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Preface

This research project has evolved over the last two to three years at St. Thomas of Canter-
bury RC Primary School. The initial concerns focused upon the specific barriers to fur-
ther improvement in writing skills faced by EAL learners who had learnt the rudiments of 
spoken and written English but whose qualitative improvement seemed to have reached a 
plateau. 

Talented teachers at St. Thomas of Canterbury were becoming increasingly frustrated by 
the seemingly intractable nature of the problems evident in writing from EAL pupils who 
had been in the school for a year or more. Sentence structure in particular, including the 
misuse of verb tenses and agreement, were compounded by missing or incorrectly applied 
punctuation, a lack of awareness of basic narrative structure and organisation, and a very 
limited use of vocabulary to describe or connect ideas. 

As in all vibrant learning communities, a professional dialogue ensued. At first, it was ar-
gued that what was needed was a systematic programme of lessons focusing on teaching 
the correct usage of English Grammar. Once this English Grammar Scheme of Work was 
written, it could be shared with all staff and then simply picked off the shelf and used to 
give all the children, but particularly the EAL learners, a ‘quick blast’ of English Grammar 
as and when needed. 

Others argued that such a ‘good old fashioned’, ‘back to basics’ approach was unlikely to 
work in practice, not least because teachers already knew from experience that sentence 
level work taught in literacy lessons in isolation was highly unlikely to be later applied to 
children’s independent written compositions. Many teachers have experienced the frustra-
tion of apparently successful grammar lessons, for example on the correct usage of ‘was’ 
and ‘were’, being completely disregarded when it came to independent writing. What was 
needed, it was argued, was a context within which rules of grammar in particular could be 
learned. 

Fortunately for us at St. Thomas of Canterbury RC, around this time Catherine Thorp, a 
teacher from another part of the country who had been steeped in the ‘Storytelling into 
Writing’ approach to Literacy teaching by Pie Corbett, was recruited. As staff became more 
and more aware of this approach, many began to experiment with it. The emphasis on ora-
cy - the development of speaking and listening skills to learn and verbalise a narrative - 
seemed to provide just the kind of context that was needed: learn it, say it, write it. 

Thus our research project evolved into An evaluative study of the ‘Storytelling into Writing’ ap-
proach, with specific focus on the achievement of EAL learners. 
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We believe the results of this study speak for themselves, and that Pie Corbett’s storytelling 
approach to the teaching of writing to all children, but in particular to those with EAL, has 
much to commend it. The results, I hope you will agree, are impressive. 

David Deane
Head teacher
Autumn 2010

* 
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Summary of Findings

Assessment data

All assessment data was compared to a control group from a similar socio-economic context. 
Independent writing assessments were conducted in Years 1, 2 and 3 in both schools. 

•	 Data showed that children in these classes at St. Thomas of Canterbury attained signifi-
cantly higher levels, and made more progress, than both the national average and children 
from the control group. 

•	 An Average Point Score of 3, equivalent to one and a half sub-levels, is expected over a year 
to make a satisfactory rate of progress. All three year groups at St. Thomas of Canterbury 
exceeded this: 

•	 Year 1 made ‘outstanding’ progress on average, with an APS of over 5. 
•	 Year 2 had an ‘outstanding’ APS of 6, equivalent to two years progress. 
•	 Year 3 made ‘good’ progress with an APS of over 4. 

•	 EAL pupils at St. Thomas of Canterbury not only made outstanding progress on average, but 
also exceeded the progress made by their peers with English as a Mother Tongue (EMT). 

•	 End of year attainment results were also impressive: 
•	 66% of pupils in Year 1 achieved or exceeded the expected level of 1a. 33% achieved 

2c or above. 
•	 71% of pupils in Year 2 achieved or exceeded the expected level of 2b , compared to 

a national average of 60%. 44% achieved a level 2a or above. 
•	 82% of pupils in Year 3 achieved or exceeded the expected level of 2a/3c. 18% 

achieved 3b or above. 

Case studies

Samples of written work were taken from children in all three year groups, showing progres-
sion over the year and representing a range of abilities. Commentary on final independent 
written pieces in June were broken into three distinct sections: 

Sentence structure and punctuation
•	 All children used a wider range of punctuation, with more accuracy. In particular, many 

were experimenting with forms of punctuation which were relatively advanced for their age. 
•	 Connectives were used with more accuracy and variation. 
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•	 Sentence structure tended to be more varied, with descriptive phrases used for effects. A 
range of sentence openers were often used. 

