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Abstract 

Recent reviews of the curriculum, including the Cambridge Primary Review 

(Alexander, 2009) and the Rose Review (Rose, 2009), have promoted discussions 

around the content and delivery of the classroom curriculum. Classroom 

practitioners have long been aware of the link between delivering exciting and 

engaging contexts for learning, and promoting   creativity,   with   a   rise   in   students’  

attainment (NACCCE, 1999). The current opportunity to review the delivery of the 

curriculum provides a platform for educators to investigate whether previous 

teaching methods are actually the most effective.  

This dissertation focuses on the teaching of writing in a primary school. The aim 

was to examine whether the Mantle of the Expert (MoE) approach to learning might 

be   a   vehicle   which   could   impact   on   children’s   attitude to, engagement with and 

attainment in writing. The project lasted 6 weeks and used action research to plan, 

teach  and  evaluate  the  children’s  response to their learning in writing. Focus group 

interviews, observation and analysis of learning journals were used to evaluate 

which  elements  of  MoE  were  having  an   impact  on  children’s  perception  of  writing  

tasks. 

The  research  suggested  that  children’s  perception of writing tasks shifted during the 

project. The children initially viewed writing as a combination of presentation 

elements (e.g. handwriting) with an importance placed on spelling, whereas at the 

end of the project they appeared to perceive writing as a task which was completed 

for a purpose and they had a strong focus on the content of what was being written. 

Using a revised taxonomy of personal engagement (Morgan and Saxton, 1987), the 

different stages in a MoE project were mapped against the changing engagement 

and attitude the children demonstrated towards writing. Although it appeared that 

children’s   perceptions   of   writing   were   changed   by   using   MoE,   the   impact   of   the  

approach on attainment in writing was less clear. An interesting analysis of the 

levelling system used to assess attainment appeared to show that the criteria used 

did not allow children to demonstrate their increased understanding of the purpose 

and content of their writing. This highlights the tension between engaging children in 

their  learning,  and  teaching  children  to  ‘tick  boxes’  in  terms  of  assessment.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

Over the past four years, there has been a renewed interest in not just what is 

taught in the primary school, but how it is it taught. Recent reviews of the 

curriculum, including the Cambridge Primary Review (Alexander, 2009) and the 

Rose Review (Rose, 2009), have promoted discussions around the content and 

delivery of the classroom curriculum. Classroom practitioners have long been aware 

of the link between delivering exciting and engaging contexts for learning, promoting 

creativity, and a   rise   in   students’   attainment   (National Advisory Committee on 

Creative and Cultural Education, 1999). The current opportunity to review the 

delivery of the curriculum provides a platform for educators to investigate whether 

previous teaching methods are actually the most effective. This project focuses on 

the teaching of writing in a primary school, examining whether there may be an 

alternative method of teaching writing which engages and motivates children, 

thereby raising attainment in the subject. The school where this research project 

has taken place has dedicated the professional development training during 2010 

and 2011 to thinking about the curriculum, with a focus on literacy. In looking at the 

assessment data across each year group, a slowing trend in the progress children 

make in writing, compared with progress in reading and maths, had been identified. 

In  order  to  increase  children’s  attainment  in  writing,  the school has been considering 

different teaching approaches which could be used to engage and motivate children 

in writing tasks. 

 

This research took place in a primary school situated in a borough of south-east 

London. The school opened in 2003 as a one-form entry school in a new, purpose-

built building. In 2010 the school was asked by the local authority to move to two-

form entry due to the number of children on the waiting list. I have been teaching in 

this primary school for six years. Working in a new school, with changes being 

made year-on-year, has presented many opportunities and challenges. Each year 

we have appointed new staff for the new intake of children and this has enabled us 

to grow in capacity as a staff. One of our biggest challenges as a growing school 

has been the development of our curriculum. The intake of new staff, combined with 

ongoing reviews of the curriculum, has meant that we have evaluated our topics, 

themes and activities during each academic year. In September 2011, the staff 
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spent two days drafting a new curriculum to teach foundation subjects and Science 

under  the  heading  of  ‘topic  work’.   

 

My planning has always involved looking for meaningful links between subjects. I 

have found timetabling thirteen different subjects into one week to be a logistical 

challenge. In my role as Design Technology (DT) co-ordinator, I have been looking 

for a way to make DT projects relevant and meaningful to other subjects in the 

curriculum. Five years ago, my Headteacher alerted me to an inquiry based 

approach to learning called Mantle of the Expert (MoE), which she felt might be a 

way to link different areas of the curriculum in a meaningful way. MoE is a dramatic-

inquiry based approach to teaching and learning which was invented and developed 

by Professor Dorothy Heathcote at the University of Newcastle upon Tyne during 

the 1980s. The central idea is that the class will do all their curriculum work as if 

they are an imagined group of experts. The three key themes of a Mantle inquiry 

involve the children working as a responsible team, using dramatic conventions to 

deepen their understanding of their role with a team, and having a meaningful focus 

for their inquiry. Dorothy Heathcote formed a significant working relationship with 

Gavin Bolton during their time working as lecturers in drama. Together they worked 

to develop the MoE approach to delivering the curriculum in a purposeful, dialogic, 

emancipatory and metaphoric way (Heathcote and Bolton, 1995). 

  

After completing some background reading, I felt that MoE had potential to make 

our   school’s   teaching   of   ‘topic’   work   (combining  Science,  Geography,  History,  Art  

and DT) much more exciting and meaningful to the children. Over the past three 

years, I have used MoE in the classroom to conduct a small scale project lasting 

one week, and a longer scale project over a term. Last year I used MoE to teach a 

longer scale project, for twelve weeks, which increased my interest in the approach 

and also highlighted some of the issues which needed to be investigated further 

before using the  approach  across  the  school.  At  the  end  of  the  term’s  project  I  had  

conducted a survey  of  the  children  and  parents’  perceptions  of  the  project. Analysis 

of the questionnaire responses had shown many positive aspects to using MoE 

such as team work, collaborative learning and the children’s enthusiasm to 

continuing their research at home. Returning the questionnaires was optional for the 

parents, and unfortunately only seven from a class of thirty three were returned. 
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This could have led to a biased sample towards the more enthusiastic and 

appreciative   parents.   From   analysing   the   children’s   responses   to   their  

questionnaires, I had found that they appeared to show increased enjoyment of 

lessons, participation in their learning and a greater feeling of achievement in their 

learning during their MoE work, compared with a more traditional approach to 

teaching topic work during the rest of the year. So far using MoE to deliver the 

curriculum has not been extended across the school as there has not been the 

funding  available  within  the  school’s  budget  to  train  other  members  of  staff  and  the  

school’s  focus  has  been  on  increasing  attainment  in  maths.  However,  this  year  the  

focus   of   our   school   development   plan   is   to   increase   children’s   engagement and 

attainment in writing, so MoE could be used as a vehicle for this. I am also 

interested in how MoE could be used to deliver elements of the mathematics 

curriculum, and will continue to research how other users of MoE teach maths. 

 

The recommendations from the Rose Review (Rose, 2009) and the Cambridge 

Primary Review (Alexander, 2009) suggest that the traditional approach to separate 

subject teaching needs to be revised. Both reports suggest combining a number of 

subjects under six or eight key areas, to make the links between the subjects more 

meaningful for children. Hargreaves (1994) discussed the issues of coherence and 

manageability within the National Curriculum as being the biggest problems for 

teachers to overcome in order to successfully engage children in their learning. This 

view has been more recently echoed by Hayes (2010) in his discussion of the cross-

curricular approach to delivering the National Curriculum. Cross-curricular teaching, 

in  the  form  of  ‘topic’  work,  can  be  a  way  of  organising learning experiences around a 

central theme so that children move beyond simply completing a range of 

disconnected tasks. Each element of the curriculum can be thought of like a brick 

and, throughout schooling, each child builds the bricks into a network of the learnt 

curriculum (Hargreaves, 1994). MoE could offer teachers and children a structure 

through which to learn about the traditional subjects of the National Curriculum in a 

more holistic and meaningful way. The Mantle frame (topic) presented to the 

children could offer the coherence which Hargreaves (1994) believed was lacking 

from the National Curriculum. This view was echoed in the Children, Schools and 

Families  Committee’s  report  (DCSF, 2009) to the House of Commons reviewing the 

effectiveness of the National Curriculum over the year 2007-2008. The report noted 
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that the committee was  concerned  about  the  ‘poor  level  of  continuity  and  coherence  

in  the  National  Curriculum’  (DCSF,  2009:  6). 

During the MoE projects I ran in previous years, I endeavoured to combine literacy 

teaching as part of the inquiry, rather than as a discrete hour lesson each day. 

‘Literacy   teaching’   in   this  context   includes the teaching of phonics, shared reading 

or writing, and independent reading and writing tasks. I aimed to complete all 

reading and writing tasks within the inquiry, although there were some elements of 

phonics teaching which I had to teach discretely as a meaningful link could not be 

made. I found that planning reading and writing tasks as part of a Mantle gave 

children a real context for writing and an audience to write for. This also links to the 

growing view that the aim of education should be to equip children with skills they 

will need for their future (NACCCE, 1999; Machin and McNally, 2008). A good 

primary education is important for not only imparting the knowledge of basic 

numeracy and literacy skills, but also for enabling pupils to learn faster and more 

efficiently as they go through the education system - from primary to secondary 

school and higher education (Machin and McNally, 2008).   

In the report ‘All Our Futures’, the NACCCE (1999) emphasise the link between 

creativity and literacy as skills which are both needed for a successful future. The 

report challenges the perception that these two elements exist as a choice in 

education. The NACCCE (1999) recognise that literacy and numeracy enhance 

creative abilities, but also that creative teaching and learning can enhance literacy 

and numeracy. I shall explore this link in greater detail in the literature review.  

Kennedy (2010) presents a case study of a primary school which has looked to 

integrate all of their writing within their curriculum topics. She cites the motivation for 

doing this as wishing to extend the good practice seen across the Foundation Stage 

where children write for an identified audience with a clear purpose. Embedding 

tasks within a specific, meaningful context has been cited as a teaching method to 

develop more able children; for example, extending gifted and talented children 

through the use of real life tasks presented in a meaningful context is suggested in 

the National Strategy guidance for both English and Maths at Primary and 

Secondary level (DfES, 1998; DfES, 1999). Kennedy (2010) reported that the 

impact of changing her school’s curriculum resulted in an 11% rise in attainment in 

writing over five years and she noted the increased participation, motivation and 

engagement which children demonstrated towards the writing process. It is also 

interesting   to   note   that   children’s   self-esteem and independence had also risen 
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through this process. I believe that giving children a life long love of learning should 

be a key aim of education. By raising self-esteem and motivation, children 

experience success in their learning and are encouraged to take risks to move their 

learning forward (Heathcote and Bolton, 1995). As a teacher, I find creating 

meaningful links between subjects and providing children with writing tasks 

embedded in a real life context to be more rewarding that working through a list of 

isolated objectives within a segregated curriculum. 

 

In developing this project I worked with the Headteacher to look at the next steps in 

the development of MoE across the school and the links which could be made to 

areas of the school development plan. The senior leadership team conducted pupil 

interviews with groups of six children randomly selected from each class to evaluate 

the impact the new topic titles were having after the first term of their use. It was 

interesting to note that classes which I had previously taught using MoE all 

responded that they wanted to keep those topic titles in our new curriculum and 

learn using MoE. This evidence has helped to increase the emphasis being placed 

of MoE within the school and the potential it may have to engage children in their 

learning. Combining a school focus on literacy standards and a personal interest in 

how  MoE   impacts   on   children’s   engagement and participation with their learning, 

the over-arching theme for my dissertation was: the impact Mantle of the Expert has 

on standards and attitudes to literacy in a primary school setting. The analysis of 

literacy attainment focused on  children’s  writing  progress  and  attainment,  as  distinct  

from their reading. This is because writing tasks were incorporated into the MoE 

framework, whereas reading continued to be taught as a separate guided group 

each day. During previous MoE projects, I have taught maths as a distinct daily 

lesson. Whilst I feel that MoE could be used to embed mathematics teaching in a 

meaningful context, my relative lack of experience would have made this a 

challenge for the current project. Therefore, my project focused on writing, rather 

than reading or maths. I worked closely with the senior leadership team, especially 

the literacy co-ordinator, to discuss the progression of the project and analyse the 

impact it was having in the classroom. 
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Research Questions 

The impact of Mantle of the Expert on engagement, attitudes and attainment in 

writing in a primary school 

 Does Mantle of the Expert  impact  on  children’s  engagement  with  writing? 

 How  does  Mantle  of  the  Expert  impact  on  children’s  attitude  to  writing? 

 What changes in writing attainment could be attributable to Mantle of the 
Expert? 
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 

In discussing the background to this project, I will use recent reviews of the 

curriculum, including Rose (2009) and Alexander (2009), as a starting point to 

discuss the current curriculum taught in primary schools. I will then examine the 

principles supporting Mantle of the Expert (MoE), which is a vehicle for teaching and 

learning. The chapter will conclude by considering the impact MoE could have for 

teaching the curriculum in the primary classroom, with a focus on writing. 

The National Curriculum established a minimum entitlement for every child, setting 

out the education they have a right to access in order to operate as effective citizens 

in the future (DCSF, 2009). A national curriculum sets out the knowledge, skills and 

understanding that society wishes to pass on to its children through education. The 

aims stated in the current National Curriculum are that the curriculum should: 

‘provide  opportunities  for  all  pupils  to  learn  and  achieve,  and  should  promote  pupils’  

spiritual, moral, social and cultural development and prepare all pupils for the 

opportunities,   responsibilities   and   experiences   of   life’   (Department for Education 

and Employment, 1999: 11). 

Reviews of the National Curriculum 

Since the introduction of the National Curriculum there have been a number of 

reviews to evaluate its success. The Independent Review of the Primary 

Curriculum, led by Sir Jim Rose, was published in March 2009 and proposed three 

aims for the primary curriculum. The Cambridge Primary Review (CPR, Alexander 

et al, 2009) was conducted at the same time by a team of researchers and used a 

greater number of different policy documents to draw together their suggested aims 

for a revised curriculum (see table 2.1 which compares the aims as stated in the 

Rose Review and the CPR).  

 

Independent Review of the Primary 
Curriculum  
(Rose, 2009) 

Cambridge Primary Review (Alexander, 
2009) 

 Successful learners who enjoy 
learning, make progress and 
achieve. 

 
 Confident individuals who are 

able to live safe, healthy and 
fulfilling lives. 

 
 Responsible citizens who make 

Learning, knowing and doing: 
 Exploring, knowing, understanding, 

making sense 
 Fostering skills 
 Exciting the imagination 
 Enacting dialogue 

 
The individual: 

 Well being 
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a positive contribution to 
society. 

 Engagement 
 Empowerment 
 Autonomy 
 

Self, others and the wider world: 
 Respect and reciprocity 
 Interdependence and sustainability 
 Local, national and global citizenship 
 Culture and community 

Table 2.1. A table to show the aims as stated in the Independent Review of the 
Primary Curriculum (Rose, 2009) and the Cambridge Primary Review (Alexander, 
2009).  

It is interesting to note that both reviews proposed three aims which relate to the 

headings  ‘learning,  individuals  and  society’.  The  CPR has taken these headings and 

expanded on them to suggest the key terms which they believe should underpin a 

good primary education.  

Whilst it has been acknowledged that education should be of interest to all members 

of society (NACCCE, 1999), it is the main stakeholders (namely parents and 

teachers), whose views seem to be most widely reflected in these proposed aims. 

Hayes (2002) suggests that teachers may understand the aims of primary education 

as not only developing children for the future, but also as developing their own self 

value in the present.  This links to the work of John White which focuses on 

developing well-being and promoting human flourishing through education (White, 

2006; White, 2008). The view of teachers is reflected in both the Rose Review aim 

(to develop confident individuals who are able to live fulfilling lives) and in the CPR 

under   the   heading   of   ‘the   individual’,   which   lists   wellbeing,   engagement,  

empowerment and autonomy as key elements. Parents also focus on the wellbeing 

element as a wish for their children, but this is balanced with the promotion of basic 

skills such as reading, writing and understanding of number (Muschamp, Wikeley, 

Ridge and Balarin, 2007). The Rose Review comments that parents consistently 

want a balance for their children between acquiring the basic skills and supporting 

their personal development. The focus on learning, progress and achievement is 

stated more explicitly in the Rose Review in the first aim to develop successful 

learners.    The  CPR’s  focus  on  learning  is  through  their  first  group  of  aims linked to 

learning, knowing and doing.  

A primary education is a right for every child under the United Nations Convention 

on the Rights of the Child (UN CRC, 1989).  This document states that children 

have the right to protection, provision and participation in all areas of their lives, with 
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these three values also applying to education.  These values match the intention of 

primary education in which teachers and schools seek to ensure that children are 

well looked after, have their basic needs met and are able to participate in all 

activities. The aim of learning links to the focus on provision, or entitlement to skills 

as stated in the UN CRC (1989). The right of a child to protection is covered in 

school through the increased focus on safeguarding and documents such as Every 

Child Matters (Department for Education and Skills, 2004) which highlights the need 

for children to be safe. The third element stated as a right for every child is to 

participate in their education. As a teacher, I find this element to be the most 

exciting strand as it gives the most scope to develop every child to their full 

potential, in both academic and personal terms. The CPR picks up on this element 

with   mention   of   ‘enacting   dialogue’,   ‘engagement’   and   ‘empowerment’   under   its 

aims. I found encouraging participation in learning to be lacking as an explicit aim 

under the Rose Review. The intention to engage children in their learning is one of 

the strongest elements of the Mantle of the Expert approach, which I will explore in 

more detail later. 

There appears to be a tension between providing an engaging curriculum which 

motivates children to become active participants in the learning, and a curriculum 

which fits the more traditional notion that the role of education is to provide 

knowledge and understanding for use in later life. Research for the Cambridge 

Primary Review highlights this tension between preparing children to enter a 

‘knowledge-based   economy’   where   they   can   be   given   knowledge,   understanding  

and ideas, and the expectation that children should be prepared for life-long 

learning by acquiring a set of transferable skills (Chalwa-Duggan and Lowe, 2008). 

