Design of Social Futures, B. Cope and M. Kalantzis (Eds.).
London & New York: Routledge

•

Ferguson, F., Young, R. (2022) The Writing For Pleasure Centre’s Guide To Writing With
Multilingual Children Brighton: The Writing For Pleasure Centre

•

Freire, P., (1996) Pedagogy of the Oppressed (2nd Ed) London: Penguin Press

•

Flint, A. S., Fisher, T., (2014) Writing Their Worlds: Young English Language Learners Navigate
Writing Workshop In Writing & Pedagogy 1756-5839

•

Furman, C. (2017) Ways of knowing: Implications of writing curriculum in an early childhood
classroom Curriculum Inquiry 47:3 pp.246-262

•

García, O., & Li, W. (2014) Translanguaging: Language, bilingualism, and education Palgrave:
Macmillan

•

Gardner, P. (2014) Who Am I? Compositions of the self: an autoethnographic, rhizotextual
analysis of two poetic texts English in Education 48(3) pp.230-249

•

Gardner, P. (2018) “Writing and Writer Identity: the poor relation and the search for voice in
‘personal literacy’ Literacy 52(1) 11-19

•

Gay, G. (2013). Teaching to & through cultural diversity. Curriculum Inquiry, 43(1) pp. 48-70.

•

Gee, P. (2015) Social Linguistics and Literacies. London: Routledge.

•

Ghiso, M., (2015) Arguing From Experience: Young Children’s Embodied Knowledge and Writing
as Inquiry Journal of Literacy Research 47(2) pp.186-215

•

Govender, N. N. (2019). Critical literacy & critically reflective writing: Navigating gender & sexual
diversity. English Teaching: Practice & Critique, 18(3) pp.351-364.

•

Govender, N. (2020). Critical Transmodal Pedagogies: Student Teachers Play with Genre
Conventions. Multimodal Communication, 9(1), DOI: https://doi.org/10.1515/mc-2019-0009. [view
the draft manuscript]

•

Greene, M. (1995), Releasing the Imagination: Essays on Education, the Arts and Social Change,
Jossey-Bass, San Francisco, CA.

•

Gutiérrez, K. (2008) ‘Developing a sociocritical literacy in the Third Space’, Reading Research
Quarterly, vol. 43, no. 2, pp. 148–64

•

Harmey, S., (2020) Co-constructing writing: handing over the reins to young authors Education
3-13 pp.3-11

•

Hartman, P., & Machado, E. (2019) “Language, Race, and Critical Conversations in a PrimaryGrade Writers’ Workshop.” The Reading Teacher, 73:3, 313-323

69 Writing Realities - References and further reading

•

Helsel, L., Kelly, K., Wong, K. (2021) Responsive Teaching in the Writer’s Workshop, The Reading
Teacher, doi.org/10.1002/trtr.2074

•

Hoewisch, A., (2001) “Do I have to have a princess in my story?”: Supporting children’s writing of
fairytales Reading and Writing Quarterly 17 pp.249–277

•

Huyck, D., Dahlen, S., (2019) Diversity in Children’s Books 2018 Created in consultation with
Edith Campbell, Molly Beth Griffin, K. T. Horning, Debbie Reese, Ebony Elizabeth Thomas, and
Madeline Tyner, with statistics compiled by the Cooperative Children’s Book Center, School
of Education, University of Wisconsin-Madison [Accessed at: https://readingspark.wordpress.
com/2019/06/19/picture-this-diversity-in-childrens-books-2018-infographic]

•

Janks, H. (2002). Critical literacy: Beyond reason. The Australian Educational Researcher, 29(1)
pp.7-26.

•

Janks, H. (2010) Literacy & power London: Routledge.

•

Kamler, B., (2001) Relocating the personal: A critical writing pedagogy Albany: State University
Press of New York

•

Kissel, B.T., & Miller, E.T. (2015). “Reclaiming Power in the Writers’ Workshop: Defending
Curricula, Countering Narratives, and Changing Identities in Prekindergarten Classrooms.” The
Reading Teacher, 69:1, 77-86

•

Ladson-Billings, G., (1995) Toward a theory of culturally relevant pedagogy American Educational
Research Journal 32(3) pp,465-491

•

Laman, T., Davis, T., Henderson, J., (2018) “My Hair has a Lot of Stories!”: Unpacking Culturally
Sustaining Writing Pedagogies in an Elementary Mediated Field Experience for Teacher
Candidates Action in Teacher Education, 40:4, 374-390

•

Lensmire, T., (1998) Rewriting student voice Journal of curriculum studies 30(3) pp.261-291