•	 Sentence grammar improved across the three classes; EAL learners in particular used verb 
tenses with more accuracy. 

Text structure and organisation
•	 Events were sequenced logically in the majority of cases. 
•	 All examples had some degree of narrative structure. Year 1 pupils in particular used ad-

vanced structures for their age: many stories had an opening, build up, problem, resolution 
and ending, rather than the basic beginning - middle - end pattern. 

•	 Ideas within these sections were sometimes developed, although this was more common in 
Years 2 and 3; in the latter paragraphs were often used.

Composition and effect
•	 Story language was used to good effect; a range of phrases have clearly been learned from 

shared stories and successfully reused in children’s independent writing to create interest.
•	 Characterisation was attempted, even in some Year 1 examples. 
•	 Writing tended to be lively; many children added imaginative details to create suspense, 

excitement or tension. Speech, punctuation and capitalisation was also used  to this end. 
•	 Children are clearly internalising key patterns of stories, and many attempted to include 

features such as a satisfying ending, or a moral to be learned. 

Additional evidence

The data and evidence from children’s writing speaks volumes about the success of the ‘Story-
telling into Writing’ approach which we have implemented in the school this year. However, 
there are several additional benefits to the approach which have been observed by teachers 
across the school, and are worth pointing out: 

Inclusion:
•	 The ‘Storytelling into Writing’ approach is highly inclusive for all EAL learners, irrespective 

of their stage of language acquisition. Children join in with oral storytelling and drama, and 
benefit from the use of visual cues such as story maps, pictures and props. The writing stage 
is easily differentiated, and can be accessed by all pupils. 

•	 Two new EAL arrivals in particular showed impressive progress; more can be seen about 
these case studies in Sections 2 and 3. 

Participation:
•	 Oral storytelling is done on a daily basis throughout the ‘imitation’ stage of the unit, and 

children enjoy and become more confident in telling the story as the first week progresses. 
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This particularly benefits shy children, and teachers have observed children who may have 
lacked confidence in the past become more able and willing to take part and contribute to 
whole class sessions.  

•	 Consequently, there has been an effect on children’s spoken language skills. Speaking and 
Listening assessments in Year 1 showed that all children made considerably more progress 
in these areas than the expected 8 months progress. Here again, pupils with EAL exceeded 
those with EMT; the latter made 21 months progress on average in spoken grammar, while 
EAL pupils made over 25 months progress.

A Love of Writing
•	 Arguably the most important outcome is the new enthusiasm which children across the 

three year groups now seem to have for writing. The ‘fear’ of writing which some children 
may have had in the past seems to have disappeared!

•	 In Year 2, there is a wall full of children’s writing which they have brought in from home; 
EAL learners, underconfident children and previously reluctant boys write full stories in 
their own time and proudly bring them in for display. 

•	 Year 3 boys were visibly excitable at the end of the year when told they would be sitting 
down to write their own independent story (used to inform this research project). Exam-
ples of stories show impressive imaginative details which can only come from enthusias-
tic, engaged writers. 

*
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Section 1: 
The Challenge
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The School

St. Thomas of Canterbury is an 
average-sized inner city primary 
school serving the Salford com-
munity of Higher Broughton.

The school faces a number of chal-
lenges, not least of which include 
its inner-city location. 

According to the English Indices of Deprivation, Salford is the 7th most deprived district in the 
country. Levels of deprivation in the Higher Broughton locality itself are within the bottom 3% 
nationally. 

The percentage of pupils eligible for free school meals at St. Thomas of Canterbury is high, at 
around three times the national average. 

English as an Additional Language

Higher Broughton has become an increasingly 
diverse community in recent years, and this has 
had an impact on the number of pupils joining St. 
Thomas of Canterbury with English as an addi-
tional language.  Mobility is high, and a significant 
number of pupils arrive well into Key Stage 2, of-
ten with little or no English.

Around two-thirds of the pupils are from minor-
ity ethnic backgrounds, a small minority of which 
are from families seeking asylum in Britain. The 
largest ethnic groups are Black African and East-
ern European. 

The number of pupils learning in English as an 
additional language is three times the national 
average, and there are 22 different languages are 
spoken as a mother tongue. 
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Our Journey

Despite the socio-economic disadvantage of the community which St. Thomas of Canter-
bury serves, the attainment gap has been steadily closing over the last four years. 