Suggested  elements  of  this  transferable  tool  kit  include  the  traditional  ‘core  skills’  of  

literacy and numeracy, along with Information and Communication technology (ICT), 

problem solving, decision making, communication and the ability to work as a team.  

Employers will continue to demand high academic standards, but they will also want 

people who are adaptable, can see connections, are innovative and can 

communicate and work well with others (NACCCE, 1999; Machin and McNally, 

2008). Our education system therefore needs to respond to the perceived need of 

employers in the future by developing these qualities in the children it is educating 

now. Over recent years, the increased pressure on schools to deliver a standard of 

education which can be assessed in terms of results has been linked with a dip in 

pupil attitude and a restricted curriculum (Galton, 2007). This opinion is based on 
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research conducted with primary teachers to understand their attitude to 

government changes in education over the past twenty years (Galton, 2007). During 

the past twenty years, the school curriculum has been changed by the introduction 

of the National Curriculum in 1989, which prompted a movement away from a 

curriculum organised around a single topic or theme. 

 

Topic Work 

Both the CPR (Alexander, 2009) and the Rose Review (2009) suggest the 

reorganisation of the curriculum from numerous separate subjects into a reduced 

number of areas of learning.  The idea of overarching themes or topics which would 

link these areas of learning seems to pull educators back to   the   vehicle   of   ‘topic  

work’.  The idea of topic work, widely used in schools during the 1980s prior to the 

introduction of separate subject areas in the National Curriculum, may offer a better 

fit with the aims proposed by the recent curriculum reviews. In a large scale survey 

of   what   ‘topic’   work   meant   in   primary   schools,   Kerry   and   Eggleston   (1988: 189) 

drew   this   definition:   ‘Topic   work   includes   all   areas   of   the   curriculum   (other   than  

basic  reading  and  number  skills)  which  are  explored  in  a  thematic  way’.   In a more 

recent review of cross-curricular learning, Hayes (2010: 382) described how 

thematic/topic  work   involved  the   ‘incorporating  of  a  wide  range  of  sources,   related  

concepts  and  flexible  schedules’.  Topic work became a way of organising materials 

and learning experiences from a majority of subjects, with the usual exception of 

numeracy and literacy. Whether this trend had been adequately thought through, 

whether the traditional disciplines of Maths and English have lost out, and whether 

the movement of topic work is based on a rational philosophy were questioned by 

Kerry and Eggleston (1988).  

 

Advocates of cross-curricular   learning  or   ‘topic’  work  assert   that   the   integration  of  

knowledge  from  different  subjects  allows  for  the  ‘fusion  of  ideas  and  concepts  from  

within and across subject areas and broader life experiences in an attempt to make 

education   more   relevant   and   meaningful   for   children’   (Hayes,   2010:   383).   An  

understanding of the benefits of integrated learning is linked with the work of 

Howard  Gardner’s  theory  of  multiple  intelligences (1983), where children are able to 

use the knowledge and skills they have gathered in one subject area to apply to 

their work in another subject area.  
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It should be noted that sceptics of cross-curricular learning warn practitioners that 

the removal of subject boundaries may result in a curriculum which is insufficiently 

rigorous in ensuring that children gain subject specific knowledge, skills and 

understanding (Hayes, 2010). From a modern languages perspective, Grenfell 

(2002)  argues   that   teachers’   own  subject  knowledge   is   tested  when  planning  and  

implementing a cross-curricular approach. If a teacher feels their own subject 

knowledge is weak in a particular area, then there may be a tendency for that 

teacher to plan thematic work which avoids that area of the curriculum. This 

criticism of a thematic approach to the curriculum can also be levelled at children 

who, when taking ownership of their project work, may be more likely to avoid areas 

which they find hard thereby instilling poor work habits and attitudes (Hayes, 2010). 

When exploring the tensions surrounding the resurrection of topic work, it is worth 

noting that regardless of the way the curriculum is organised, it is the quality of 

teaching and motivation of the teachers and children which will ultimately show the 

greatest impact on children’s  learning (Barnes, 1993; Hayes, 2010). Demonstrating 

that a curriculum is rigorous and ordered is fine, but is teaching a curriculum which 

is enticing, meaningful and challenging better? 

 

From the suggestions made by recent publications (Alexander, 2009; Department 

for Education, 2011) which move towards a more cross-curricular approach to 

teaching and learning, it would appear that the idea of topic work may have been 

based on a rational philosophy after all. The cross-curricular nature of teaching 

using a single topic made the approach popular with teachers because of the 

coherence and manageability compared with teaching thirteen separate subjects. If 

children struggle to see their learning as manageable and meaningful, then they are 

unlikely to be active participants in it. The aim of getting children to be actively 

engaged and empowered by their learning is a key statement in a curriculum. 

Therefore, educators should be motivated by this aim of participation to look for the 

best vehicle to deliver a coherent curriculum. Looking at the principles of topic work, 

the Mantle of the Expert approach to learning could be this vehicle.  

 

Mantle of the Expert 

Mantle of the Expert (MoE) was invented, and has been developed over the past 

fifty years, by Dorothy Heathcote, a teacher, lecturer and author based at the 

University   of   Newcastle   upon   Tyne.   In   a   ‘mantle’   situation,   learners   imagine  

themselves to be a team of experts, taking on responsibility for a project 
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commissioned by an imaginary client. The mantle project starts by the teacher and 

students entering into an   agreement   to   take   on   ‘functional   roles’   as   a   group   of  

people who are experts in running a company (Heathcote and Bolton, 1995). It is an 

enterprise model of learning, where the focus is on the tasks which need to be 

completed, energy directed towards the service being performed and a motivation 

amongst the participants that they are learners (Sayers, 2011). Problems and 

challenges which arise during the project create a tension which keeps the work 

‘real’,   and  which   the   team  must   solve  collaboratively.  Edmiston   (2007)   states   that  

MoE is based on the theory that young people learn best when their relationship to 

their teaching and learning is more like that of experts than of children in a 

classroom. When teachers use the MoE approach in the classroom, they are 

creating the conditions for learning similar to those used by people in the real world 

(Edmiston, 2007). This method of learning particularly appeals to children because 

they know that they have been placed in a position of responsibility where they have 

been   trusted   as   an   ‘expert’   to   solve   a   problem.   Children   are   given   increasing  

ownership and responsibility in their tasks, leading towards greater engagement 

with their work. The diagram below shows the three dimensions of a MoE (Taylor, 

2011). Learning is planned around inquiry questions generated by the teacher and 

student in a collaborative process where children can shape their own learning and 

pursue their personal interests. Using drama for learning and by acting as a 

responsible team, a Mantle project flows though the 3 dimensions, linking two or all 

three together at different stages in a teaching sequence (See diagram 2.1). Each of 

these circles is linked to core elements of Mantle projects which is where I feel the 

potential  exists  for  furthering  children’s  learning. 

 

 

Diagram 2.1 The three dimensions of Mantle of the Expert (Taylor, 2011) 
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According to Heathcote and Bolton (1995), there are four core elements which 

should be present in a Mantle project. These are: 

1. Children are active participants 

2. Children are emotionally engaged 

3. Children are part of a community 

4. Children share power with their teacher 

 

Each of these elements reflect the aims of education developed as part of the 

National Curriculum and subsequently reviewed by Rose (2009) and Alexander 

(2009). Children become active participants in their learning, rather than passively 

completing tasks, because they are motivated to do their best for their team and 

their client. Their investment in their learning is linked to the fact that they have been 

drawn into their enterprise and the care about the outcome of their work. This 

emotional engagement could teach the children to empathise with other people, 

‘promoting  pupils’   spiritual,  moral,   social   and  cultural   development’,   and   ‘prepares  

all  pupils  for  the  opportunities,  responsibilities  and  experiences  of  life’  (DfEE,  1999:  

11). MoE also places an emphasis on the co-construction of learning between the 

student and the teacher. The role of the teacher is to position the students as 

knowledgeable and competent colleagues with themselves, avoiding the traditional 

classroom model where the control lies with the teacher (Baker, 2008). A MoE 

project demands co-agency (partnership between children and teachers) in the 

classroom as teachers place their trust in the belief that children do want to learn 

(Swann, Peacock, Hart and Drummond, 2012). 

 

Emotional engagement 

The link between emotions and learning has been explored in many theories of child 

development (Piaget and Inhelder, 1968; Vygotsky, 1978). Piaget and Inhelder 

(1968) stated that he believed emotional engagement was necessary to energise 

intellectual activity, whilst Vygotsky (1978) based his theory of zones of proximal 

development on the basis that we learn from the social and emotional relationships 

we build with others. When children work as part of a community, they enter into a 

series of supportive and reflective relationships which will help to scaffold their 

learning. The creation of a community, with a shared purpose and responsibility, 

reflects the world of work for which, ultimately, education prepares children. The 

National  Curriculum  should   ‘prepare  all  pupils  for   the  opportunities,  responsibilities  
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and experiences  of  life’  (DfEE,  1999: 11). The responsible team dimension of MoE 

supports the idea of working as a community. 

 

The social and emotional aspects of Mantle appear to fit well with the aims of 

education to teach children to be responsible, kind citizens who can work well in a 

team, and to prepare children for the communities in which they will work in later life 

(CPR  aims  relating   to   ‘self,  others  and  the  wider  world’, Alexander, 2009). One of 

the biggest attractions of MoE, from the perspective of an educator, is the potential 

it has to help children learn and achieve. Heathcote and Bolton (1995) describe 

potential for MoE to offer teachers and learners the opportunity to experience a 

cohesive curriculum which is purposeful. I have already discussed the issues of 

coherence and manageability within the National Curriculum which exist due to the 

discrete nature of individual subjects. Mantle provides an opportunity for the teacher 

to take one subject or learning area and interconnect it with a broad spectrum of 

knowledge and skills. The most important element of these connections is that they 

are understood by the learner to be meaningful and relevant to the learner 

(Heathcote   and   Bolton,   1995).   ‘Crossing   subject   boundaries   allows   for  

investigations   which   engage   children’s   imagination   and   encourages them to 

undertake  active   inquiry,   to  show   initiative  and  discuss  and  debate   issues’ (Hayes 

2010: 385). The inquiry dimension of MoE allows children to explore a curriculum 

which is created in partnership with the teacher. 

A MoE project provides a centre for knowledge which children then investigate as a 

responsible team. The project may start from a historical perspective, e.g. 

understanding life in a medieval monastery, and move into understanding the 

geography of settlements, using textiles to recreate medieval clothes, developing art 

and design skills to make a tapestry, or understanding the use of forces when 

exploring medieval weaponry. The skill of the teacher is to integrate tasks so that 

the areas of the curriculum which they need to cover are meaningfully linked to the 

commission.  The  word  ‘meaningful’   is  key:  children  will   lose  their  engagement  and  

therefore their motivation to act as a responsible team if they feel the task links are 

tenuous or contrived. Whilst children are fully aware that they are acting in role 

(using various drama for learning strategies), it is vital that they do not see through 

the set up. One of the most important steps into a MoE project is the agreement by 

all those involved to enter into the fiction, by suspending their disbelief (Heathcote 

and Bolton, 1995). If tenuous links are made to learning, or tasks presented by the 
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teacher   when   they   are   not   deemed   ‘necessary’   to   the   commission,   then   the  

emotional investment in the task will be lost by the children and their learning is 

likely to be affected. 

 

Investing in the inquiry 

Children may show a greater motivation to writing tasks because they are 

emotionally engaged and empowered when working in role. Tasks, and therefore 

learning, are completed because they need to be for the commission to be 

successful. Kennedy (2010) investigated how writing tasks could be integrated 

across the curriculum. Teachers involved in the research used   a   ‘Big   Picture’  

approach to the curriculum, where they displayed the topic title and subjects 

covered within that topic for the children to see in the classroom. The children then 

developed questions linked to each subject area which became the tasks they 

worked on throughout the term. Over five years using this approach, the school saw 

their literacy results (combined attainment in reading and writing) rise by 11% 

(Kennedy, 2010). The children demonstrated a better understanding of purpose and 

audience when creating texts and pupil participation was increased as they took 

part in planning, learning and evaluating their own curriculum. Kennedy (2010) also 

reported that pupils were more eager to participate and were highly motivated 

towards their learning. This in turn was displayed by increased independence and 

raised self-esteem. By increasing the coherence of the curriculum, Kennedy (2010) 

found  that  children’s  engagement  and  motivation  in  their  learning  increased,  leading  

to higher attainment in literacy.  

The National Literacy Trust (NLT) published a report in 2011 looking at the 

enjoyment, behaviour, attitudes and attainment of children in reading and writing. It 

was reported that girls enjoy writing more than boys do, and those children who 

struggle at writing enjoy it the least (Clark and Douglas, 2011). It was interesting to 

note that 72% of those children questioned said that to be a good writer you have to 

enjoy it. If children are lower attainers in writing, and therefore do not enjoy it, then 

this may lead to a self perception that they cannot be a good writer. Changing 

children’s  perceptions of what a good writer is, and the skills a good writer should 

have, may be important in helping children to enjoy their writing, and hence achieve 

more. The study found that most children (76%) enjoyed writing when they were 

able to choose the subject they wrote about (Clark and Douglas, 2011). This shows 

that   ownership   and  motivation   to   write   impact   on   children’s   enjoyment   of   writing.  
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Drawing together the ideas from Kennedy (2010) and Clark and Douglas (2011), a 

direct  link  between  children’s  enjoyment of the curriculum and attainment in writing 

could be made. It was also found that 42% of the children asked found it hard to 

decide what to write (Clark and Douglas, 2011). It is unclear whether this refers to 

vocabulary and sentence structure choices, or overall content and text type. If 

children find it hard to decide what to write about, then Mantle may be useful in 

creating occasions for writing which arise out of necessity. Children have to use 

writing as part of MoE classroom activities because the success of the project 

demands that tasks are done. Children are motivated to write about a subject they 

know  about  because  they  are  ‘inside’  the  action  and  are  framed  as  an  expert.  Their  

knowledge and experiences for writing are deepened though inquiry and the use of 

drama strategies.  

Drama for learning 

The third key dimension of MoE work involves the use of drama for learning. Using 

drama as a teaching tool engages children in their work on a personal level and it is 

this engagement which can enrich their writing (Boshell, 2000). By presenting 

writing tasks within a mantle frame, children are motivated to write because there is 

a purpose to their writing. Using role play gives a first-hand (although it is imagined) 

experience of events which they can then write about. An understanding and 

awareness of the audience is generated through the selection of a suitable register 

in the writing (Boshell, 2000). The United Kingdom Literacy Association’s  study  of  

boys’   writing   (UKLA, 2004), reported that speaking and listening activities in the 

classroom, including drama, provided boys with first-hand experiences enabling 

them to write from real, or at least realistic, purposes.  

 

In a study looking specifically at the use of MoE in the classroom, Rouse and Wilde 

(2007) reported that children working with MoE became stakeholders in their 

learning and this increased their engagement. When looking at the attainment of a 

sample of 8 children, Rouse and Wilde (2007) found that each child had attained the 

expected, or higher than expected, grade at the end of a year using MoE to deliver 

the curriculum. They concluded that using MoE had had a positive impact on all of 

the   children’s   literacy   learning.   Observation   records   of   the   language   used   by   the  

children during their MoE work, showed an increase in their vocabulary as they 

assumed  adult   roles  and   interacted   in  a  more  adult  way.  This   increasingly   ‘grown  

up’   vocabulary  was  seen   in   their  writing  and  contributed   to   the   rise   in  attainment.  
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The role and value of drama strategies to explore and deepen understanding during 

a mantle project is an area which holds great interest for me. In my future work with 

MoE I intend to further my understanding of exactly how the dramatic element of 

MoE engages and motivates children in their learning. 

 

Taxonomy of engagement 

Having used MoE for the past four years in my teaching, I have found engaging the 

children  through  inquiry  to  be  an  excellent  way  to  ‘hook’  them   into a project. Asking 

the right question to motivate children to care about the topic appears to be key. In 

reading  about   the  subject  of  children’s   interest  and  engagement   in   their   learning   I  

was interested in the suggested taxonomy of engagement suggested by Morgan 

and Saxton (1987). They suggest that a good teacher will be able to capitalise on 

children’s  innate  curiosity,  their  need  to  know,  by  attracting  their  interest  in  a  subject  

and moving through the taxonomy to maintain and satisfy their attention (Morgan 

and   Saxton,   1994).   This   must   be   done   at   the   same   time   as   ‘giving learners 

something  worthwhile  to  think  about’  (Morgan  and  Saxton,  1994:  18). 

 

Interest Being curious about what is presented 

Engaging Wanting to be, and being involved in the task 

Committing Developing a sense of responsibility towards the task 

Internalising Merging objective concepts (the task or what is to be 
learned) with subjective experience (and what is already 
owned) resulting in understanding, and therefore 
ownership, of new ideas 

Interpreting Wanting and needing to communicate that understanding to 
others 

Evaluating Wanting and being willing to put that understanding to the 
test 

Table 2.2 Taxonomy of Personal Engagement (Morgan and Saxton, 1987). 

During this project, I looked for elements of this taxonomy which I could see having 

an impact   on   the   children’s   writing.   Using   the   three   key   dimensions   of   MoE,   I  

planned questions and tasks which I hoped would interest the children and lead to 

them following this taxonomy. By becoming active participants in their learning, I 

expected to see children’s   writing   attainment   rise.   I   also   wanted   to   look   for   the  
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potential for MoE to meet some of the other key aims of education, particularly 

elements of the CPR such as autonomy and empowerment, respect and reciprocity. 