•

Lensmire, T., (1994) Writing Workshop as Carnival: Reflections on an Alternative Learning
Environment Harvard Educational Review 64(4) pp.371-392

•

Li, W. (2017) Translanguaging as a practical theory of language Applied Linguistics, 39(1), 9-30

•

Kinloch, V., (2017) “You ain’t making me write”: culturally sustaining pedagogies and black
youths’ performance of resistance in (Ed) D, Paris., S, Alim., Culturally sustaining pedagogies
USA: Teachers’ College Press pp.25-42

•

Kinloch, V., (2018) Necessary disruptions: examining justice, engagement, and humanizing
approaches to teaching and teacher education University of Pittsburgh: Teaching Works

•

Knight, A., (2009) Re-engaging students disengaged with English: A unit of work on Othering
English Teaching: Practice & Critique 8(1) pp.112-124

•

Laman, T., (2014) Transforming literate identities: writing and multilingual children at work
Learning English as a New Language 26(1) pp.2-10L

•

Lankshear, C., Knobel, M. , (2009) More than words: Chris Searle’s approach to critical literacy as
cultural action Race & Class 51(2) pp.59-78

70 Writing Realities - References and further reading

•

Lewison, M., Heffernan, L., (2008) Rewriting Writers Workshop: Creating Safe Spaces for
Disruptive Stories Research in the Teaching of English 42(4) pp.435-465

•

Machado, E., Vaughan, A., Coppola, R., & Woodard, R. (2017) ‘Lived Life through a Colored Lens’:
Culturally Sustaining Poetry in an Urban Literacy Classroom.” Language Arts, 94:6, 367-380

•

Machado, E., Hartman, P. (2020) ‘“It Took Us a Long Time to Go Here”: Creating Space for Young
Children’s Transnationalism in an Early Writers’ Workshop’, Reading Research Quarterly, 56(4),
pp. 693–714

•

Makalela, L. (2019) Uncovering the universals of ubuntu translanguaging in classroom
discourses. Classroom Discourse, 10(3-4), 237-251

•

Maybin, J., (2001) Language, struggle and voice: The Bakhtin/Volosinov writings In Wetherell, M.,
Taylor, S., and Yates, S., (Eds) Discourse Theory and Practice: A Reader London: Sage pp.64–71

•

Meehan, M., Sorum, K. (2021) The Responsive Writing Teacher: A Hands-On Guide to ChildCentered, Equitable Instruction London: Corwin Sage

•

Mendelowitz, B. (2016). Conceptualising and enacting the critical imagination through a critical
writing pedagogy. English Teaching: Practice & Critique, 16(2) pp.178-193.

•

Merchant, G., (2009) Web 2.0, new literacies, and the idea of learning through participation
English Teaching: Practice and Critique 8(3) pp.107-122

•

Misson, R. and Morgan, W. (2006). Critical Literacy and the Aesthetic. National Council of
Teachers of English, IL.

•

Moje, E., Luke, A., (2009) Literacy and Identity: Examining the Metaphors in History and
Contemporary Research Reading Research Quarterly 44(4) pp.415-437

•

Morrell, E. (2003). Writing the word and the world: Critical literacy as critical textual production.
Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Conference on College Composition and
Communication, New York, New York.

•

Morrison, K., Robbins, H., Gregory Rose, H., (2008) Operationalizing Culturally Relevant Pedagogy:
A Synthesis of Classroom-Based Research Equity & Excellence in Education 41(4) pp.433-452

•

Newfield, D. (2014). Transformation, transduction and the transmodal moment. In: The
Routledge Handbook of Multimodal Analysis, C. Jewitt’s (Ed.), P.100–113. London: Routledge.

•

Nystrand, M, (1987) The role of context in written communication in Horowitz, R., Samuels, S.J.,
(Eds) Comprehending oral and written language USA: Academic Press pp.197-214

•

Nystrand, M., (1989) A social interactive model of writing Written Communication 6 pp.66-85

•

Paris, D. (2012). Culturally sustaining pedagogy: A needed change in stance, terminology, and
practice. Educational researcher, 41(3) pp. 93-97.

•

Paris, D., & Alim, H. S. (Eds.). (2017). Culturally sustaining pedagogies: Teaching and learning for
justice in a changing world. Teachers College Press.