In July 2006, pupil achievement ranked in the bottom 1% nationally, and the school was placed 
in Special Measures. Only 29% achieved or exceeded the expected Level 4 in English at the end 
of Key Stage 2, while 33% reached a Level 4 in Mathematics. 

After two years of hard work by staff and pupils alike, the school successfully emerged from 
Special Measures in July 2008, and was graded ‘Good’ by Ofsted. By 2008, pupil achievement 
at the end of Key Stage 2 exceeded the national average in both English and Maths.
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In November 2009, St. Thomas was named ‘Most Improved Primary School’, based on Con-
textual Value Added scores for the previous three years which were siginificantly above the 
national average. For example, the CVA score for English in 2009 was 103.5, indicating that 
children in this cohort made 3 ½ terms extra progress - over a year more than expected. 

In January 2010, Ofsted rated the school as 
‘Outstanding’. 

In June 2010, our successes were recognised by 
the Times Educational Supplement, with the 
award of ‘Most Outstanding Primary School of 

the Year’.
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EAL Provision 

St. Thomas of Canterbury holds a Leading Aspect award, rec-
ognising the high quality provision and practice for children 
with English as an Additional Language (EAL). Over the last 
few years, successful procedures have been developed to iden-
tify and meet the needs of pupils joining the school at different 
stages of language acquisition. 

Speaking and Listening forms the central focus of support for pu-
pils with EAL. Inclusive class teaching where EAL pupils are able to 
learn from their peers is seen as the best way of improving language 
skills. According to individual need, there are also a number of  EAL 
interventions in place. These include the Seema programme for new 
arrivals, Talking Partners (a small group intervention to build speak-
ing and listening skills) and one to one support tailored by the EAL 
coordinator. Discrete phonics lessons are delivered daily for all pupils 
in Key Stage 1, and in Key Stage 2 for those pupils who require extra 
support. 

As a result of high quality first teaching which places the same high expectations for progress 
and attainment of children with EAL as for all other groups of children, EAL learners make at 
least - and often exceed - the expected progress. 

Attainment of children with EAL at 
Key Stage 2 is above the national aver-
age in all core subjects.

These figures show the Average Point 
Score of the 2009 cohort, showing the 
progress made from the end of KS1 to 
the end of KS2.

St. Thomas of Canterbury is keen to share good practice with schools facing similar chal-
lenges. It is an EAL Hub school, providing support for schools across the region through 
the Greater Manchester Challenge. 
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EAL Writing: A Glass Ceiling? 

While pupils with EAL make good progress at 
St. Thomas of Canterbury, the staff and senior 
leadership are keen to build on recent successes, 
and continue to strive for further improvement. 

Through data analysis and book scrutiny, it was 
noticed that, behind successful attainment in 
Literacy as a whole, writing attainment and pro-
gress of a number of EAL learners lagged sig-
nificantly behind other areas. 

There had been a school focus on reading at the time, along with daily differentiated phonics 
lessons for all pupils in Key Stage 1 and for small intervention groups in Key Stage 2. This en-
sured that accelarated progress was being made for all pupils in reading, including those with 
EAL. However, it became apparent that for some pupils with EAL, there appeared to be a bar-
rier to further progress in writing despite excellent progress in  reading, speaking and listening. 

This issue was observed across both Key Stages, most notably when pupils were in the third 
and fourth year of English language acquisition. It did not, however, appear to be specific to 
any particular grammatical or compositional features. Where pupils did not overcome these 
barriers to further progression, it became increasingly difficult for them to reach age-related 
expectations at the end of Key Stage 2. 

As a result, writing was made a school priority, with a specific focus on progress and attainment 
in writing for pupils with EAL. At the same time, a proposal was submitted to the Greater Man-
chester Challenge for an action research project to investigate this issue, develop a programme 
to target EAL writers, assess the impact of the programme and disseminate the findings to 
other schools within the region. 