My research focuses on how the Mantle of the Expert approach to learning may 

offer practitioners a manageable, coherent and meaningful way to teach different 

subjects to children. I was interested to see whether using an integrated approach 

to learning and embedding tasks in a real-life, purposeful context would impact upon 

children’s  engagement  with  their  learning.  As a measure of engagement, I looked at 

whether their approach to learning demonstrated the different levels as presented in 

Morgan  and  Saxon’s  taxonomy  of  personal  engagement (1987). In order to explore 

any   change   in   the   children’s   attitude   to   their   work,   I   looked   for   changes   in   the  

vocabulary they used to talk about the work they were doing and their perceptions 

of their own learning. The final element of my research was to judge the impact 

using  MoE  as  a  context  for  learning  may  have  on  children’s  attainment,  specifically  

in writing.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology and Research Methods 

I have chosen to use action research as the methodology to enable me to 

investigate my research questions. Action   research   allows   for   ‘the   integration  

between teaching and teacher development, curriculum development and 

evaluation, research and philosophical reflection into a unified conception of 

reflective  educational  practice’  (Elliott, 1991: 54). In terms of my research, I wanted 

to gain a better insight into how children feel about their writing, and how I can 

become better at engaging them in writing tasks. Ultimately I hoped that increasing 

children’s  engagement   in  writing,  and  understanding their feelings towards writing, 

would enable me to increase writing attainment. Integrating my teaching and 

professional development as a teacher would hopefully lead to a more reflective 

style of educational practice. 

I decided to use action research because of my role as a researcher and a class 

teacher. These roles informed each other and I hoped that they would work together 

to complement and enrich my project. Action research was an appropriate 

methodology to use as I constantly reviewed my delivery of the curriculum through 

Mantle of the Expert (MoE) to try and assess which elements of the approach 

impacted on the attainment, attitude and engagement of children with their writing. 

Koshy (2005: 2) refers to action research as providing the opportunity for 

practitioners   to   engage   in   reflection   and   evaluation,   ‘whilst   using   their   findings   to  

develop classroom practice and the emerging evidence-based outcomes to 

contribute   to   the   researcher’s   continuing   professional   development’. My research 

aimed to follow each of these elements; I wanted to understand how the children felt 

about writing, evaluate how it currently works in my classroom, and then change 

and modify my teaching of writing using MoE.  

Working on an action research project requires the participants to engage in cycles 

of action and reflection (Elliott, 1991). Engaging with a cycle of planning, doing, 

reflecting and evaluating allowed me to systematically investigate my practice and 

ask  ‘is  this  as  I  want  it  to  be?’  (McNiff  and  Whitehead, 2005).  I used the action 

research model proposed by Kemmis (1981) as a way of illustrating the different 

action steps which evolved during the project. The model stresses the importance of 

allowing each step in the action research cycle to overlap, ensuring that the 

structure is not rigid and can be used in a flexible way if necessary. My aim was to 

constantly refine my practice in order to develop more effective teaching and 

learning in writing in my classroom, which in turn I hoped would enable children to 
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experience more success in the subject. I looked for changes made in both 

standards of writing (in  terms  of  National  Curriculum  levels)  and  children’s  attitudes  

and engagement towards writing. The analysis of these changes may lead to the 

development of new practice within Mantle of the Expert which could be shared with 

colleagues across the school to  impact  on  every  child’s  writing  (McNiff and 

Whitehead, 2005). 

 

Diagram 3.1 A revised model of the action research cycle (Elliott, 1991: 71) 
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An important consideration in the use of educational action research comes from 

the   researcher  being   ‘emotionally   involved’   in   the   research   (Bassey, 1995). Action 

researchers are involved emotionally as well as cognitively in their enquiries so it is 

important that their research judgments and decisions are open to challenge. 

Criticism of data is necessary as a means of testing whether findings represent what 

the researcher claims them to represent.  Action researchers have used the concept 

of  a  ‘critical  friend’,  which can be thought of as someone who critically examines a 

colleague’s  action  research  procedures  and  findings,  and  who  agrees  to  work  within  

the ethical framework of the enquiry (Bassey, 1995). During the project, I used 

colleagues at my school, particularly the senior leadership team, to act as critical 

friends. I worked closely with the literacy coordinator in planning and implementing 

the writing tasks, and all staff were involved in the moderation of writing levels at the 

beginning and end of the project. I met with my Headteacher every two weeks 

during the project to discuss the impact of my findings so far and to plan the next 

action research step with her guidance.  She was interested to know the impact of 

the   change   in   the   teaching   of   writing   in   the   children’s   attitude   to   their   work.      I  

discussed examples of their writing with her to look for improvements and to plan 

the  next  steps  in  the  children’s  learning.  During  the  project I was also observed by 

three other teachers from across the school on two occasions. This was part of a 

‘learning   triangle’   initiative   introduced  by   the  senior   leadership   team  as  part  of  our  

performance management. The focus of these lesson observations was pupil 

participation and engagement by questioning. These observations occurred during 

weeks three and six of the project so the feedback was used to plan for the next 

action step to engage children who had been observed as not participating in 

different elements of the lesson. 

 

Sample 

My research took place in a year 2 class of thirty children. The class was mixed 

ability, with levels in writing ranging from 1b to 2b. All children in the class were 

included in the project as MoE was used to deliver the objectives of the National 

Curriculum. At the beginning of the project, parents were informed of the change in 

teaching methods and the nature of the research via a letter issued before the 

project began (see appendix page 67).  The letter provided children and their 

parents with a written description of the research, detailing the purpose and form of 



29 

 

the research, how it would involve the children and how the findings would be 

written up. Parents were given an opportunity to withdraw their child from the focus 

group interviews or to prevent  their  child’s  responses  being  used  in  the  project.  The 

letter sent to parents also detailed that the findings would be presented with full 

confidentiality for the school, adults working in the school, children and parents in 

order to adhere to the Bishop Grosseteste Research Ethics Policy’s  ‘Respect  for  the  

Confidentiality  of  the  Participants’  section (2008). 

 

During the project, each child in the class kept a learning journal. The task of 

keeping a learning journal to reflect on learning is something which the children 

were used to doing within the classroom. It was made explicit to the children that I 

would looking at their learning journals to find out their thoughts and opinions. This 

was in accordance with the Bishop Grosseteste Research Ethics Policy (2008) 

requirement to inform participants of the nature of the research project they are 

participating in. There were no parents who withdrew their child from this project. All 

names   or   identifying   features   of   the   children’s   journals   have   been   removed if 

sections of the journals are quoted in the analysis section of the project (Bishop 

Grosseteste Research Ethics Policy, 2008, point 27). 

 

I conducted two different focus groups during the project. The first focus group 

included six children from the class chosen at random. The second focus group 

comprised six children who had been identified as making slow progress in writing. 

In order to select these children, I used purposive sampling. Cohen, Manion and 

Morrison (2000) specify that purposive sampling is where the researcher hand-picks 

the participant sample in order to gather the data appropriate to the research 

question being investigated. My question was to find out if MoE impacted on 

children’s  engagement,  attitude  and   therefore  attainment   in  writing, so targeting a 

group of children who were making slow progress enabled me to look specifically at 

children who had not responded well to traditional literacy teaching. I looked at the 

amount of progress the children in the class had made during the previous 

academic year and the progress they have made already during their first term in 

year 2. This group included lower ability pupils who find reading and writing hard. 

Including these children in a focus group gave me a clearer insight into their 

difficulties in writing than administering them with a questionnaire or using their 
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learning journals alone as a source of evidence. Kitzinger (1995) suggests some 

potential sampling advantages with focus groups including the fact that they do not 

discriminate against people who cannot read or write. Another sampling advantage 

is that a focus group can encourage participation from children who may be 

reluctant to be interviewed on their own (such as those intimidated by the formality 

and isolation of a one to one interview) (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2000). I 

hoped that conducting a focus group would be a less stressful experience than a 

formal interview, and it reflects the conditions of guided group work with the class 

teacher which the children are used to. My aim was that the focus groups and 

learning journals would encourage contributions from children who may feel they 

have nothing to say or who are deemed ‘unresponsive patients’ (but engage in the 

discussion generated by other group members) (Kitzinger, 1995: 300).  

 

Research Methods 

Research question Quantitative 
data 

Focus group Qualitative data from 
observation and 
learning journals 

Does Mantle of the 
Expert impact on 
children’s engagement 
with writing? 

 Poster produced 
from focus group 
to show how 
children are 
involved with 
literacy 

Reviewed at the end 
of each week to 
inform the next 
action step 

How does Mantle of the 
Expert impact on 
children’s attitude to 
writing? 

 

 Conducted at the 
beginning and end 
of the project with 
two groups of six 
children 

Continuing 
observation of 
children’s  comments  
about their writing  

What changes in writing 
attainment could be 
attributable to Mantle of 
the Expert? 

Writing levels at 
the beginning 
and end of the 
project 

 Comments recorded 
about  children’s  
attitude to writing 
tasks 

Table 3.1 Research questions and methods. 
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Focus groups  

Focus groups are a form of group interview that capitalise on communication 

between research participants in order to generate data (Kitzinger, 1995). Group 

interviews are often used in research as they benefit from being able to gain 

information from a number of different participants on one occasion. The main 

difference between a focus group and a group interview is the benefit of observing 

group interaction during a focus group. This means that instead of the researcher 

asking each person to respond to a question in turn, people are encouraged to talk 

to one another: asking questions, exchanging anecdotes and commenting on each 

other's experiences and points of view (Kitzinger, 1995). I found that using a focus 

group with children created an interesting dynamic as they could agree or disagree 

with  each  other’s  ideas,  and  they  remembered  different  elements  of  writing  tasks  so  

could  prompt  each  other’s  thinking. My decision to use a focus group was related to 

the benefit they offered me as a researcher. Group discussion is particularly 

appropriate when the interviewer has a series of open ended questions and wishes 

to encourage research participants to explore the issues of importance to them 

(Kitzinger, 1995). In working with children, this can offer the advantage of being able 

to rephrase questions using their own vocabulary, working together to generate their 

own questions and pursuing their own priorities. I hoped that by using a focus 

group, I would be able to gain a richer amount of qualitative data relating to the 

children’s thoughts, knowledge and experiences. This method worked well within 

the action research methodology as I was able to change the action research cycles 

during the project to pursue ideas which were exposed in the focus group. 

 

Focus   groups   can   be   organised   around   a   certain   ‘theme’   or   topic   so   that   the  

researcher can find out information without necessarily having to use a question and 

answer format (Kellet and Ding, 2004). I had three key questions to lead the 

discussion on the subject of writing at school, but I also felt it was important to pick 

up on things the children said and explore these, so I did not make the format too 

structured. I asked the children to make a group poster to display how they felt 

about writing at school at the beginning and end of the project. This included words 

and pictures. By using the same questions and tasks for each focus group interview 

I   could   directly   compare   the   children’s   responses   at different points during the 

project  and  highlight  changes  in  the  children’s  responses.  Repeating  the  same  task  
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and using similar questions should have increased the reliability of the focus group, 

however it should be noted that this may not have necessarily increased validity as 

the same bias could occur throughout. It may also be that the participants 

purposefully gave different answers because they were trying to avoid giving the 

same responses on different occasions. The table below shows the key questions 

given to each focus group. 

Question 1 Tell me about your writing at school. 

This   question   allowed  me   to   record   children’s   perception   of   writing   at  
school, what the purpose of it was and how they felt about it. This told 
me   the   children’s   attitude   to their writing and their perceived 
engagement in the writing process. 

Question 2 Can you find a piece of writing which you think is good? What made it a 
good piece of work? (Children looked through extended writing in their 
writing folders). 

This question required the children to consider what they thought was 
necessary in a good piece of writing, both the features in the writing and 
the nature of the writing task. I was interested to see how children 
engaged in their writing to produce work they are proud of. 

Question 3 Is there anything you dislike about writing at school? What could we do 
to make writing better? 

This  question  relates   to  children’s  attitude to their writing and feed into 
the action research cycle as   the   children’s   responses suggested 
elements in my teaching I could change. 

Task Can you make a poster to show people what writing at school is like? 
Imagine you had to tell someone, who did not know your school, how we 
do our writing. What do you think they need to know? 

This task provided qualitative data from the words and pictures the 
children used to describe their perception of what writing at school is 
like. The posters made at the beginning and end of the project were 
directly compared to track changes in the language used. 

Table 3.2 Questions and task for each focus group. 

As a researcher leading a focus group, personal bias and viewpoint had to be 

suspended to ensure that the data collected is as objective as possible (Schostak, 

2006). For example, I asked questions to explore both the positive and negative 

views the children might have towards writing so as not to bias the research towards 

only   positive   aspects.   The   researcher’s   role   is   to   facilitate   the   process   of   the  

interview and open up discussion, not to steer participants towards the responses 

they are hoping to hear. A possible drawback of group dynamics is that some 
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participants may feel that they cannot fully express their views if they conflict with 

the perceived social norm (Kitzinger, 1995). Another consideration is the influence 

of my presence, as the researcher and class teacher. It may be that the children 

were reluctant to offer negative opinions if they perceived that these would offend 

me. Before starting the focus groups I told the children that I was looking for their 

honest opinions and that their answers would be really valuable to me in helping to 

make our learning better. I hoped that by explaining the purpose of the focus group, 

the children felt more comfortable to give their honest responses rather than 

censoring their answers. The group composition was an important factor as the 

presence of a dominant character may lead other participants to express a view 

which they do not truly hold, just to appear to fit in with the group. However, an 

opposite consideration may occur if the group appears to be more risky in their 

opinions than an individual may be on their own. Children in my class are used to 

working in small groups with each other as part of their daily learning, so I hoped 

that this would not be a consideration in this project. The presence of other research 

participants may also compromise the confidentiality of the research session. I 

made it clear to the children that their responses might be shared with other 

teachers but I would not be using their names. I hoped that the experience of 

participating in the focus group was a positive one for the children involved as they 

felt valued and able to share their opinions with others. As noted by Kitzinger 

(1995), focus group methods are popular with those conducting action research 

because the participants can become an active part of the process of analysis. 

 

Observation and learning journals 

Observation   of   MoE   sessions,   in   combination   with   analysis   of   children’s   learning  

journals, was used to provide evidence to assess how children engaged with their 

learning. Participant observation by me as the class teacher and my teaching 

assistant was used to record comments made by the children, their engagement 

with the project and their overall participation. Observation is used within the 

classroom  by  both  teachers  and  teaching  assistants  in  accordance  with  the  school’s  

focus on assessment for learning (Black and Wiliam, 1998). The focus of 

observation   sessions   was   to   look   at   the   children’s   engagement   with   writing  

activities, noting the level of participation and comments made by the children. 

These notes were recorded in the class observation notebook. I asked the adults to 
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record comments made by the children which showed they understood the purpose 

of their work and demonstrated that they were engaged and focused on the 

classroom activities. All of the researchers also recorded targeted observations 

about each of the children in the focus groups. This data was then compared to their 

responses during the focus group interviews to triangulate elements they 

mentioned. Using multiple adults in the classroom to make observations reduced 

the possible teacher/researcher bias which could have occured when making an 

observation. I found the discussion by Cohen and Manion (1989) about internal and 

external validity in participant observation very helpful when considering my role as 

an observer. Using the observations of other adults in the classroom could have 

increased the external validity of observation as each observation is less affected by 

the   researchers’   lack   of   objectivity   and   the   idiosyncratic   nature   of   participant  

observation. During this project, the internal validity of my observations was 

something I remained aware of so I avoided seeing what I wanted to see. Wragg 

(1999) notes the difficulty experienced by the inside observer who has to detach 

their own beliefs, emotions and knowledge when observing in a place they are used 

to experiencing every day. The other professionals working in my classroom were a 

useful resource in limiting my own researcher bias. 

 

The   children’s   learning   journals contained their thoughts in words and pictures 

showing their feelings and attitudes at different points during the project. Moon 

(2006:  1,  2)  defines  a  learning  journal  as  ‘essentially  a  vehicle  for  reflection’  which  

combines   a   collection   of   notes   made   over   time   that   is   ‘personal   and   relatively  

solitary’.  During  previous  teaching sequences using MoE, I asked children to keep a 

personal book containing their ideas and reflections about their work. I found these 

books to provide a valuable insight into the  children’s  thoughts,   ideas  and  feelings  

during the projects, including work they are proud of, what they feel they have learnt 

and any issues they have encountered. I asked the children to complete their 

learning journals at various points during the mantle project to explain how they are 

feeling about the tasks set and what they feel they have learnt. I think that the 

learning journals provided a resource where the opinions of all children can be 

gathered in one session. This is far less time consuming than conducting interviews 

with  all   children.  An   important  use  of   learning   journals   is   to  give  children  a   ‘voice’  

and provide a means of self-expression (Moon, 2006). The journals allowed the 

children to express their thoughts and feelings through writing or drawing. I was 
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interested to give the children an opportunity to reflect upon their own ideas and 

learning (Barbour and Kitzinger 1999). The use of an individual learning journal 

offered the children another opportunity to express their personal views on writing 

tasks, which they may have felt intimidated to share during a focus group interview 

or whole class session.  Those children who found writing more difficult were 

supported to scribe their ideas by an adult working in the classroom. 

 

Moon (2006) asked an   interesting   ethical   question   in   ‘should   learning   journals   be  

assessed?’  During  my   research,   I  made   it   explicit   to   the   children   that   I   would   be  

looking at their learning journals, but I wanted them to be as honest as they felt they 

could when reflecting on their learning. This is in accordance with the Bishop 

Grosseteste Research Ethics Policy  (2008)  detailing  the  researcher’s  responsibility  

to ensure that the participants are aware that their actions and words may contribute 

towards  the  researcher’s  findings.  Observation  and  the  learning  journals  allowed  me  

to triangulate the responses of the children with the data gained from the focus 

groups. Using a number of open qualitative methods, as opposed to a structured 

questionnaire, provides a richness of data which prevents participants from making 

their ideas fit a pre-defined category (Stewart et al,. 2007). This increased the 

validity of the data as I looked at the responses of the children from different 

perspectives. However, it is important as a researcher to understand that whilst 

triangulating the data may increase validity, this does not mean it is necessarily 

more reliable. Any bias in responses may be compounded by using different 

methods. Table 3.1 (page 30) shows the overlapping of methods to answer the 

research questions. 