•

Parry, B. & Taylor, L., (2018) Readers in the round: children’s holistic engagements with texts In
Literacy 52 (2): 103-110

71 Writing Realities - References and further reading

•

Perry, K., (2012) What is literacy? A critical overview of sociocultural perspectives Journal of
language and literacy education Vol 8(1) pp.50-71

•

Purcell-Gates, V., Duke, N., & Martineau, J., (2007) Learning to read and write genre-specific
text: Roles of authentic experience and explicit teaching In Reading Research Quarterly Vol.
42(1)

•

Ramdarshan Bold, M., (2019) Representation of people of colour among children’s book authors
and illustrators The Book Trust: London [Accessed: https://www.booktrust.org.uk/globalassets/
resources/represents/booktrust-represents-diversity-childrens-authors-illustrators-report.pdf]

•

Rosen, H., (2017) The politics of writing in Richmond, J., (Ed) Harold Rosen writings on life,
language and learning 1958-2008 UK: UCL IOE Press pp.347-361

•

Sands-O’Connor, K., Chetty, D. (2021) Beyond the Secret Garden: On Values, Knowledge and the
Imagination [Online: https://booksforkeeps.co.uk/article/beyond-the-secret-garden-on-valuesknowledge-and-the-imagination/]

•

Scardamalia, M., Bereiter, C., (2003) Knowledge building In Encyclopedia of education (2nd Ed)
New York: Macmillan Reference (pp.1370-1373)

•

Schultz, K., Fecho, B., (2000) Society’s Child: Social Context and Writing Development
Educational Psychologist 35(1) pp.51-62

•

Solsken, J., Willett, J., Wilson-Keenan, J., (2000) Cultivating Hybrid Texts in Multicultural
Classrooms: “Promise and Challenge” National Council of Teachers of English pp.179-212

•

Souto-Manning, M., Dernikos, B. (2016) Rethinking normative literacy practices, behaviors, and

•

interactions: Learning from young immigrant boys Journal of Early Childhood Research 14(2)
pp.163-180

•

Stein, P., and Newfield, D. (2006). Multiliteracies & multimodality in English education in Africa:
Mapping the terrain. English Studies in Africa, 49(1):1–21.

•

Street, B. (2006). Autonomous and ideological models of literacy: Approaches from New
Literacy Studies. Media Anthropology Network, 17 pp.1-15.

•

Subero, D., Vujasinović E., Esteban-Guitart, M., (2016) Mobilising funds of identity in and out of
school Cambridge Journal of Education 47(2) pp.247-263

•

Tarrés, E., Boix, G., Nadal, N., García, M. A., & Vila, I. (2012) El misterio de la biblioteca Millènium o
cómo promover relaciones colaborativas desde la participación del alumnado [The mystery of
the Millènium library: How to promote collaborative relationships through student participation]
Revista de Educación 359 pp.102–119

•

Taylor, L., Clarke, P. (2020) We read, we write: reconsidering reading–writing relationships in
primary school children Literacy https://doi.org/10.1111/lit.12235

•

The Talk Workshop Group (1982) Becoming our own experts London: Redwood Burn

•

Wynter-Hoyte, K., Braden, E. G., Rodriguez, S., & Thornton, N. (2019). Disrupting the status
quo: exploring culturally relevant and sustaining pedagogies for young diverse learners. Race
Ethnicity and Education, 22(3) pp.428-447

72 Writing Realities - References and further reading

•

Young, R., (2019) What is it ‘Writing For Pleasure’ teachers do that makes the difference? The
Goldsmiths’ Company: The University Of Sussex

•

Young, R., & Ferguson F. (2020) Real-World Writers: a handbook for teaching writing with 7-11
year olds London: Routledge

•

Young, R., & Ferguson, F. (2020b) Get involved: share your practice: https://writing4pleasure.
com/get-involved-share-your-practice/ [Accessed 11th August 2020]

•

Young, R., & Ferguson, F. (2021) Writing For Pleasure: theory, research and practice London:
Routledge

•

Zacarian, D., Soto, I., (2020) Responsive Schooling for Culturally and Linguistically Diverse
Students New York: Norton

•

Zapata, A., & Laman, T.T. (2016). “I Write to Show You How Beautiful My Languages Are:
Translingual Writing Instruction in English Dominant Classrooms.” Language Arts, 93:5, 366-378.

•

Zompetti, J. (2006) Embracing a critical communication pedagogy: A radical examination of the
common communication course. Radical Pedagogy, 8(2), non paginated. Available at: http://
radicalpedagogy.icaap.org/content/issue8_2/zompetti.html.

Email:
writing4pleasure.com/contact

Website:
writingforpleasure.com

Facebook:
The Writing For Pleasure Centre

Twitter:
@WritingRocks_17