Note:
Targetted interventions for EAL learners have been successful at supporting those in the early 
stages of English language acquisition. However, it was decided that an inclusive approach to 
raising standards in writing would allow EAL pupils to remain in class and would be beneficial 
to all pupils in the long term. Therefore a long-term whole class project was proposed, rather 
than the development of a small-scale intervention programme. 
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A Regional Challenge 

Greater Manchester is an ethnically diverse region; in Manchester alone 48.9% of pupils are 
non- white British, and 150 different languages are spoken (Manchester City Council, 2009) 

. There have been several established communities of Pakistani and Bangladeshi heritage for 
many years, and schools within these areas have become experienced in meeting the specific 
needs of each community. However, in recent years the intake of many schools has become 
more diverse, with pupils from a variety of backgrounds requiring support learning English as 
an additional language. 

The Greater Manchester Challenge 
(GMC) groups schools within each re-
gion into different ‘familes’ based on 
prior attainment and socio-economic 
factors. 

Of the 58 families which make up the 
Greater Manchester region, 6 families 
have an average of over 50% of pupils 
with EAL. 

Family 58, which includes St. Thomas 
of Canterbury, is one of these, with an 
average of 54% of pupils with EAL. 

These are not insignificant figures; schools in Greater Manchester face a real challenge in en-
suring that pupils with EAL achieve the same high levels of attainment and progress as their 
peers. This is just as important whether EAL pupils form 10% or 90% of the school community. 

The most obvious challenge faced by schools is the inclusion of this increasing number of 
pupils in the early stages of language acquisition. However, the GMC 2010 EAL Strategy also 
highlights the importance of supporting not only pupils arriving new to English,  but also 
“those who have been in the education system for a few years...[who] often need continuing help 
to cope successfully with the ever-increasing literacy demands of the curriculum”.  

It is this challenge of supporting EAL pupils throughout the Primary phase, at all stages of Eng-
lish language acquisition, that we are aiming to meet at St. Thomas of Canterbury; we hope to 
support other schools in the region to do the same. 

Average percentage of EAL pupils 
within GMC 'families'

50% +

20 - 50%

Under 20%
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EAL Writing: A National Issue? 
Difficulties in writing for EAL learners beyond the initial stages of language acquisition is 
not a new issue; nor is it confined to a single school or age range. In 2003, Ofsted-funded re-
search investigated difficulties in writing for advanced EAL learners at Key Stage 4, and a year 
later the DfES commissioned a similar project focusing on the writing of pupils with EAL at 
Key Stage 2 who had been in the UK for five years or more. 

There have also been smaller-scale reports on this same issue; Kirklees Metropolitan Council 
conducted research on ‘Developing the Writing of Advanced EAL Leaners’ in 2006; Professor 
Cortazzi of the University of Warwick produced similar research in 2007. The UK Literacy As-
sociation has also published guidance on developing the writing skills of pupils with EAL. 

It has been suggested  that a flawed assumption exists about EAL learners who have progressed 
beyond the initial stages of language acquisition: 

“Learners of EAL who have been in the country and the school system for five years 
or more will have developed their language skills to a sufficiently high level to achieve 
their potential in school education.”

The resports refute this claim, and studies highlight several features as common problems for 
pupils with EAL, even when apparently competent in the spoken language: 

•	 Formulaic phrases: EAL learners made a greater number of errors with ‘fixed’ phrases  
[his best friend, rather than his best of all friend]. 

•	 Prepositions: EAL learners omitted significantly more prepositions in writing. 
•	 Use of genres: EAL learners found adaptation to a variety of genres more difficult. In 

particular, story endings were more likely to be incomplete and less likely to be origi-
nal or creative, and narrative components such as Characters, Problem and Resolution 
were used less. 

•	 Sentence grammar: In particular, EAL learners were less likely to use ‘advanced’ subor-
dinators [while, until, after etc]. 

•	 Clause structure: EAL writing at higher levels tended to use shorter clauses. 
•	 Adverbials: Writing by EAL learners included less information about time, place, man-

ner and purpose. 
•	 Verbs: EAL writing tended to have inconsistent use of verb tenses, and subject-verb 

agreement was a problem at lower levels. At higher levels, errors were made with ad-
vanced verb tenses, such as the past perfect [e.g. he had queued]

We hope to show that the ‘Storytelling into Writing’ approach to writing, which will be outlined 
in the next section, not only raises attainment for all pupils generally, but can also help EAL 
learners to overcome these barriers at an early stage. 
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Section 2: 
Towards a Possible Solution
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Why Storytelling? 
Raising EAL attainment: an inclusive project  

When this project was in its initial stages, a group intervention was considered. However, it 
was decided that an inclusive, whole class approach to improving writing standards would be 
preferable, for several reasons: 

•	 Interventions are a short-term measure for individual pupils, and are dependent on 
staffing. Senior leadership had identified writing as a long term focus for the whole 
school, and therefore any action taken needed to be sustainable and to benefit as many 
pupils as possible.