 

Writing levels 

To assess the impact of the MoE approach on attainment, I obtained the National 

Curriculum levels in writing for all children in the class at the beginning of the 

project. I then levelled all of the children’s  writing at the end of the project using the 

same level guidelines. Levels in writing are currently gained from using the criterion 

scale to mark independent pieces of work produced by the children (Wilson, 2006). 

The   criterion   scale   relates   to   the   content   of   the   children’s   writing,   presentation  

aspects   such   as   handwriting,   sentence   structure   and   the   children’s   choice   of  
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vocabulary. All teachers in the school use the same assessment procedures for 

obtaining   a   National   Curriculum   level   in   writing,   in   accordance   with   the   school’s  

literacy  policy.  Analysis  of   the  children’s  writing   levels  at   the  beginning  and  end  of  

the project allowed me to see the impact of Mantle of the Expert teaching on 

standards in literacy. It was possible to measure the progress made on the criterion 

scale in terms of the points gained during the half term. Evidence gathered during 

the project formed the  evidence  base  for  the  children’s  level  judgements  to  prevent  

making a snapshot judgement. This increased the reliability of the quantitative data 

used in this project. The validity of these levels judgements was increased by 

moderation of my assessments by other colleagues from across the school and 

blind marking the children’s  work  to  ensure  there  was no teacher bias. 

 

Analytical framework 

My project generated both quantitative and qualitative data to be analysed. In 

looking   at   the   children’s   writing   levels,   I   was   able   to   see   if   children have made 

progress during the six weeks of the project, and how much progress had been 

made. I counted how many points of progress each child had made in their writing 

using the increments on the criterion scale. By grouping the children according to 

gender or ability I also looked at whether using MoE to embed writing in a 

meaningful context made more impact in certain groups of children. It was important 

that  all  children’s  results  remained  anonymous  to  ensure  confidentiality. 

 

The  children’s  answers   from   the   focus  group  were  coded   for  key terms to assess 

children’s  attitudes   towards  writing  at   the  beginning,   in   the  middle  and  end  of   the  

project. A key to the coding system used is shown in the appendix on page 70. 

Observations recorded by either me or my teaching assistant, and the children’s  

learning   journals   were   also   coded   for   key   words   to   allow   me   to   track   children’s  

attitudes during the project. Using the same coding to analyse data from different 

sources (focus group interview, learning journals and observations) allowed me to 

triangulate the data and this increased the validity of my findings. Analysis from the 

observation and learning journals was ongoing in accordance with the action 

research paradigm. Elliott (1991) describes analysis of data as being vital as new 
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issues, themes or questions may be exposed which the researcher can plan to 

explore further during the next action research step. 

 

Ethical Statement 

There are a number of ethical issues to be considered when planning research 

involving children which I have addressed during this chapter. The Bishop 

Grosseteste Research Ethics Policy (2008) outlines areas of consideration when 

beginning research in a school. No child was excluded from the research on the 

grounds of ethnicity, disability, religion, culture, gender or any other reason, in 

accordance  with   the   ‘Respect   for   the Person’  section  of   the  policy.  There  were  no  

parents  who  expressed  a  wish  to  withdraw  their  child’s  responses  from  this  project.  I  

made it clear to children and parents that, as the research is part of everyday 

educational practice, their participation in this project would not affect their care (see 

letter to parents shown in the appendix, page 67). My research was carried out with 

the   ‘best   interests’   of   the   pupils   as   the  main   reason   and   took place as part of a 

normal working day (Bishop Grosseteste Research Ethics Policy, 2008: point 12).  
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Chapter 4: Analysis and outcomes  
 
Reconnaissance 

An independent piece of extended writing for each child was levelled in accordance 

with the criterion scale (Wilson, 2006). An example of the criterion scale sheets 

used for making level 1 and level 2 assessments are shown in the appendix on 

pages 68 and 69.  The  child’s  writing  was  blind marked and then a sample of ten 

pieces of writing was given to other colleagues for their moderation. The criterion 

scale points and an overall National Curriculum level for writing were agreed. The 

moderation  of  the  children’s  writing  increased  the  validity of these levels judgements 

and blind marking the children’s  work  minimised the potential influence of teacher 

bias. Table 4.1 shows level judgements at the beginning of the project. 

 
National Curriculum level Number of children working at that level 

1b 1 
1a 5 
2c 9 
2b 15 

Table 4.1 The National Curriculum levels at the start of the project. 

The number of criterion scale points gained at the end of the Autumn Term was 

compared with the number of points gained at the beginning of the term, in order to 

assess the progress made. The analysis of points progress was used to select the 

children for the two focus groups. The first focus group (group 1) comprised six 

children chosen at random from the class. The second focus group (group 2) used 

purposive sampling to select those children who had made slow or no progress 

during the previous half term. Table 4.2 shows that there were seven children who 

either made no progress or who had appeared to have gone backwards. Of these 

seven children, six were selected at random to take part in the second focus group.  

 
Points progress made Number of children 

-1 2 
0 5 

+1 4 
+2 5 
+3 1 
+4 3 
+5 6 
+6 1 
+7 3 

Table 4.2 The Criterion Scale points progress made during the second half on the 
Autumn Term. 
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Impact of reconnaissance for the planning of action step 1 

 To conduct focus group interviews  to  establish  children’s  current  perception  

of writing at school. The aim of the focus group interviews is to collect data 

to answer research questions 1 and 2.  

 

Implementing action step 1 

Each focus group was conducted during the last week of the Autumn Term, using 

the questions and tasks shown in table 3.2. The full transcripts from each focus 

group are included in the appendix (pages 71 to 79), along with the posters made 

during the session (page 80). When I conducted the first focus group with each 

group of children, I found that I needed to give more prompts to initiate 

conversation. This may have been because the children were intimidated by the 

organisation of the focus group, although they are used to working in small groups 

with an adult outside of the classroom. The children may have been reluctant to give 

their responses to questions if they were unsure what I what looking for.  

 

The   children’s   responses   were   analysed   to   look   for   any   themes   or   key   words  

emerging from their answers. I found that the responses fell into four categories: 

those relating to writing tasks (green), presentation features including handwriting 

(blue), VCOP (vocabulary, connectives, openers, punctuation) elements (red) and 

the physical organisation of writing in the classroom (yellow). A more detailed 

explanation of the coding and categories is given on page 70 of the appendix. 

 
Looking at the transcripts of the interviews, it was interesting to note the differing 

number of responses given by the children. Some children offered lots of ideas, 

whereas other children only gave a single response. This could give rise to a 

potential significant bias in the data as the opinions of the more confident children 

may not be representative of the whole group. Having coded all of the responses for 

both focus group interviews, I collated the number of responses for each category. 

Table 4.3 shows the children’s  coded   responses   to   the   three questions. For each 

category the maximum number of responses is six, as there were six children in 

each focus group. 

 

 

 

 



40 

 

 Question 1 Question 2 Question 3 
FG1 FG2 FG1 FG2 FG1 FG2 

Presentation 2 2 2 3 0 0 
VCOP 3 3 6 4 1 1 
Organisation 3 5 0 0 5 6 
Content 4 3 0 0 2 0 

Table 4.3 Coded responses from the initial focus group interviews 
 
The responses from both focus groups showed a similar trend across each 

category, for example children in both groups did not indicate that organisation or 

content of writing tasks was important when producing a good piece of work 

(question 2), and both groups of children indicated the elements they would wish to 

change about writing were most strongly related to the organisation of writing tasks. 

When asked about writing at school (question 1), most responses (8 out of 12) 

highlighted aspects of organisation. The children commented  that  writing  was  ‘on a 

Friday’ (see appendix page 72, line 21),   they   ‘wrote   in  pencil  on   lined paper’ (see 

appendix page 72, line 28), they  ‘don’t  talk  to  other  people’ (see appendix page 72, 

line 23) and the classroom   was   set   up   with   ‘special lights   and   calm  music’ (see 

appendix page 72, lines 16 and 18). These comments relate to the extended writing 

sessions which happen every Friday morning as a culmination of a week of literacy 

lessons focusing on a specific text type. Half of the responses given related to 

aspects of vocabulary, connectives, openers and punctuation (abbreviated to 

VCOP) which the children felt was important to their writing. A third of responses (4 

out of 12) related to presentation aspects of their writing such as neat, cursive 

handwriting. None of the children talked about why they thought they needed to 

learn about writing, or what the purpose or content of writing tasks involved.  

 

In responding to question 2, all of the children explained that they thought they had 

completed a good piece of writing because they could find words which had been 

underlined.  This  is  in  accordance  with  the  school’s  marking  policy  for  writing  which  

requires teachers to underline elements of VCOP in different colours. All responses 

to this question appear to indicate that children felt that using VCOP elements and 

neat handwriting (presentation) constituted a good piece of writing. Question 3 

asked the   children   to   discuss   any   elements   of   writing   which   they   didn’t   enjoy   or  

suggest things which they would like to change. This question provided me with 

some elements I could plan into the next action research step of the project.  

 

 



41 

 

Children from group 1 suggested they would like to do a little bit of writing everyday, 

just a few sentences, and then it would become longer during the week. They also 

suggested organisational changes to our writing such as using the computers for 

extended writing and having different music on when they are writing. Two children 

gave suggestions relating to writing tasks, commenting that they would like to write 

more  poems  and  they  would  like  to  ‘add  in  more  exciting  bits’.  Children  from  focus  

group 2 also gave responses relating to organisational aspects of writing, such as 

changing the day of our extended writing from a Friday  to  a  Wednesday  so  that  ‘we  

can do half of it then on Friday we can do a bit more’,  doing  writing  as  a  class so 

that they can share ideas and going back to their work the next day so they can 

finish it.  

 

Impact of action step 1 for the planning of action step 2: 

 To plan for writing tasks everyday which would build to create a finished 

piece of writing. 

 To complete extended writing tasks on different days (not always a Friday 

morning) and allow for time to edit and improve writing. 

 To integrate the use of ICT to writing tasks. 

 

Implementing action step 2 

The Mantle project started on the first day of the Spring Term. The children found 

items belonging to a detective in our classroom and started an inquiry to find out 

who had left them there and what a detective might use the items for. The class 

then worked together to develop the identity and background of our own detective 

agency. Writing tasks completed during the first week of the project included rules 

for the detective agency, detective signs and name badges and a handbook giving 

details  on  ‘how  to  be  a  good  detective’.  There  was  a  lot  of  group  discussion,  paired  

work and drama strategies used to allow the children to investigate what being a 

detective would be like and discuss the skills and values they felt a good detective 

would need to have. Daily observations were made by myself, as the class teacher, 

and the class teaching assistant to record comments made by the children relating 

to their understanding of and participation during tasks (see an example of the 

observation notes in the appendix, pages 84 to 86). 

 

The biggest change I noticed in the classroom during the first week was the 

increased level of talking.   My   annotated   plans   for   each   day’s   teaching   recorded  
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significant comments and work completed by the children, particularly those children 

who are usually harder to engage. The children were very excited each day to see 

what  had  arrived  in  the  class  inbox  (the  contact  from  the  ‘clients’  we  were  working  

for). I recorded the significant inquiry questions the children were asking and used 

these in my planning for the next learning tasks, so that the children felt that their 

ideas were being valued. The first piece of extended writing which the children 

completed was to write a page for a detective manual. I observed that the children 

who are usually the most reluctant writers settled to this task quicker than they 

normally do. Later that day I asked them what they thought about the book we had 

written. The children commented that they had enjoyed acting out their ideas and 

creating photographs for the book (this was done in pairs prior to their writing).  

 

Impact of action step 2 for the planning of action step 3: 

 To  use   the   focus  group   interviews   to   explore   the   children’s   perceptions   of  

their writing so far. I wanted to find out which elements in the Mantle work 

the children felt had impacted on their writing and any changes they would 

like to make for the second phase of the project. 

 

Implementing action step 3 

The second round of focus group interviews were conducted at the end of the third 

week. The three questions remained the same and the responses were also coded 

in the same way. Having used the same four categories to code the data (task, 

presentation, VCOP, organisation), I found that there  were  responses  which  didn’t  fit  

into these categories. This meant that I added in a category related to the purpose 

of writing tasks, which seemed to reflect the new responses from the children. Table 

4.4 shows the coded responses from the second set of focus group interviews. 

 
 Question 1 Question 2 Question 3 

FG1 FG2 FG1 FG2 FG1 FG2 
Presentation 3 1 1 1 1 0 
VCOP  1 1 5 3 0 0 
Organisation 2 0 0 0 0 0 
Content 3 6 0 3 5 2 
Purpose  3 5 0 0 4 1 

Table 4.4 Coded responses from the interim focus group interviews 
 
When responding to the first question, 8 of the 12 children mentioned the purpose of 

the  writing  they  were  doing.  The  children’s  responses  were  longer  that  the  previous  
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round  of   interviews  and  featured  the  words   ‘so’  and   ‘because’   to  explain  why they 

felt their writing needed to be neat or include elements of VCOP. The interview 

transcripts on pages 74 to 76 in the appendix show responses coded in pink to 

indicate   comments   relating   to   the  purpose  of   the  children’s  work.  For example:   ‘it  

needs to be neat so it looks neat for detectives to read’ (see appendix page 74, 

lines 4 and 5) and  ‘we  have  been  doing  detective  work  like  finding  clues  to  help  the  

mum  find  her  daughter’ (see appendix page 75, lines 15 and 16). These answers 

suggest that the children understand that their writing tasks have a purpose and that 

they have invested in their work because they see that it has value for their client.  

 
The   change   in   children’s   responses   to  question   1   is   shown   in   diagram  4.4  which  

compares the answers given to question 1 in each set of focus group interviews. In 

answer to question two, 8 of the 12 children chose work completed as part of the 

Mantle project. This could suggest that the children are feeling proud of their work 

so far as they felt that this writing was better than previous work. However, it should 

be noted that the children may have chosen work based on the recency effect, 

being they had only just completed these pieces so they would have been easier to 

recall and also find in their folders. The children reasoned that they had selected 

these pieces because  ‘there  was  a  lot  of  right punctuation’  (see appendix page 74, 

line 20) and   they   had   ‘tried   hard   to   use  WOW  words   to  make   it   interesting’ (see 

appendix page 76, lines 4 and 5). The first focus group had selected their work only 

based on VCOP elements they could see in their work or because the handwriting 

was neat. The responses from focus group 2 suggested that half of the children had 

selected pieces based on the content of their writing. They justified their choice with 

comments  such  as   ‘I  have  written  more  than  I  usually  do’   (see appendix page 76, 

line 2) and  ‘my  writing  is  good  because  it  matches  the  picture’ (see appendix page 

76, line 7). I think this shows a significant shift in thinking for this group of children 

as they could see that the content of their writing is just as important as the 

presentation aspects.  

 

The responses to question 3 showed a reversal compared to the first round of group 

interviews. The responses from group 2 were all related to the content of writing 

tasks which the children would like to change, as opposed to the organisation. The 

transcripts shown on pages 75 and 76 of the appendix display the responses to 

question 3 from both focus groups. These responses informed my planning for the 
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next three weeks teaching sequence. It was reassuring to note that three of the 

children  couldn’t  think  of  anything  they  wanted  to  change  about  their  work. 

 
 

Impact of action step 3 for the planning of action step 4 

In planning the next teaching sequence, I made sure I included clear opportunities 

for discussion prior to writing, and planned sessions to review and revisit writing 

tasks. One comment I was really interested in came from a girl with dyslexic 

tendencies who finds writing  hard.  She  commented  that  she  was  ‘trying  hard  to  be  a  

good detective but sometimes it was hard to think’ (see appendix page 76, lines 23 

and 24). It is interesting that she recognised the challenge in the tasks and that her 

motivation for this project was to try and be a better detective. This comment in 

particular shows that she has engaged with the purpose of the tasks and has an 

awareness of the need of the audience. This answer was echoed in the responses 

given at the end of the project where children describe their work as a detective as 

‘quite  hard’ (table 4.8 on page 50, line 11)  and  something  which  was  ‘not  easy  to  do’ 

(table 4.8 on page 50, line 19). 

 

Implementing action step 4 

The second sequence of lessons involved working in our detective agency to help 

Jacob find his missing son Joseph. I found that the children were really engaged in 

the context of the commission - they were very keen to unpick the tension 

surrounding  Joseph’s  disappearance  and  the  possibility  that  his  brothers  were  lying  

to Jacob about what had happened to Joseph. Each day there would be five or six 

children who had bought in things from home relevant to the project, such as 

information about Egypt they had found on the internet, drawings of Joseph or 

pieces of material they thought his coat might have been made from. Continuing 

their learning at home was a clear sign that the children had invested in the project 

and cared about the client they were working for. These incidences of continuing 

learning at home provide evidence to answer research question 1, relating to the 

impact  of  MoE  on  children’s  engagement  with  writing.  The  writing  tasks  during  the  

second half of this project involved putting together a case report to send to Jacob, 

telling him what we thought had really happened to Joseph. The observations made 

by myself and my teaching assistant showed that the writing the children produced 

as part of this report was neater than previous work as they were paying more 

attention to their handwriting and presentation. They understood that this report 
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would be a reflection of our work as a detective, so it needed to look professional 

and be easy for Jacob to read. The  children’s motivation to do their best was also 

reflected in a comment made by a child in focus group 2 who said they wanted to 

‘be  good at  writing’  (table  4.8 page 50, line 20). Comments  in  the  children’s  learning  

journals showed their emotional engagement with the project. They asked a lot of 

questions to try and understand where Joseph had gone and whether he was still 

alive. I was very impressed with the emotional understanding and maturity the 

children showed in discussing this project. My understanding of the co-construction 

of learning and what can happen when the power in the classroom is shared 

between the teacher and the children will have a big impact on my own professional 

development and future teaching. 

 

Impact of action step 4 for the planning of action step 5 

 To use the focus group interviews to question the children about their 

emotional engagement with their writing to gain evidence to answer research 

question 1. 

 To ask children about changes in their attitude to writing tasks during the 

MoE project to gain evidence to answer research question 2. 

 

Implementing action step 5 

The final set of focus group interviews were conducted on the last day of the Spring 

half term, after the project had been concluded. The children understood that we 

would be closing the detective agency and returning to normal topic lessons when 

they came back after half term. I altered the wording of the first question slightly, 

asking   the   children   to   ‘tell   me   about   the   writing   we   have   done   in   our   detective  

agency’.   Table   4.5   shows   the   coded   responses   from   the   final   set   of   focus   group  

interviews. 

 
 Question 1 Question 2 Question 3 

FG1 FG2 FG1 FG2 FG1 FG2 
Presentation 0 0 6 1 0 4 
VCOP  0 1 3 5 0 4 
Organisation 1 0 0 0 1 0 
Content 6 6 0 1 4 0 
Purpose  4 4 0 4 4 0 

Table 4.5 Coded responses from the final focus group interviews 
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It is interesting to note that every one of the children in both focus groups gave 

responses related to the content of the writing tasks they had completed during the 

project.    This  shows  a  steady  increase  in  children’s  responses  during  the  three  sets  

of interviews as they appear to have become more aware of the content of tasks 

during the project, with less of their focus being placed on presentation, VCOP 

elements and organisation of their writing. Diagram 4.1 compares the responses to 

question 1 from both focus groups at the beginning, middle and end points of the 

project. The maximum number of responses is twelve. 
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Diagram 4.1 Children’s  responses  to  the  question  ‘Tell  me  about  writing  at  school’. 
 
Individual responses during the final interview showed that children believed writing 

in the detective agency  ‘had  to  be  done  so  we  could  tell  Jacob  what  we  had  found  

out’ (see appendix page 78, line 22) and  that  it  was  necessary  to  write  ‘to  tell  people  

what  we  had  found  out’ (see appendix page 77, line 14). The increased emphasis 

on the content and purpose of writing tasks demonstrates that the children in these 

focus groups now see writing as an activity with a purpose. When asked to find a 

piece   of  writing   they   thought  was   ‘good’   (question   2),   all   of   the   children   from   the  

focus groups selected writing completed during the MoE project. Most responses (8 

out of 12) showed that the children believed their work was good because they 

could see elements of VCOP which had been underlined. However, they could also 

explain why these elements were necessary in a good piece of writing. For example 

‘I  have  put  capital  letters  and  full  stops  in  all  of  the  right  places.  It  is  also  interesting  

for  people  to  read’ (see appendix page 79, lines 2 and 3). Ten of the twelve children 

explained that their writing was good because it reflected the purpose of the task 
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(e.g. the case report told Jacob all about Joseph). This shift in focus again 

demonstrates that the children had understood that a good piece of writing needed 

to contain features which the reader would value because the writing task had a 

purpose. The children had personally invested in their writing in the role of a 

detective and this suggests evidence towards research question 1 relating to the 

children’s  engagement  in  writing. 

 

The  children’s  responses  to  question 3 differed between the 2 focus groups. When 

asked   if   there   was   anything   they   didn’t   enjoy   or   would   like   to   change   about   the  

detective work, focus group 1 children all gave responses related to aspects of the 

writing tasks which they wanted to continue or go back to and edit. Children from 

focus group 2 all suggested personal targets which they felt they needed to work 

harder at, such as improving punctuation or making handwriting neater. This 

difference is particularly interesting given that focus group 2 comprised the children 

selected using purposive sampling due to their slow progress in writing. These 

children now appear to be more aware of their own targets for writing and the next 

steps they need to make to ensure improvement in writing. None of the children 

wanted to change the organisation of writing in the detective agency. The final data 

analysis  in  this  project  was  to  assess  the  children’s  writing  attainment  and  compare  

the progress made with that of the Autumn Term. Table 4.6 shows level judgements 

at the beginning and end of the project. 

 
National Curriculum level Start of project level End of project level 

1b 1 0 
1a 5 3 
2c 9 4 
2b 15 20 
2a 0 3 

Table 4.6 The National Curriculum levels at the start and end of the project. 



48 

 

0

5

10

15

20

25

1b 1a 2c 2b 2a

National Curriculum level

Nu
mb

er 
of 

ch
ild

ren
Start of project level
End of project level

 

Diagram 4.2. A comparison of National Curriculum levels for writing at the beginning 
and end of the project. 

Diagram 4.2 suggests that during the six weeks of the project, progress in writing 

was made as the levels the children had attained had increased. At the end of the 

project a greater number of children were working at the national expectation for the 

end of year 2 (level 2b). The data indicates that progress has been made at the top 

and bottom end of the level range during the project, as the child who was a 1b at 

the start of the project made progress and three children moved to a level 2a by the 

end of the project. 

The number of criterion scale points progress made by each child during the project, 

compared to the progress made over the second half of the Autumn Term is shown 

in table 4.7. These results appear to suggest that a greater number of children 

made one or two points progress, rather than the larger leaps seen in the Autumn 

Term. Fewer children made no progress and there were no children who appeared 

to have gone backwards during the project. 

Points progress made Autumn half term progress 
(Number of children) 

Spring half term progress 
(Number of children) 

-1 2 0 
0 5 4 

+1 4 9 
+2 5 7 
+3 1 5 
+4 3 1 
+5 6 3 
+6 1 1 
+7 3 0 

Table 4.7 The number of Criterion Scale points progress made by each child during 
the Spring half term project, compared with the progress made during the second 
half on the Autumn Term. 
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The average points progress made during the second half of the Autumn Term was 

2.8, compared to 2.1 during the project. Using the Criterion Scale as an assessment 

tool is an element of the research methods which I will analyse in the discussion 

chapter. It is interesting to note that both of the focus groups scored above average 

progress during the project - focus group 1 made 2.5 points progress and focus 

group 2 made 2.67 points progress. It could be that the increased focus on writing 

during the project influenced the children in the focus groups to concentrate more 

on their work, thereby making greater progress than the class average. Analysis of 

this difference will be explored further in the next chapter. The analysis of progress 

could be further investigated by looking at trends in gender over the project. 

The final task for each focus group was to complete a poster showing their 

perception of writing during as part of their detective work. The photographs in 

picture 4.1 and 4.2 show the posters made at the beginning and end of the project 

by each focus group.  

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Pictures 4.1 and  4.2 The posters made by focus group 1 (above) and focus group 2 
(below) at the beginning and end of the project. 
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Analysis of the vocabulary used by the children to describe their writing, shows a 

similar trend to the responses to the interview questions. Table 4.8 shows the coded 

responses features of the posters made by each group. The same five coding 

categories as the focus group transcripts have been used. 

 
 Initial Poster Final Poster Line number 
Focus 
Group 
1 

Wicked Write 
I wish we could write on laptops 
VCOP 
Really good fun 
I like Wicked Write 
I just love writing 

We had great fun setting up the office  
I wish we could do it slowly so I 
could remember more of it 
I wish we could do more 
I liked doing it 
I remember we made a sign 
I wish we could do it more 
Writing is fun 
It’‛s awesome 
It’‛s fun 
Quite hard 
It’‛s super 
I want to do more of it 
Detective work isn’‛t easy 
We made a colourful coat 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 

Focus 
Group 
2 

I like doing it on my own 
We have fairy lights 
We do Wicked Write in our 
classroom with calm music 
We do it without talking 
Fantastic and excellent and 
wonderful and super 
It’‛s very fun 
We do it on Friday 
We don’‛t talk 
I wish I didn’‛t use ‘and’‛ so much 
I want to do it at home 
We work on our own 
I would like to do it every day at 
home 

It is fabulous 
It’‛s unique 
Detective work is fun 
It’‛s not easy to do it 
I want to be good at writing 
It would have been even better if we 
could have done more 
It was such fun 
I want to do more detective work 

16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 

Table 4.8 The coded responses from the initial and final posters made by each 
focus  group  answering  the  question  ‘Can  you  tell  me  what  writing  is  like  at  school?’ 

The responses shown on the posters broadly reflect the trend shown in the focus 

group interview   responses,   as   the   children’s   initial   comments   about   their   writing  

focus on the organisational aspects of writing whilst the final posters feature 

comments related to the content and purpose of writing. It is interesting to note that 

both posters feature very positive comments made by the children about their 

attitude to writing, however the final poster suggests that the children have 

acknowledged the challenge element in their MoE work as they respond that 

‘detective  work  isn’t  easy’ (line 14) . 



51 

 

Research Questions 

The impact of Mantle of the Expert on engagement, attitudes and attainment in 

writing in a primary school 

 Does  Mantle  of  the  Expert  impact  on  children’s  engagement  with  writing? 

 How  does  Mantle  of  the  Expert  impact  on  children’s  attitude  to writing? 

 What changes in writing attainment could be attributable to Mantle of the 
Expert? 

 
Chapter 5: Discussion of the findings 

The  analysis  of  the  children’s  responses  to  the  focus  group  questions  provided  me  

with some key themes to explore in the discussion. I have decided to combine the 

first two research questions and explore these together. The responses gathered 

from the focus group interviews, combined with my observation notes appear to 

show that the attitude children display towards their writing is related to their 

engagement and motivation to write. This link is suggested as the vocabulary the 

children used to discuss their perception of writing changed during the project as 

they recognised the purpose in writing as part of their MoE tasks. The children saw 

writing as an activity which needed to be performed, and their emotional connection 

to   the   ‘client’   contributed   to   the   attitude  with  which   they   approached   their   writing.  

The data I have collected suggests that the MoE approach to learning had an 

impact  on  children’s  engagement  and  attitude   towards   their  writing.  The   impact  of  

MoE on attainment appears to be less clear. 

 

The  impact  MoE  has  on  children’s  engagement  with,  and  attitude  to,   the context of 

writing tasks 

The  shift  in  the  children’s  perception of writing tasks, from an activity which requires 

strict organisation and a focus on presentation, towards the view that writing is an 

activity which is completed to fulfil a purpose, is a potentially significant finding from 

this project. My observation records and planning notes also reflect the levels of 

engagement and activity of the children. One of the key intentions of the MoE 

approach  to  learning  is  to  ‘provide  a  centre  for  all  knowledge…  to  be  experienced  by  

the students as active, urgent and purposeful learning’   (Heathcote   and   Bolton,  
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1996). Those three key words, active, urgent and purposeful, are reflected in the 

findings from my project and are also presented in the taxonomy of personal 

engagement, offered by Morgan and Saxton (1987, see table 2.2). Looking back at 

the project, I found it interesting to highlight the steps within the Mantle which match 

the  key   stages  of  Morgan  and  Saxton’s  model.  The   investment  by   the  children   in  

their learning was apparent in the altered perceptions of their work during the 

course of the project, and the results begin to show the impact that MoE may have 

on  children’s  engagement  with,  and  attitude  towards, writing tasks. The annotations 

made  on  my  lesson  plans  from  the  project  comment  on  the  ‘buzz’  generated in the 

classroom and other members of staff commented on the detective style games the 

children were playing in the playground as the project developed (see appendix 

page 85 for an example of observation notes with   comments   related   to  children’s  

engagement in the learning context). 

The first step into any MoE project  is  the  arousal  of  children’s  natural  curiosity.  This  

occurred   in   my   project   with   the   placement   of   a   detective’s   tools   around   the  

classroom and asking the children where they thought these things had come from. 

Immediately there was a sense of tension created as the children began to 

speculate on who had left these items, why they might have left them and whether 

the person responsible might return. The movement between interest and 

engagement occurred as the children wanted to be involved in the fiction and began 

to bring their prior knowledge and understanding of detectives into the discussions. 

My aim was to create an authentic context for learning where the children felt that 

they could share their own viewpoints and work together to solve a problem (in this 

first instance - who   had   left   these   things   in   our   classroom?)   ‘MoE   breeds  

engagement   because   it   harnesses  children’s   enthusiasm  and  ability   for   imagining  

they are other people in a community doing the sorts of things that those people 

would  do’  (Edmiston,  undated:  4).   

Evidence   of   the   children’s   interest   and   then   engagement   in   the   project   was  

observed in their learning journals as they asked questions about detectives and I 

observed them role playing detectives and spying in the playground during break 

and lunch times. See appendix pages 82 and 83 for  extracts  of  children’s   learning  

journals relating to their detective work.  The questions recorded by the children are 

themselves evidence  of  the  children’s  engagement  with  writing  during  the  project  as  

they recorded their thoughts at various points during their work and had them as a 
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record to return to once they had developed the fiction further and could provide 

answers to the questions.  

 

The  use  of  MoE  to  develop  children’s  engagement  with  the  context  of  writing  tasks 

To   deepen   the   children’s   engagement   in   the   fiction,   I   used   drama   for   learning  

strategies to place children in the role of the detective. Moving from the inquiry circle 

into the drama for learning circle gave the children the time to be able to develop the 

background of the detective fiction. Diagram 5.1 below shows the three dimensions 

associated with a mantle project. Drama allowed the children to imagine what the 

detective may have been doing at the time he lost his tools and to explore his 

feelings at having lost them. The children began to develop an emotional 

involvement with the detective as they saw the situation from his viewpoint. Their 

initial annoyance at the thought that someone had been into our classroom without 

permission was replaced with a sense that maybe the detective was carrying out a 

potentially dangerous job that he needed assistance with. The emotional 

engagement which occurred was prompted by this developing tension that the 

detective’s   vital   work   had   been   interrupted   and   therefore   an   ongoing   case   was  

unsolved. The project was now moving into the  third  steps  of  Morgan  and  Saxton’s  

taxonomy as the children developed a sense of responsibility to the task and agreed 

to commit to the fiction by trying to help the detective finish his job. 

 

Diagram 5.1 The three dimensions of Mantle of the Expert (Taylor, 2011) 
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By the beginning of the second week of the project, the children had positioned 

themselves in the role of detectives and had created the identity of a detective 

agency within the classroom. They showed their engagement with this stage by 

bringing in items from home which they felt would be necessary in a detective 

agency (e.g. notebooks, magnifying glasses, disguises) and by making signs and 

badges to show that they were working as detectives in an office. They were very 

keen to label their notebooks with the identity of the detective agency and they 

made comments about the necessity of notebooks for recording evidence and 

keeping track of ideas. This begins to suggest that the children could see a real-life 

application for the skill of writing and were identifying elements of their writing tasks 

which were embedded in a meaningful context. The step which generated the most 

excitement among the children was the organisation of the detective agency. By 

handing over responsibility for the layout of the classroom, the children 

demonstrated  their  knowledge  of  ‘an  adult  workplace’  by  rearranging  the  classroom 

furniture and creating our detective agency. This echoes the findings by Rouse and 

Wilde (2007) who reported that children working with MoE became stakeholders in 

their learning and this increased their engagement in their work. This step also 

helped some of the quieter children to develop their own working environment and 

create a place, and therefore role, for themselves within our fiction. Moving the 

furniture also provided an opportunity for kinaesthetic learning to take place. The 

children had now created a responsible team where collaborative work was going to 

be key to the success of the enterprise. The children were now prepared to accept 

responsibility for their work by finding and maintaining a focus for themselves within 

the mantle project (Morgan and Saxton, 1987). 

The  ‘light  bulb  moments’  in  the  project  came  as  the  children  moved   into the step of 

internalising their work. The purpose of the learning journals was to give the children 

the time and personal space to reflect on what they were doing, and to make 

connections between what they already know and what they are constantly finding 

out. The step of internalising is perceived to be crucial to developing long term 

understanding (Vygotsky, 1986). As the children worked  ‘in  role’  they  were engaged 

in on-going activities within the fictional context which required them to emotionally 

commit to their learning (Edmiston, undated). The process of internalising demands 

that a journey of emotions is followed; from excitement, concentration, perplexity 

and possibly anxiety, through to relief, satisfaction and ultimately, calm (Morgan and 

Saxton, 1994). I feel that the internalising step is the most powerful in this project 
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and is often lacking in everyday classroom activities. Judging the level of 

internalised   thought   is   obviously   hard,   however   some   of   the   children’s   comments  

during the focus group interviews show that they recognised the challenge in the 

tasks and the need for the children to work through the difficult parts in order to be a 

successful detective. The classroom provides a space where tasks are completed 

because the teacher has presented them to children, there is the notion of 

compliance. A mantle project can be a powerful vehicle for learning because of the 

emotional engagement which is developed by the learning community (teacher and 

students). The emotional investment made by the learners is explored during the 

internalising phase and underpins all of the tasks completed as the learners develop 

their ownership of the enterprise. The work of Daniel Goleman (1996) describes the 

significant correlation between emotional literacy programs in schools and the 

improvement  in  children’s  academic  achievement  and  school  performance. There is 

also   a   correlation   between   children’s   enjoyment   of   a   task and their ability to 

complete it. For example, those children who struggle at writing are the ones who 

enjoy it the least (Clark and Douglas, 2011). 

 

A revised taxonomy of personal engagement 

Having explored  how  MoE   impacts  on  children’s engagement and attitude to their 

learning, the third area which I wanted to investigate was the impact on attainment. 

Whilst the emotional and behavioural aspects of learning could be seen through the 

children’s   motivation   and   investment   in   their   learning   activities,   ultimately it is 

attainment  which  will   be  a  key   indicator  of   the  project’s   impact   in   terms  of   school  

curriculum  focus.   In   looking  at  Morgan  and  Saxton’s   taxonomy,   I   interpret   the   first  

four stages of the model as focusing on the emotional conditions needed to engage 

and  motivate  children  in  their  work.  The  actual  ‘work’  part  comes  from  the  necessity  

created by the child to communicate their thoughts, ideas and feelings. After 

children have begun to make connections between their own experiences and the 

material they are studying they move into the phase of interpreting. Morgan and 

Saxton  (1994:  21)  identify  ‘five key features which indicate that a child has reached 

the interpreting phase of their personal engagement with the task: 

 Children are anxious to hear what others think and feel and they are 

prepared to defend their own points of view 
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 Children are willing to reconsider their responses and adapt their 

conclusions in the light of new information and ideas 

 Children have confidence to submit their ideas for consideration and 

analysis by others 

 Children are anxious to make predictions and to consider the implications of 

their thinking 

 Children are gripped by the possibilities of their new understanding and want 

to make it concrete in a way: by writing, graphics, debate or applying their 

conclusions  to  other  situations.’ 