•	 Teachers felt it important that pupils with EAL spent as much time as possible working 
alongside their peers. Pupils were already missing important curriculum time as a result 
of interventions, and teachers did not want this to increase. 

•	 A writing intervention would need to be developed in advance, and would therefore 
have little relevance to the topics being studied in class. There was a concern that EAL 
learners might find it difficult to apply new knowledge when back in class, where there 
would be a different focus and context to writing tasks. 

At the same time, the school were beginning to consider the ‘Storytelling into Writing’ approach 
developed by Pie Corbett. The benefits of this approach for the writing skills of all pupils had 
been seen in other schools around the country, and a new teacher, Catherine Thorp, had joined 
the school with experience of the approach. A series of discussions with the EAL coordinator 
were held to decide whether this might help the particular issues in writing faced by the school. 

Pie Corbett and Storytelling into Writing

Pie Corbett is well known for his creative approaches to writing in the classroom. The ‘Talk for 
Writing’ focus in the new National Literacy Strategy began with a series of workshops he pre-
sented on behalf of the Strategies, and he has published a number of books including Jumpstart! 
Literacy, which uses games and activities to encourage writing. 

More recently, however, he has highlighted the importance of storytelling and storymaking as 
key to the process of become a good writer. His rationale is that the best writers are those who 
have internalised narrative patterns over a number of years through experiences with stories, 
and are able to recycle these in their own writing. These experiences are gained from avid read-
ing, as well as being read to from an early age, and are particularly effective where children find  
favourite stories. These are read several times, so that aspects of the story are committed to 
memory: the narrative patterns; the flow of the sentences; the vocabulary and connectives used 
to link and structure narrative patterns; and aspects such as characters, settings and events. 

Where children have not had these experiences from an early age, this is reflected in their abil-
ity - or inability - to write; as Pie says, ‘you cannot create out of nothing’. He therefore developed 
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an approach to teaching these stories which would help children to build up their own bank of 
knowledge to draw on when writing. His approach is primarily oral, and is based on speaking 
and listening skills. He has introduced a three-part ‘principle’ underpinning narrative writing:

•	 Imitation: Children learn stories so well that the bank of knowledge becomes part of 
their long-term working memory. 

•	 Innovation: Children adapt a well-known story, making changes to characters, settings 
and events. 

•	 Invention: Children draw upon the full range of stories they have learned, as well as 
their own life experiences, to create a new story.

Storytelling into Writing: Benefits for EAL learners

Discussions about the suitability of the approach for EAL learners were very postitive. Not only 
does the approach allow effective inclusion of EAL learners at every stage of language acquisi-
tion, but many of its features lend themselves particulary well to pupils learning English as a 
second language. 

•	 EAL pupils come into the group of children who do not have a bank of knowledge in 
English to draw upon when writing. They may have learned stories in their own lan-
guage, but will not be able to draw upon the language structures and vocabulary re-
quired to write for a specific purpose in English. Learning stories by heart will therefore 
give them the ideas and knowledge required to be able to write confidently in English. 

•	 The Storytelling into Writing approach is based on speaking and listening skills; aspects 
of language are learned through oral rehearsal rather than discrete teaching. Correct 
language is constantly modelled by the teacher and other pupils, and retelling allows 
EAL learners to rehearse new vocabulary and grammer in context on a daily basis. This 
fits in well with the importance the school places on Speaking and Listening in its EAL 
policies and practice. 

•	 The approach is visual and kinesthetic; storytelling is supported by pictures, actions and 
story maps or mountains, helping pupils to understand new vocabulary. It incorporates 
drama and real-life experiences, which help EAL pupils to rehearse language in context. 
When children come to write, they continue to use these visual cues. 

The following section outlines the three stages of the Storytelling into Writing approach: imita-
tion, innovation and invention. It does not go into these in excessive detail, and is not intended 
to be a guide to teaching the approach. It looks at the way in which the approach was taught at 
St. Thomas of Canterbury and provides pictures and examples of work. 