 

During the MoE project,   it   could   be   that   the   children’s   perceptions   of   writing  

changed as they reached the stage of interpreting. The language used by the 

children to describe writing tasks shifted from responses based on organisational 

and presentation features, to comments relating to the purpose of their tasks, such 

as   ‘we made case reports with lots of facts in because we had found out a lot of 

information’   (see appendix page 77, lines 11 and 12). This suggests that the 

children may have come to value writing as an activity which needs to be completed 

because the children are engaged in the task and motivated to show other people 

what they think and feel. The interpreting step will then move children into the final 

stage where they are ready to publish their ideas for an audience. Morgan and 

Saxton  (1994)  refer  to  this  as  ‘evaluating’  as  children  seek  out  people  who  have  not  

been involved in their work so far so that they can test out their acquired knowledge. 

This may include conversations at home, with peers from other classes, 

conversations in the playground or by creating a presentation 

(written/spoken/drawn) for their desired audience. Looking back at the project, 

asking parents and carers about the comments their children may have made about 

their work at school may have provided evidence towards the level of evaluating the 

children were doing. One of the key conditions of a mantle project is that the 

children act as a responsible team, completing a commission, on behalf of a client. 

This  ‘client’  automatically  becomes  the  audience  during  the  evaluating  stage  as  the  

children present the outcomes of the commission they have received. My 

observation notes during the project reflect the focus the children continually placed 

on  their  ‘need’  to  solve  their  detective  cases  because  of  their  emotional  tie  to  their  

client (mainly Jacob in the case of finding out what had happened to Joseph). For 

example, one child commented that their letter had to be sent to Jacob  ‘so  that  he  

feels happy’  (see appendix page 78, lines 7 and 8).  
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Using drama strategies, such as hot-seating and freeze framing, the children were 

able to place themselves in the viewpoint of Jacob and really explore how he would 

be feeling about the disappearance of his son. Working in the role of detectives 

placed the children in a position of relative power where they were the only hope 

Jacob had of finding his son. Therefore, all of the tasks completed became urgent 

and had a clear purpose. 

Observation notes from writing tasks during the fourth action research step (the 

second   block   of   teaching)   indicate   the   children’s   understanding   that   they   were  

completing work for a purpose and show their personal engagement with the task: 

 ‘When  we  have  found something out we have to write it down. We have to 

write  lots  of  reports  about  the  cases  we  are  solving.’ 

 ‘This  case  report  at  the  end  of  our  work  will  tell  Jacob  what  we  have  found  

out  about  Joseph.’ 

 ‘I need to tell Jacob the truth about his other sons so that he can find 

Joseph.’ See appendix page 84 for observation notes. 

These comments from the children demonstrate the vocabulary which they used to 

describe the urgency and purpose in their work (need to/have to). Diagram 4.1 

(page 46) showed a comparison of the key terms which children used to describe 

their writing over the course of the project. The graph suggested a shift towards a 

view that writing completed as part of a mantle project was more focused on the 

content and the purpose of the task, rather than how the conditions for writing were 

organised.  The  ‘need’  to  write, and  the  motivation  with  in  children  to  ‘want’  to  write, 

contribute to the urgency which is created in a MoE project. Creating the conditions 

where a child is writing for themselves, as opposed to writing because the teacher 

has asked them to. 

Applying Morgan and  Saxton’s  taxonomy  to  a  MoE project, and looking at the key 

aims of MoE, I have presented a revised model which combines the key terms. I 

have selected key terms from each of the six stages   in   Morgan   and   Saxton’s  

taxonomy to simplify the original model.  A third feature of the revised model is the 

progression over time which moves learning through the steps from an initial 

activation of interest and engagement, through a motivation and need to complete 

work, towards learning which has fulfilled a purpose. 
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Interest  Engagement in 
learning- ACTIVE 

Engaging 

Committing Motivation towards 
learning- URGENT 

Internalising 

Interpreting Purpose to learning- 
PURPOSEFUL 

Evaluating 

Table 5.1 A model of personal investment and learning through Mantle of the 
Expert. 

Of the 3 research questions I aimed to investigate, I have found the impact MoE has 

on attainment the most challenging to explore. The research method I used to gain 

data  relating   to  attainment  was  an  analysis  of  children’s  writing   levels   to  show the 

progress made over the six weeks of the project. The quantitative data obtained 

showed that 2.1 criterion scale points progress was made in the six weeks of the 

project, compared to 2.8 points progress made during the previous six weeks 

teaching during the second half of the Autumn Term. Therefore, whilst the children 

did make progress in their writing, it was a smaller amount of progress compared to 

the same amount of teaching not using the MoE approach. I found it interesting to 

look at the disparity between the increased engagement the children showed to 

their work, but the smaller amount of progress made. From my observations of the 

children’s  writing behaviour, I could see that they were able to settle down quicker to 

writing tasks, they indicated more confidence in their approach to the tasks (they 

asked fewer questions about the content and presentational features which they 

needed to include) and the overall content of their work, in terms of understanding 

the audience they were writing for was most evident. However, when I came to 

assess the writing using the criterion scale I found that there did not appear to be 

points available for a demonstration of the children’s  increased  engagement  with  the  

content of their writing. 

Tension between engagement, attitude and attainment 

This tension between my professional judgement of the increased quality of the 

children’s   writing,   with   the   relative   lack   of   improvement   in   terms of attainment 
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prompted me to look at the criterion scale mark scheme. Having taught other year 

groups, and therefore used other levelling scales (apart from level 2) I was 

interested to see whether there was the same focus on the presentational features 

of writing and sentence structure as opposed to the content of the writing. I used 

four categories to code each of the points on the four different levelling sheets 

published by Wilson (2006). These categories were: VCOP elements (red), spelling 

(yellow), handwriting (light blue) and content (green). See appendix pages 80 to 83 

for the coded criterion scale sheets for National Curriculum writing levels 1 to 4. 

 

Table 5.2 below shows the number of criterion scale points for each writing level 

which corresponded to the four coding categories. 

 Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 
Spelling 2 3 1 1 
VCOP 
elements 

1 10 8 8 

Handwriting 1 3 1 1 
Content 5 6 9 7 
Total number of 
points 

9 22 19 17 

Table 5.2 The number of criterion scale points awarded at each writing level for 
different elements 

In order to directly compare the proportion of points awarded for each element at 

the different levels, the scores were converted into percentages. A graph comparing 

the proportion of criterion scale points awarded at each level for different elements 

is shown in diagram 5.2. 

 

Diagram 5.2 A graph to compare the proportion of criterion scale points awarded at 

each writing level for different elements. 
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The graph presented in diagram 5.2 suggests that the proportion of points awarded 

for the content of writing at level 2 (the level used in this project) is lower than the 

proportion of points awarded for content at the other levels of writing. This appears 

to confirm my judgement that although the quality of  the  children’s  writing at level 2 

appeared to improve (in   terms   of   developing   a   writer’s   voice   and   making   their  

writing more lively and interesting to the reader), their overall attainment did not 

significantly increase during the project. It may assessing writing using the level 2 

criterion scale prevents children from gaining as many points related to the content 

of their writing. The level 2 criterion scale is skewed towards VCOP elements as 

being the place where children can gain the most marks, whereas for level 1 and 

level 3 the content of the writing holds the highest proportion of marks. This analysis 

leads  me  to  ask  the  question:  is  the  mark  scale  a  barrier  to  children’s  attainment  in  

writing rather than the use of Mantle of the Expert? 

The impact of levels and targets on  children’s  learning  was  closely  examined  in  the  

project  ‘learning  without  limits’,  conducted  by  Swann,  Peacock,  Hart  and  Drummond  

(2012).  The  ‘learning  without  limits’  project  aimed  to  challenge  the  assumption  that  

‘there  are  limits  to  every  child’s  capability  that  can  be  known  and  reached’  (Swann  

et al., 2012). The teachers in the project were challenged to transform their thinking 

about  children’s  learning  from  a  linear  progression  through  levels  into  the  idea  of  a  

child’s   ‘learning  capacity’.  The  headteacher’s  vision  for   the  school  was  to  create  a  

learning environment where children would feel safe to take risks, where confidence 

would increase, where everyone would get caught up in the excitement of learning 

and where all children would be given the opportunity to develop their learning 

capacity without the limit of targets and levels being applied. The rigid stratification 

of levels is also challenged in the review of the National Curriculum published by the 

DfE (2011:49), stating that they believe there is an alternative way of judging 

progression   using   principle   of   the   learning   without   limits   approach   which   is   ‘both  

practically feasible and educationally   justified’. This review echoes the concern of 

Swann et al. (2012) who believe that new theories of intelligence should be used to 

create  a  view  of  children’s   learning  as  having  a   limitless  capacity   for   improvement  

rather than a fixed notion of linear ability. 

A further consideration in the discussion about the weaker impact MoE appears to 

have on writing attainment concerns the short time scale over which the project was 

conducted. In reflecting back over the taxonomy of engagement, Morgan and 

Saxton (1994:22) note that a taxonomy is cumulative, where the next level builds 
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upon  the  one  before,  and  ‘students will not necessarily all engage at the same level 

at   the  same  time’. It may be that within the six weeks of the project, not all of the 

student reached the final stages of the taxonomy (interpreting and evaluating) and 

therefore their engagement and investment in their learning was not fully shown in 

their output. Morgan and Saxton (1994) also suggest that although the taxonomy is 

sequential, students may move backwards and forwards as part of their personal 

quest to deepen their own learning experience. This builds upon the notion of 

ownership; developing the role of the teacher so as to encourage children to find 

their own path through their learning, by offering enriching learning experiences to 

capture their imagination and motivate them to care about what they do in the 

classroom. This project may be able to add confirmation to the idea that learning is 

a complicated and messy process, which does not have to happen in a linear 

sequence, as prescribed by the National Curriculum.   

It is interesting to note that although the trend across the whole class showed a 

small amount of progress in attainment during the MoE project, both of the focus 

groups’  average  criterion  scale  points  progress  was  higher  than  the  class  average.  

Focus group 1 (children chosen at random) averaged 2.5 points progress and focus 

group 2 (children selected due to weaker progress in the previous half term) made 

2.67 points progress. The class average was 2.1. A further development to this 

project would be to explore the factors which may have increased the rate of 

progress amongst the focus group children compared to the whole class. It may 

have been that the focus group interview questions about writing prompted the 

children to focus more on their writing and raised their awareness of the factors 

needed to produce a good piece of work. The children may also have thought that, 

as their teacher, I would be focussing more on their pieces of writing as opposed to 

the rest of the class, so they may have put more effort into their work. The use of 

focus groups to impact upon attainment is an interesting consideration to arise from 

this project. I hope to be able to develop my practice with MoE to include a stronger 

element  of  ‘pupil  voice’  and  intend  to  research  this  further.   
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Chapter 6: Conclusions and implications for further research 

This project was completed as part of a whole school focus on literacy, with the 

purpose of exploring how writing can be embedded into meaningful, real life 

contexts. The broader aim behind the project was to inspire and motivate children to 

write, with the idea that this will in turn raise attainment. By assessing the impact the 

Mantle  of  the  Expert  approach  to  learning  may  have  on  children’s  engagement  with,  

attitude to and attainment in writing, this project provided data for the senior 

management team to use during discussions about the delivery of the school 

curriculum. At the end of the project I was able to present the results to the 

headteacher, deputy headteacher and literacy co-ordinator and to discuss the 

potential for trialling the approach in other year groups. At the end of the academic 

year 2011-2012, I led a two week project with teachers in year 3 and year 4 to work 

together on planning, delivering and evaluating a mantle project. Working with other 

colleagues to discuss the observations they could see in their own classes during 

the mantle project was a valuable experience for my own professional development. 

Leading this small scale project with two other colleagues helped me to appreciate 

some of the challenges which will be involved with extending MoE across the 

school. I realised how complex the approach is and how much my professional 

knowledge and understanding of it has developed over the years I have been using 

it. My challenge will be communicating my own understanding of mantle in a way 

that colleagues can understand and feel confident in trialling elements of it in their 

own classrooms. I am hoping that the opportunity to develop my leadership skills 

will become a significant part of my professional development over the next 

academic year.  

I believe that this project will have a positive impact on practice in my school setting 

as we look to extend the use of MoE across the school by trialling small scale 

projects in other year groups and undertaking longer scale projects in year 5 (which 

I will be teaching). I have also scheduled release time for the next academic year to 

be able to work with the literacy co-ordinator in planning, teaching, observing and 

evaluating different elements of the approach which can be unpicked and shared 

across the school. I am really looking forward to this opportunity to develop my own 

professional practice and take on more of a leadership role. It is important to note 

that this project in year 2 was conducted over a relatively short time scale of only six 

weeks. As I have already discussed, it may have been that this short time scale 

prevented the full impact of the approach from becoming apparent as the children 
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needed longer to work through the different stages of their personal engagement 

before a true outcome can be judged. The fact that this project lasted only six 

weeks, and was conducted using just one class of thirty children, does affect the 

generalisation of the results so this is something which I wish to develop in my 

future practice. Working with other year groups and conducting longer scale projects 

will lead to more evidence to be able to compare the impact of MoE on different 

aspects  of  children’s  learning.  However  I  do  feel  that  within my school setting, this 

project will have a significant impact on the teaching, and consequently learning, in 

writing. An interesting follow up would be to look at the progress of this class of 

children compared with others as they move through the school in order to track any 

differences in their writing progress. I would also be curious to know whether the 

children from the focus groups, particularly those in focus group 2, showed any 

differences in their attitude and attainment in writing as they become more 

experienced writers. Diagram 6.1 shows my proposed action plan detailing my next 

steps to develop my knowledge and understanding of the use of MoE to embed 

learning in meaningful and purposeful contexts for children. 

Time Span Action 
Short term 
Summer 
Term 2012 

 To work with colleagues in Year 3 and Year 4 to plan, teach 
and evaluate a two week project using MoE. 

 To look for opportunities to use MoE for cross-curricular 
teaching in Year 5 during the academic year 2012-2013. 

Medium term 
Autumn Term 
2012 and 
Spring Term 
2013 

 To work with the literacy co-ordinator to share ideas about 
how to develop the planning and assessment of writing 
tasks embedded in a MoE project. 

 To take part in lesson observations with other colleagues to 
share elements of good practice of MoE and raise the 
profile of it as an approach for teaching and learning. 

Long Term  
Summer 2013 
onwards 

 To work with colleagues across Key Stage 2, including 
members of SLT, to plan, teach and evaluate an extended 
project (up to 6 weeks) using MoE. 

 To take part in focused lesson observations to demonstrate 
specific elements of MoE to other colleagues, such as using 
drama for learning to engage children in a purposeful 
context. 

 To consider the next steps in developing the use of MoE 
across the whole school, including the CPD and INSET 
opportunities for class teachers during the next academic 
year. 

Diagram 6.1 An action plan to show my proposed next steps in the development of 

MoE in my school setting. 

Working on this project using action research showed me the value of using a cycle 

of assessing, planning, teaching and reflecting. Whilst these elements are all part of 
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daily practice, in a busy classroom with the constant pressures of planning, marking, 

assessment and subject leadership pressures, the process of reflection to lead into 

planning for the next learning step is often rushed. During this project I really saw 

the value of planning a short section of work and reflecting on the impact before 

planning the next step. Using observation, assessment and pupil input to provide 

information to feed into planning is something which I intend to develop more during 

my teaching practice. The research methods which I used in this project, 

observation, focus group interviews and quantitative data relating to   the  children’s  

levels,   gave   me   the   opportunity   to   examine   children’s   writing   from   different  

perspectives. The research method which I was least familiar with using was focus 

group interviews and I was surprised with the impact they had on my professional 

development as a researcher and a teacher. I found the opportunity to question the 

children in depth about their personal feelings towards their work to be a very 

powerful experience and it changed the relationship I had with the children. I really 

enjoyed being able to take time out of the busy school day to talk to small groups of 

children, and be able to find out a lot more about them as learners. I also found it 

very valuable to be able to ask the children about what they enjoyed about their 

work, and even  more  importantly  what  they  didn’t  enjoy  or  would  like  to  change.  My  

previous professional experience of leading school council has already shown me 

the value of using pupil voice to impact on practice in school, and I hope that the 

use of focus group interviews is something which I can develop further in the 

classroom. Sharing my experience of using group interviews with the senior 

management team has tied in with subject leaders using them as a research tool for 

subject monitoring across the school. I think this definitely has the potential to 

develop further and become embedded in good practice across the school. 

After analysing the results of this project, I found the most interesting issue to be the 

complexity  surrounding  the  assessment  of  children’s writing levels. Having obtained 

the writing levels at the end of the project and looked at the progress made, I was 

initially surprised to see that there had not been a significant impact on the 

children’s  writing attainment. During the six weeks of the project, I could see that the 

attitude the children demonstrated in the classroom and the responses they gave 

during the focus group interviews suggested that the perception they had when 

approaching writing tasks had changed. It would be interesting to look at writing 

attainment  in  terms  of  the  development  of  the  length  of  the  children’s  writing  and  the  

change in the vocabulary they used. One of the key dimensions of MoE is 
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undertaking work for a purpose, i.e. to fulfil the demands of the client. It may be 

possible to analyse the impact this has had on the writing the children produced in 

terms of their understanding of writing in role and for an audience. Given the short 

time scale of this project, it may have been more appropriate to use a smaller 

measure of progress, such as counting incidences of specific words classes used in 

children’s  writing   (e.g.   the  number  of   connectives  used)  or   looking  at  whether   the  

complexity of sentences had been changed. 

The use of the criterion scale to level writing during this project has highlighted 

some of the  potential  flaws  it  may  have.  I  found  the  ‘learning  without  limits’  project  

conducted by Swann et al (2012) to provide an interesting perspective on the impact 

levelling, targets and attainment data may have on children’s   progress.   I   plan   on  

sharing some of the principles suggested by the ‘learning  without  limits’  project with 

other colleagues in my school setting as I believe that combining changes in our 

assessment systems with the use of MoE in our curriculum could have a powerful 

impact on learning. The idea of removing targets, sharing planning with the children 

and letting children choose their own learning tasks based on their desire for 

challenge are all interesting ideas which I think fit well within the MoE approach to 

learning. An interesting observation about the redirection of control from teachers to 

the  children  came  from  the  year  5  teacher  involved  with  the  ‘learning  without  limits’  

project  who  commented   ‘once  you  begin   to   trust   the   learners  and  regard   them as 

‘experts’  in  their  own  learning,  you  begin  to  realise  that  you  may  have  been  limiting  

them  by  trying  to  control   the  work  they  engage  in’  (Smith,  2007:  18).  The  principle  

behind MoE is to position the children as experts and they will act like experts. If six 

year olds are capable of running a complex business such as a detective agency, 

then  why  wouldn’t  they  be  capable  of  taking  control  of  their  own  learning  across  all  

subjects? 

The tension which was highlighted in this project between fostering children’s   love  

of learning and making judgements about their attainment is an issue which I have 

encountered during the whole of my teaching career. I believe that the positives 

which can be developed from my work with MoE so far centre around the 

motivation, engagement, and enthusiasm which the children showed towards their 

work. There appeared to be a shift in the value the children placed upon writing 

tasks as they perceived their work to be active, urgent and purposeful, rather than 

just another piece of writing completed because the teacher had instructed them to 

do so. My focus for the next academic year will be to continue to develop my 
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professional skills in teaching using MoE, whilst considering the impact assessment 

systems, in particular the criterion scale for writing, may have on learning. It would 

be interesting to apply other levelling systems, such as APP or the mark schemes 

which  accompany  the  QCA  optional  tests  and  SATs  papers,  to  children’s  writing  and  

compare the focus of these systems. The balance in a mark scheme between the 

mechanics of writing (spelling, handwriting, presentation) and the content of writing 

needs to be such that children are not limited by a ceiling being placed on their 

ability. 

To quote one child discussing her detective work: 

‘I   don’t  want   to   do   rubbish  writing   about   things   that   I’m  not   learning   about.   I   only  

want  to  write  about  being  a  detective.’ (see appendix page 75, lines 4 and 5) 
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Dear Parents, 

I am writing to inform you of an exciting project which year 2 will be participating in during the first 
half  of  the  Spring  term.  Our  topic  question  will  be  ‘What  shall  I  wear  today?’  To  help  us  answer  this  
question  we  will  be  using  an  enquiry  based  approach  to  learning  called  ‘Mantle  of  the  Expert’.    
Mantle of  the  Expert  encourages  children  to  place  themselves  in  the  role  of  a  ‘responsible  team’  
who are required to complete tasks for a client. The children will become part of a detective agency 
who has to solve cases based on the clues given by different pieces of fabric.   

I have previously used Mantle of the Expert for teaching projects in year 3 and year 4. My experience 
using this method of working in the classroom has been very positive, showing that children really 
enjoy being part of a responsible team, and that participation and engagement in their work 
increases as they are more motivated by the context of their learning. 

Maths and guided reading sessions will continue the same as last term, and the children will have 
focused literacy skills sessions everyday to learn and practice phonics and grammar.  Science, ICT 
and foundation subjects (Art, DT, History, Geography)  will  be  taught  using  the  ‘Mantle  of  the  Expert’  
approach. Reading, writing, speaking and listening will all be essential skills needed for working in 
this  way  and  the  children’s  writing  will  be  embedded  in  a  meaningful  context.  PHSE  will  continue  to  
be emphasised through our team work.   

I will be using this project to complete the dissertation element of my Masters degree which I am 
currently studying for. The focus of my dissertation will be looking at the impact Mantle of the 
Expert has on learning, with a particular focus on writing. During the half term, I will be conducting 
group interviews with the children to ask them how they feel about writing at school and to see 
whether using Mantle of the Expert alters their feelings about writing.  

Data featured in my dissertation may include comments made by the children, classroom 
observations, information about their writing levels and samples of their writing. However, all data 
will  be  completely  anonymous.  If  you  do  not  wish  your  child’s  responses  to  be  included  in  the  
project, please complete the slip below and return it to me. You can do this at any time during the 
half term.  

If you would like any more details on this project then please come and ask me about it. I will be 
available in the classroom from 3:30pm to 4:30pm on Thursday 1st of December, or you can always 
talk to me on the playground. 

Thank you for your ongoing help and support. 

Best wishes, 

 

                I do not wish for my child to be included in a group interview. 

                I do not wish for anonymous information about my child to be featured in the 
write up of this project. 

Name of child: ___________________________________________ 

Signed: ____________________________ Date: _______________________ 
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The Criterion Scale for Levelling Writing 
Working within Level One 

 

Name…………………………………………………………………………                                        
Date…………………………………………. 

 Can produce own ideas for writing 
 Can write own name 
 Can show some control over word order producing logical statements 
 Can spell some common monosyllabic words correctly 
 Can make recognisable attempts at spelling words not known, (most 

decodable  without  child’s  help) 
 Can write simple text such as lists, stories, explanations 
 Begin to show awareness of how full stops are used, in reading or in 

writing 
 Can usually give letters a clear shape and orientation 
 Can use simple words and phrases to communicate meaning (9) 

ESSENTIAL – majority of work can be read / decoded by an adult without 
assistance from the child, must be more than one simple statement). 

 

NB: FINAL NC CRITERIA (9) IS ESSENTIAL TO ATTAIN 1C OR ABOVE 

GUIDANCE: 

At minimum there should usually be three or more simple statements of three words or 
more each statement.  A simple list of statements all starting with the same key words, (eg, 
I  can,      or  I  like  ………’)  cannot  be  assessed  above  1C.    The  assessor  must  be  clear  that  the  
child has selected this strategy for purpose, and that it is not the only list the child is able to 
produce, i.e. A rote learned strategy. 

Point Scale: 

MUST  EVIDENCE  CRITERIA  ‘9’  (THE  9TH BULLET) TO ATTAIN LEVEL 1 

9 + ANY 4 OTHERS (total 5) = 1C 

9 + ANY 5 OR 6 OTHERS (total 6/7) = 1B 

9 + 7 OR 8 OTHERS (total 8/9) = 1A assess for Level 2 
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The Criterion Scale for Levelling Writing 
Working within Level Two 

Name………………………………………………………………………                                      
Date…………………………………………. 

Sectioned  in  approximately  hierarchy  of  C,B,A.    For  assessment,  however,  the  ‘best 
fit’  spans  the  three  sections. 

 Can write with meaning in a series of simple sentences, (may not be correct in 
punctuation and structure at 2C) 

 Can produce short sentences of developed ideas (2C may be more like spoken than 
written language) 

 Can use appropriate vocabulary, (should be coherent and mainly sensible) 
 Can use simple phonic strategies when trying to spell unknown words, (majority is 

decidable  without  child’s  help.    If  ALL  spelling  is  correct  – tick the criteria) 
 Can control use of ascenders / descenders, upper / lower case letters in 

handwriting, although shape and size may not always be consistent 
 Can  use  ANY  connective  (may  only  ever  be  ‘and’)  to  join  2  simple  sentences. 
 Can communicate ideas and meaning confidently in a series of sentences  
 Can usually sustain narrative and non-narrative forms (may not be sustained for 

2C) 
 Can provide enough detail to interest the reader, (e.g. is beginning to provide 

additional information or description) 
 Can vary the structure of sentences to interest the reader, (e.g has a number of 

ways for opening sentences that go beyond changing the first word – see the 
VCOP) 

 Can use interesting and ambitious words sometimes, (should be words not usually 
used by a child of that age – see the VCOP) 

 Can match organisation to purpose, (e.g. showing awareness of structure of a 
letter, openings and endings, importance of reader, organisational devices) 

 Can usually use basic sentence punctuation (full stops followed by capital letters.  If 
not 50% plus accurate, this bullet can only count towards the 8 needed for a 2C but 
not towards the 13 or more needed for B or A) 

 Can use phonetically plausible strategies to spell or attempt to spell unknown 
polysyllabic words, (if all spelling is correct in a long enough piece to be secure 
evidence – tick the criteria) 

 Can  use  connectives  other  than  ‘and’  to  join  2  or  more  simple  sentences  (e.g  but,  
so, then) 

 Can make writing lively and interesting 
 Can  link  ideas  and  events  using  strategies  to  create  ‘flow’  (e.g.  last  time,  also,  after,  

then, soon, at  last,  and  another  thing  …) 
 Can use adjectives and descriptive phrases for details and emphasis  
 Can usually structure basic sentences correctly, including capitals and full stops 
 Can spell common monosyllabic words accurately 
 Can use accurate and consistent handwriting, (in print at minimum, can use 

consistent use of upper / lower case, ascenders / descenders, size and form) 
 Begin to show evidence of joining handwriting. 

Point Scale: 
8 – 12 = 2C 

 
13 – 17 = 2B 

 
18 – 22 = 2A 

 
assess for level 3 
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A table to show the coding colours used during the analysis of qualitative 
data and the categories they relate to 

Colour Category for coding 
Yellow  Comments relating to the organisation of writing. For example 

responses related to the time at which writing takes place, how the 
classroom is organised or the conditions for writing such as no 
talking and changes in lighting and background music. 

Red  Comments relating to elements of vocabulary, connectives, openers 
and punctuation which relate to the idea of Big Writing (Wilson, 
2006). These elements are abbreviated to VCOP, which is an 
acronym used in the classroom to communicated these qualities of 
writing to the children.  

Blue Comments related to the presentation of writing such as handwriting 
and the overall quality of work 

Green Comments relating to the content of writing. These responses 
indicate that the children recognised the task they were completing 
such as writing a recount of an event or a letter to a specific person. 

Pink Comments relating to the purpose of the writing task such as 
acknowledging the audience that their writing was intended for or 
responses relating to the reason for completing a particular task. 
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Focus group 1 session 1- 14/12/11 
Question 1: Tell me about your writing at school. 
Child Response Line 

number 
1 Teachers tell us what we are writing about 

It makes it easier if we have done some work before and then we can 
change it 
Teachers ask us questions 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 

2 We have to keep it neat 
Teachers mark it when we are done and show us the punctuation 

3 We use cursive writing 
Teachers ask you a question 
We write at our writing tables 

4 We use our VCOP 
5 We use connectives and VCOP 

I try to make it exciting 
We have to check it if we are finished 
Teachers use different colours to mark it 

6 WOW words make it exciting 
We can draw pictures to help us know what something looks like 
before we describe it 

 
Question 2: Look at recent writing. Can you show me a piece of writing which 
you think is really good? What has made it a good piece of writing?  
Child Response Line 

number 
1 George and the dragon retelling 

I have lots of ticks on my work to show that I have used good 
punctuation. 
I can see speech marks, capital letters, full stops and an exclamation 
mark. 

18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
29 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 

2 George and the dragon retelling 
I have used all VCOP. I can see that they are underlined. 

3 Description of a dragon 
I used cursive writing. 
I have good WOW words because I can see they are underlined. 

4 Description of a dragon 
I have used neat cursive writing and I like when I started it with ‘one 
day’‛ because it is a good opener. 

5 Description of a dragon 
I know I have good punctuation because it is underlined. 

6 George and the dragon retelling 
I can see lots of VCOP and I can see they are underlined. 
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Question 3: Is there anything you can tell me about writing that you don’‛t enjoy 
or you would like to change? 
Child Response Line 

number 
1 To keep writing every day.  

I want to add more exciting things 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 

2 I want to write on the computers. 
3 I don’‛t want to change wicked write. 

I would like to write on the computers. 
4 I don’‛t like it when I make mistakes in my writing. 

I want to use more VCOP to make it even better. 
5 I would like to have more than 1 piece of paper. 

I wouldn’‛t like to write the same thing everyday. 
I would like to write more poems. 

6 I would like to have more songs on when we are writing. 
 

Focus group 2 session 1- 14/12/11 
Question 1: Tell me about your writing at school. 
Child Response Line 

number 
1 We write about topic 

We use VCOP 
We describe how things look 
I use punctuation 
We put special lights on 

12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 

2 We use lots of connectives 
We have calm music on 

3 We write about our trips 
We write in the classroom at our writing tables 

4 It is on  Friday 
We make our work neat 
We don’‛t talk to other people 

5 We describe things and try to make it interesting 
If we are describing a person then we could say ‘they are angry’‛ 

6 I think of good wow words and I try to use a couple of openers 
I do joined up writing  
We write in pencil on lined paper 
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Question 2: Look at recent writing. Can you show me a piece of writing which 
you think is really good? What has made it a good piece of writing?  
Child Response Line 

number 
1 Firework shape poem 

We described the fireworks and I like how we used the shape of the 
firework to show us what it was about. 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 

2 George and the dragon retelling 
I used lots of connectives and wow words. 
I know I used them because I underlined them. 

3 Firework shape poem 
I like the way we used a different shape and I draw my own ones too. 

4 The enormous turnip retelling 
I use the correct punctuation and I can see they are underlined. 

5 Postcard description 
I used lots of wow words because I can see the underlining. I can 
count 11 wow words. I also drew a good picture. 

6 Trip recount 
I wrote a whole page and I tried really hard with spellings. 

 

Question 3: Is there anything you can tell me about writing that you don’‛t enjoy 
or you would like to change? 
Child Response Line 

number 
1 I don’‛t like it when I use too many capital letters. 

I want to write on the computers. 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 

2 I like writing all together to share our ideas. 
I would like a large piece of paper to write a long story and draw a 
picture. 

3 I want to change the day from a Friday so we do writing on a 
Wednesday and then we could do half and add to it. 

4 I want to write everyday. 
If we write on paper then I can rub it out. 

5 Sometimes I don’‛t get all of my writing finished so I want to look at it 
again. 

6 I want to write on Monday and Wednesday and Friday so that we can 
start and then carry on and write more ideas. 
I would like to use coloured paper. 
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Focus group 1 session 2- 20/01/12 
Question 1: Tell me about your writing at school. 
Child Response Line 

number 
1 We have been writing as a detective. 

The first thing we wrote was about who had left their things in our 
classroom. 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 

2 Our writing needs to be neat so that it looks neat for the other 
detectives to read. 
We have moved our tables around. 

3 We have been labelling things 
I have written different things, finding clues and solving a mystery. 

4 My writing has changed because I am now doing more cursive writing. 
We have been writing in our detective office. 

5 We have been doing detective writing very carefully so that lots of 
other people can read it. 

6 Our vocabulary is very important so that our writing sounds 
interesting. 
We have been doing acting out first before we do writing. 

 
 
Question 2: Look at recent writing. Can you show me a piece of writing which 
you think is really good? What has made it a good piece of writing?  
Child Response Line 

number 
1 Eye-witness report 

I tried really hard and did 3 wow words. I know my planning could be 
better because I didn’‛t write about everything that I could have done. 

16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 

2 Eye-witness report 
I used lots of the right punctuation and I did try to use wow words. 

3 Description of a dragon 
I got the Wicked Write award because I used all of the VCOP. I can 
see I have underlined them. 

4 Science investigation 
I used connectives and punctuation. I can see the full stops. 

5 Eye-witness report 
I did make some mistakes but I put them right. 
My writing is easier to read because it is neater. 

6 Eye-witness report 
I can see the vocabulary and the punctuation I have used. 
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Question 3: Is there anything you can tell me about writing that you don’‛t enjoy 
or you would like to change? 
Child Response Line 

number 
1 I would like to write one bit each day to make a long story. 1 

2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

2 I want to do fun detective writing. It is fun pretending that we are 
detectives and doing writing. 

3 I don’‛t want to do rubbish writing about things that I’‛m not learning 
about. I only want to write about being a detective. 

4 I want to practice our cursive writing every day. If we do more 
handwriting then it looks better for the detectives to read. 

5 I want to go on a school trip to find out more about detectives. 
6 I like being a detective and writing because it is really fun. 
 

Focus group 2 session 2- 20/01/12 

Question 1: Tell me about your writing at school. 
Child Response Line 

number 
1 We have learnt to use commas to make a list. 

We tried to find out where the girl was because she had lost her coat. 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 

2 We have been doing more writing. 
We have used lines to make it look neat. 

3 We have been writing lots of questions. 
We have been finding clues to help the mum find out where her 
daughter has gone. 

4 We have been doing more writing because we have filled up more 
pages in our books than we used to. 
Each day we need to do writing. 

5 We need to write about doing detective things so people will know 
what we are working on. 

6 We have been doing detective work to tell people about clothes and 
fabrics. We have found out about different materials and what we can 
use them for. 
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Question 2: Look at recent writing. Can you show me a piece of writing which 
you think is really good? What has made it a good piece of writing?  
Child Response Line 

number 
1 Dragon description 

I did more writing than I usually do. 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 

2 Eye-witness report 
I used lots of vocabulary and punctuation to try and make it more 
interesting. 

3 How to be a detective page 
I think that my writing matches my picture and I tried to use lots of 
commas. 

4 Eye-witness report 
I can see lots of punctuation and wow words that I have underlined. 

5 Firework shape poem 
I think that because the writing matches the shape it makes it look 
more interesting. 

6 Eye-witness report 
I tried very hard to use my neatest handwriting. 

 

Question 3: Is there anything you can tell me about writing that you don’‛t enjoy 
or you would like to change? 
Child Response Line 

number 
1 I would like to talk about my writing more because then I can feel 

more confident about it and it will get better. 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 

2 I like everything about being a detective. 
3 I would like the chance to make it better and have another go now I 

know what to do. 
4 I can’‛t think of anything I want to change. 
5 I wouldn’‛t want to change anything. 
6 I am trying hard to be a good detective but sometimes it is hard to 

think. 
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Focus group 1 session 3- 10/02/12 

Question 1: Tell me about the writing we have done in our detective agency. 
Child Response Line 

number 
1 We have had to write some rules about how to be a good detective and 

our detective name badges. 
We made a poster to try and find the missing girl. 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 

2 We wrote a report about all the things that have happened. 
We did lots of writing every day. 

3 We made signs and notices for our office. 
I wrote a letter to Jacob to tell him where Joseph was. 

4 We write about what we thought had happened to the girl in the red 
coat. 

5 I wrote a letter to Jacob about Joseph and his amazing coat. 
We made case reports with lots of facts in because we had found out 
a lot of information. 