Much more detail about the approach itself, with methods of teaching and ideas for stories and 
activities, can be found in Pie Corbett’s books: The Bumper Book of Storytelling into Writing 
Key Stage 1 and The Bumper Book of Storytelling into Writing into Writing Key Stage 2 (both by 
Clown Publishing, 2007). 
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Imitation, Innovation, Invention 
Stage One: Imitation

Imitation is not simply learning a story; children must become so immersed in the story that 
they commit its pattern, flow and language to memory. Memorisation of the story in the short 
term does help children, particularly those who are hesitant writers or who are learning English 
as an additional language, as it ‘gives them somthing to write’ and ensures that good sentence 
structure is constantly modelled and used. The long term objective, however, is for children to 
be able to draw on a range of stories when they come to the invention stage, not just the one 
learned in that particular unit.

Telling the Story

Oral storytelling is done on a daily ba-
sis, and children enjoy and become more 
confident in telling the story as the week 
progresses. The repetition of a story eve-
ry day for a week or more may sound te-
dious to some; there must be variation in 
tone as simply chanting can be meaning-
less. Expression is key to highlight excit-
ing events, vocabulary, or language pat-
terns.

As children become familiar with the story, they 
become the main storytellers. Retelling is varied; 
splitting the class into groups encourages lively 
competition, while pair storytelling can support 
less confident pupils and those with EAL. 

Actions are also important, making the retelling lively and helping children to remember key 
connectives and sentence openers. ‘Once upon a time’, ‘suddenly’, ‘after that’, ‘but’ - all have a 
recognisable action used by all teachers, ensuring consistency as children move up the school. 
This is particularly useful for EAL learners, as a visual and kinesthetic reminder; connectives 
are also learned in context rather than in isolation. 
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Story Maps and Mountains

Story maps are used alongside oral storytelling, and are particularly beneficial for visual learn-
ers and pupils with EAL. It is important that children have ownership of these so that they are 
easily interpreted. Maps are created at the point of storytelling by the teacher, with input from 
the class. Once the children begin to familiarise themselves with the story, they then create 
their own maps, developing their own images. 

The story maps are simple, and do not include every word or phrase. One picture may repre-
sent a whole section of the story, if it is memorable to the children. Some teachers have found it 
useful to include pictures which represent key connectives or sentence openers if children are 
having trouble remembering these.  

Story mountains are useful to create with the children as they become more familiar with the 
story, introducing the ‘Opening, Build Up, Problem, Resolution, Ending’ structure of a story 
and breaking up the plot into manageable sections. 

Punctuation 

Once children internalise the story pattern, retelling the story using sounds and actions for 
punctuation is a useful tool. This is tailored to the children’s age and allows focus on spe-
cific aspects, such as speech. Children then ‘verbalise’ the punctuation when writing; it can be 
amusing to hear an occasional  ‘pop’ (comma), ‘wee-bang’ (exclamation mark) or ‘er-er-er-er’ 
(speech marks) in the middle of a writing session! 
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Drama 

Drama is a brilliant way of ensuring repetition of the story, in varied and exciting ways. Children 
are able to engage with the characters and themes in the story, deepening their understanding 
of the text. The patterns of the story begin to be internalised as it is repeated in different con-
texts, and children begin to generate ideas for their own inventions through free role play. 

Freeze frames
Role on the wall

Free role play
These are just a few of the activi-
ties used in the imitation week; a 
range can be used to great effect. 

The key is to ensure that children 
enjoy and engage with the story 
and have opportunities to revisit 
the patterns and key themes. 

Drama is especially useful to en-
sure that pupils with EAL under-
stand the story, and it is a great 
opportunity to build on speaking 
and listening skills. 
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Writing during ‘Imitation week’

Teachers felt it important that children had several opportunities to write at this early stage, 
alongside drama and oral storytelling. These could focus, for example, on characters in the 
story, exploring their thoughts, feelings, characteristics and actions during the story. 
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Stage Two: Innovation

When children have internalised the story, the innovation stage may begin. This is where chil-
dren adapt the story learned in the ‘imitation’ stage. 

Substitution
The first stage of innovation, which usually takes place in Reception or early in Year 1, is where 
simple changes are made to characters or objects. The structure of the story remains the same. 
This is useful for EAL pupils in the early stages, as they are able to use newly learned vocabulary 
within clearly modelled sentences. 