6 I wrote about Joseph to tell Jacob what he did and where he went. 
We had to write a lot to tell people all of the things we had found out. 

 

Question 2: Look at recent writing. Can you show me a piece of writing which 
you think is really good? What has made it a good piece of writing?  
Child Response Line 

number 
1 Case report 

This was a good piece of writing because there is a lot of VCOP 
underlined.  
I also tried really hard to make my handwriting neat. 

15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 

2 Eye-witness report 
I can see the connectives I have used are underlined. 
All of my writing starts in the right place and is looks neat. 

3 Wanted poster 
I have written in paragraphs so that my writing looks like a grown up. 

4 Case report 
I did cursive writing which looks nice.  
All of my punctuation is in the right place. 

5 Wanted poster 
I think I have tried hard with neat handwriting. 

6 Eye-witness report 
My teacher has said that my writing is very clear because I have 
written slowly and carefully. 
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Question 3: Is there anything you can tell me about our detective writing that 
you don’‛t enjoy or you would like to change? 
Child Response Line 

number 
1 I would like to send a card to Jacob to make him feel better. 

I want to do detective writing every day. 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 

2 I want to write a letter to Jacob to make him feel better and we 
could send him a present too. 
I want to do more investigating and help more people solve mysteries. 

3 We could send Jacob the coat that we made. 
Maybe we could make a big picture of Joseph and send it to Jacob so 
that he feels happy. 

4 We could make a model of Joseph which is life size and send it to 
Jacob. If we write him a letter then he might not be sad anymore. 

5 I want to keep being a detective so that we can learn more about 
investigating. 

6 I want to find out more about what happened in the mysteries and 
then write to the people to tell them what we know. 

 

Focus group 2 session 3- 10/02/12 

Question 1: Tell me about your writing in our detective agency. 
Child Response Line 

number 
1 I remember we wrote about a girl and her lost coat. She had ripped 

her coat and we had to help the mum find her daughter because we 
were the detectives. 

15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 

2 We made signs and used bubble writing. 
I liked writing about Joseph’‛s coat because I could describe it. We 
had to use lots of wow words. 

3 I did a case report at the end when we had found out lots of facts. 
We had to tell Jacob what we had found out. 

4 We had to write lots of reports about the cases we were solving. 
When we found something out we wrote it down so we could tell the 
client what we were doing. 

5 We made a picture of the forest and then had to describe it. 
6 I liked writing when we started to write about Joseph and his 

brothers were very jealous. We had to tell Jacob the truth about the 
brothers so that he could find Joseph. 
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Question 2: Look at recent writing. Can you show me a piece of writing which 
you think is really good? What has made it a good piece of writing?  
Child Response Line 

number 
1 Eye-witness report 

I put lots of full stops and capital letters in the right places. It is 
interesting for people to read. 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 

2 Final report 
I have done lots of paragraphs because I had lots that I wanted to 
write down. 

3 Final report 
I used lots of paragraphs. It is neat so that the detectives can read it 
and Jacob knows what happened to Joseph. 

4 Eye-witness report 
I used lots of wow words because what had happened was exciting. 

5 Letter to Jacob 
I can see lots of paragraphs and the full stops and capital letters are 
underlined. I have also used an exclamation mark. 

6 Letter to Jacob 
It looks like a real letter and it will be useful to Mrs Hood so she 
knows where her daughter is. 

 

Question 3: Is there anything you can tell me about writing that you don’‛t enjoy 
or you would like to change? 
Child Response Line 

number 
1 On my eye-witness report I would like to do neater hand writing so 

that it looks neater. 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 

2 In my eye-witness report I want to practice my letter ‘b’‛ and ‘d’‛. 
I think I need to learn more about punctuation. 

3 I want to be better at spelling. 
4 I need to use the word ‘and’‛ less in my writing. 

I think my handwriting should be smaller. 
5 I need to use full stops more in my writing. 
6 I think my writing still needs to be neater. 
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Posters made by focus group 1 at the beginning (left) and end (right) of the project. 

 

Posters made by focus group 2 at the beginning (left) and end (right) of the project 
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Rules written by the children to define the way in which  they  worked  in  the  ‘office’. 

 

Definition of what a detective does. 
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Reflections from learning journal 1 
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Reflections from learning journal 2 
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Observation notes from 16th January 2012 
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Observation notes from 24th January 2012 
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Observation notes from 27th January 2012 
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Day Objectives Activities 
Monday 
09.01.12 

Literacy focus-  
Draw on knowledge and 
experience of texts in deciding 
and planning what and how to 
write. 
Use planning to establish clear 
sections for writing. 
Write simple and compound 
sentences and begin to use 
subordination in relation to time 
and reason. 
Make adventurous word and 
language choices appropriate to 
the style and purpose of the 
text. 

Book: How to be a good detective 
Self assessment of writing against 
success criteria- Underline feature of 
writing which match those in the SC 
(vocabulary, openers, punctuation, 
handwriting)- model using shared 
writing 
Focus groups to write out pages again 
to improve 
Teacher focus group: consistent 
punctuation and linking ideas. 
Teaching assistant shared writing of 
text to model punctuation and 
sentence structure. 
Draw pictures to match the text. 
 
Pairs to complete their page for the 
book by writing a title and sentence to 
match their photograph.  Focus on 
page presentation- title and bullet 
point structure. 

Tuesday  
10.1.12 

Literacy focus- 
Write simple and compound 
sentences and begin to use 
subordination in relation to time 
and reason. 
Make adventurous word and 
language choices appropriate to 
the style and purpose of the 
text. 
Use question marks and commas 
to separate items in a list. 

Create office layout of U.I.A.- 
consider the number of tables and 
chairs needed, access to resources, 
entrance table etc. Practice arranging 
the room using timer (MI theme). Put 
up signs. Finish ‘How to be a detective’‛ 
book. 
 
Shared writing: Office rules- how do 
we expect the detectives to act when 
they are working in the agency? 
Where should the rules be displayed? 
How will we ensure that the detectives 
adhere to these rules? 

 

Monday  
23.1.12 

Literacy focus- 
Speak with clarity and use 
appropriate intonation when 
reading texts. 
Work effectively in a group, 
ensuring that each group 
member takes a turn, 
challenging, supporting and 
moving on. 
Adopt appropriate roles in 

Letter to accompany design 
Paired talk- present their idea to their 
partner- persuasive language to 
convince their partner that they have 
made god design choices. 
 
Collect success criteria of letter back 
to Mrs R. Hood- what do we need to tell 
her? How are we going to persuade her 
that we have chosen the best material? 
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small or large groups and 
consider alternative courses 
of action. 
Present part of a traditional 
story, their own stories, or 
work drawn from different 
areas of the curriculum for 
members of their own class 

What features need to be in our 
letter? 
Focus on paragraphs for structure of 
letter and making purpose clear. Model 
writing a reply- opening paragraph. 
 
Share letters and designs for coats- 
work in groups of 3 to peer assess each 
others’‛ pitch (read their letter and look 
at their design). Use feedback form 
with 3 WWW and 1 EBI. 

Tuesday  
24.1.12 

Art and design: 
1a- record from first-hand 
observation, experience and 
imagination, and explore 
ideas 
1b- ask and answer questions 
about the starting point for 
their work, and develop their 
ideas 
2c- represent observations, 
ideas and feelings, and 
design and make images and 
artefacts 

Joseph commission- read the letter 
sent from Jacob asking for help to find 
his son who went missing when out with 
his 11 brothers. Fill in sheet to show: 
What do we know? 
What do we need to know? 
Where can we find the answers? 
Who might help us? 
 
Draw and write our ideas for what we 
think might have happened to Joseph 
based on what we know already. 

Wednesday  
25.1.12 

Art and design: 
1a- record from first-hand 
observation, experience and 
imagination, and explore 
ideas 
1b- ask and answer questions 
about the starting point for 
their work, and develop their 
ideas 
2c- represent observations, 
ideas and feelings, and 
design and make images and 
artefacts 
 

What did Joseph’‛s coat look like? 
Consider the purpose of the coat- how 
would Jacob have made sure that it was 
very special? Mind map materials and 
techniques which he might have used. 
Collect adjectives which could describe 
a special item of clothing. 
 
Use paper template to design the front 
and the back of the coat which Joseph 
was wearing when he disappeared.  
 
ICT- MLE discussion forum: what is the 
most special item of clothing you own? 

 

Examples of daily plans showing the cross curricular learning objectives and tasks 
completed by the children. 
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The Criterion Scale for Levelling Writing 

Working within Level One 
 

Name……………………………………………………………………… 
 Date…………………………………………. 

 Can produce own ideas for writing 
 Can write own name 
 Can show some control over word order producing logical statements 
 Can spell some common monosyllabic words correctly 
 Can make recognisable attempts at spelling words not known, (most 

decodable  without  child’s  help) 
 Can write simple text such as lists, stories, explanations 
 Begin to show awareness of how full stops are used, in reading or in 

writing 
 Can usually give letters a clear shape and orientation 
 Can use simple words and phrases to communicate meaning (9) 

ESSENTIAL – majority of work can be read / decoded by an adult without 
assistance from the child, must be more than one simple statement). 

 

NB: FINAL NC CRITERIA (9) IS ESSENTIAL TO ATTAIN 1C OR ABOVE 

 

GUIDANCE: 

At minimum there should usually be three or more simple statements of three words or 
more each statement.  A simple list of statements all starting with the same key words, (eg, 
I  can,      or  I  like  ………’)  cannot  be  assessed  above  1C.    The  assessor  must  be  clear  that  the  
child has selected this strategy for purpose, and that it is not the only list the child is able to 
produce, i.e. A rote learned strategy. 

 

Point Scale: 

MUST  EVIDENCE  CRITERIA  ‘9’  (THE  9TH BULLET) TO ATTAIN LEVEL 1 

9 + ANY 4 OTHERS (total 5) = 1C 

9 + ANY 5 OR 6 OTHERS (total 6/7) = 1B 

9 + 7 OR 8 OTHERS (total 8/9) = 1A assess for Level 2 
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The Criterion Scale for Levelling Writing 
Working within Level Two 

Name………………………………………………………  Date…………………………………………. 

Sectioned  in  approximately  hierarchy  of  C,B,A.    For  assessment,  however,  the  ‘best  fit’  spans  
the three sections. 

 Can write with meaning in a series of simple sentences, (may not be correct in punctuation 
and structure at 2C) 

 Can produce short sentences of developed ideas (2C may be more like spoken than written 
language) 

 Can use appropriate vocabulary, (should be coherent and mainly sensible) 
 Can use simple phonic strategies when trying to spell unknown words, (majority is 

decidable  without  child’s  help.    If  ALL  spelling  is  correct  – tick the criteria) 
 Can control use of ascenders / descenders, upper / lower case letters in handwriting, 

although shape and size may not always be consistent 
 Can  use  ANY  connective  (may  only  ever  be  ‘and’)  to  join  2  simple  sentences. 
 Can communicate ideas and meaning confidently in a series of sentences  
 Can usually sustain narrative and non-narrative forms (may not be sustained for 2C) 
 Can provide enough detail to interest the reader, (e.g. is beginning to provide additional 

information or description) 
 Can vary the structure of sentences to interest the reader, (e.g has a number of ways for 

opening sentences that go beyond changing the first word – see the VCOP) 
 Can use interesting and ambitious words sometimes, (should be words not usually used by 

a child of that age – see the VCOP) 
 Can match organisation to purpose, (e.g. showing awareness of structure of a letter, 

openings and endings, importance of reader, organisational devices) 
 Can usually use basic sentence punctuation (full stops followed by capital letters.  If not 

50% plus accurate, this bullet can only count towards the 8 needed for a 2C but not towards 
the 13 or more needed for B or A) 

 Can use phonetically plausible strategies to spell or attempt to spell unknown polysyllabic 
words, (if all spelling is correct in a long enough piece to be secure evidence – tick the 
criteria) 

 Can  use  connectives  other  than  ‘and’  to  join  2  or  more  simple  sentences (e.g but, so, then) 
 Can make writing lively and interesting 
 Can  link  ideas  and  events  using  strategies  to  create  ‘flow’  (e.g.  last  time,  also,  after,  then,  

soon, at  last,  and  another  thing  …) 
 Can use adjectives and descriptive phrases for details and emphasis  
 Can usually structure basic sentences correctly, including capitals and full stops 
 Can spell common monosyllabic words accurately 
 Can use accurate and consistent handwriting, (in print at minimum, can use consistent use 

of upper / lower case, ascenders / descenders, size and form) 
 Begin to show evidence of joining handwriting. 

Point Scale: 

8 – 12 = 2C 

 

13 – 17 = 2B 

 

18 – 22 = 2A 

 

assess for level 3 
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The Criterion Scale for levelling writing 
Working within Level Three 

 

Name…………………………………………………………  Date…………………………………………. 

Listed in an approximate hierarchy 

 Can produce work which is organised, imaginative and clear (e.g simple 
opening and ending) 

 Can use a range of chosen forms appropriately and consistently, (e.g letters – 
formal and informal, reporting, diary, dialogue) 

 Can adapt chosen form to the audience (e.g provide information about 
characters or setting, making a series of points)  

 Can  use  interesting  and  varied  word  choices  (MUST  pick  up  on  ‘ambitious’  from  
2B) 

 Can develop and extend ideas logically in sequenced sentences, (may still be 
overly detailed or brief) 

 Can extend sentences using a wider range of connectives to clarify 
relationships between points and ideas,  (e.g when, because, if, after, while, 
also, as well). 

 Can usually use correct grammatical structure in sentences, (nouns and verbs 
agree generally) 

 Can use sentence punctuation accurately, full stops, capitals and question 
marks) 

 Can structure an organise work clearly (e.g beginning, middle, end, letter 
structure, dialogue structure) 

 Can adapt form and style for purpose (eg. clear difference between formal and 
informal letters; abbreviated sentences in notes and diaries) 

 Is experimenting with a wide range of punctuation, although use may not be 
accurate (e.g. commas; inverted commas; exclamation marks; apostrophes) 

 Can use cursive script accurately and neatly, although may be slow (may not be 
accurate for Level 3C) 

 Can use adjectives and adverbs for description 
 Can spell common polysyllabic words accurately (sometimes for Level 3C) 
 Can develop characters and describe settings, feelings and emotions, etc. 
 Can link and relate events, including past, present and future, sensibly, 

(afterwards,  before,  also,  after  a  while,  eventually  …) 
 Can attempt to give opinion, interest or humour through detail 
 Can use generalising words for style (eg sometimes; never; always; often; in 

addition  ……) 
 Is beginning to develop a sense of pace 
Sectioned in approximately hierarchy of C, B, A.  For assessment, however the 
‘best  fit’  can  span  the  three  sections.  

Point Scale: 

7 – 10 = 3C 

 

11 – 15 = 3B 

 

16 – 19 = 3A 

 

assess for Level 4 
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The Criterion Scale for levelling writing 
Working within Level Four 

Name………………………………………………………  Date…………………………………………. 

Listed in an approximately hierarchy 

 Can write in a lively and coherent style 
 Can use a range of styles confidently and independently 
 Can use interesting language to sustain and develop ideas, (must PICK up on 

‘ambitious’  from  2B,  may  be  using  very  adventurous  language  – sometimes 
inaccuracy) 

 Can organise ideas appropriately for both purposes and reader (eg, captions, 
headings, fonts, chapters, letter formats, paragraphs, logically sequenced events, 
contextual and background information etc) 

 Can use full stops, question marks and commas accurately 
 Can use more sophisticated connectives (eg. although, never the less) 
 Can write in a clear, neat and legible cursive style 
 Can produce thoughtful and considered writing (uses simple explanation, opinion, 

justification and deduction) 
 Can use or attempt grammatically complex structures (e.g. expansion before and 

after the noun – ‘The  little,  old  man  who  lived  on  the  hill.’  subordinating  clauses  – ‘I  
feel  better  when  ..’,  ‘who  taught  me  the  guitar.’) 

 Can spell unfamiliar regular polysyllabic words accurately 
 Can use nouns, pronouns and tenses accurately and consistently throughout. 
 Can use apostrophes and inverted commas, usually accurately 
 Can select from a range of known adventurous vocabulary for a purpose, some 

words are particularly well chosen. 
 Can use connectives to give order  or  emphasis  (eg,  ‘if  …  then  …’  ‘We  ….  so  as  to  …’) 
 Can select interesting strategies to move a story forward (e.g. characterisation, 

dialogue with the audience, dialogue and negotiation within contexts etc) 
 Can advise assertively, although not confrontationally  in  factual  writing,  (eg  ‘An  

important  thing  to  think  about  before  deciding…’,  We  always  need  to  think  about  
…’) 

 Can develop ideas in creative and interesting ways. 
 

Sectioned  in  approximately  hierarchy  of  C,B,A.    For  assessment,  however,  the  ‘best 
fit’  can  span  the  three  sections. 

 

Point Scale: 

6 – 8 = 4C 

 

9 – 12 = 4B 

 

13 – 17 = 4A 

 

assess for Level 5 
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