Addition
The next step is ‘addition’, where the focus is on improving ‘boring sentences’. Children begin 
to use more ambitious adjectives, change weak nouns and verbs, and begin to add adverbs. 
Sentences may be extended using connectives, and features such as alliteration or similes are 
introduced as appropriate. In Key Stage 2, the focus may be on adding features such as a dra-
matic opening, dialogue, or characterisation. 
 
Alteration
When children are more familiar with the storytelling process, significant changes  may be 
made which bring repercussions for the plot and characters. The viewpoint may change, so that 
the plot remains the same, but is written from another character’s point of view. The plot may 
be recycled, remaining the same, but within a new context. 

Children may reach these stages at different times; one group may be focusing on adding sim-
ple adjectives, while another may be making more siginificant alterations. 

Adapting story maps and mountains helps children to fo-
cus on specific aspects of the story; this is particularly im-
portant in earlier stages as children may lose focus if they 
attempt to change too  many aspects of the story. 
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Stage Three: Invention

Invention is the final stage of the Storytelling into Writing process. Once children have built up 
a bank of stories, with varying structures, characters and themes, they can then use this store 
of knowledge to create their own stories. This stage varies according to the age and ability of 
children, as well as their prior experience of storytelling.

At the initial stages of implementing this ap-
proach, classes have yet to built up a bank of 
stories. In the first few units, the final stage of a 
narrative unit may look more similar to the ‘in-
novation’ stage.

Take, for example, the following begnning of a 
‘baddie story’ from the end of the Year 1 ‘Cops 
and Robbers’ unit. The child has used the struc-
ture and pattern of the original ‘Burglar Bill’ 
story, but the change of character to ‘Peter the 
Pirate’ has changed where the character lives, 
what he eats and what he steals. 

As children become more able and have experi-
enced a number of stories, the teacher provides 
a simple story frame. Familiar characters, set-
tings, events and patterns are still used, as well 
as well known connectives and sentences. An 
example of this can be seen in the Case Study 
section on page : Henok’s third piece of writing is an adventure story. 

Supporting invention

Planning sheets are used to support the invention of 
stories, and help children to use the ‘Opening, Build 
up, Problem, Resolution, Ending’ structure in their 
stories. Story mountains have also been used for this 
purpose, and story maps are used to give children a 
visual aid to support writing. 

Storybuilding is also based on first-hand experienc-
es; it is important that children have access to qual-
ity reading material, exciting locations, drama and 
images. With every storytelling unit, teachers have 
included (where possible) guest visits to the school,  
relevant school trips, and exciting role play areas. 
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Children are encouraged to create stories 
outside of the Literacy hour, and ‘story-
making areas’ have been created where 
children can practice oral storytelling, us-
ing props such as a storyteller’s chair or 
hat. 

Writing tables in these areas then allow children 
to write and display their own stories. These have 
worked very well in practice: previously reluctant 
writers, including boys and EAL learners, now 
write at length unprompted, both at home and dur-
ing free time at school. 

Rewriting known stories has boosted underconfident writers (see example below left, by a pre-
viously shy EAL learner), while others have begun to write stories based on their own interests 
(such as dinosaurs, below centre) that follow the structure of stories learned in school. 
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Storytelling for new EAL arrivals 

The Storytelling into Writing approach is highly inclusive for all EAL learners, irrespective of 
their stage of language acquisition. Children join in with oral storytelling and drama, and ben-
efit from the use of visual cues such as story maps, pictures and props. The innovation stage can 
be accessed by all pupils, as it is easily differentiated. 

We have had a few pupils joining the school this year with little or no spoken English; all have  
benefited from the Storytelling approach and have made significant progress. 

Henok
Henok joined Year 3 in September with very limited spoken English yet was able to join in with 
all Storytelling activities. TA support was given during writing tasks, but he was soon able to 
work independently. His writing is now at the expected level for his age - samples can be found 
in the Case Studies section. 

Daniel
Daniel is a slightly different case to most new EAL arrivals; he joined the school at the end of 
the Autumn term of Year 1 with no spoken English and no prior school experience. While he 
was able to join in with some oral storytelling and activities, with the support of a teaching as-
sistant, Daniel also had an individual one-to-one support programme with the EAL coordina-
tor. 

In close collaboration with the class teacher, the EAL coordinator was able to reinforce the 
work Daniel was doing in class during one-to-one sessions. Pictures were used to teach and 
consolidate vocabulary linked to the story, focusing on a character or particular vocabulary. 
Text level activities were then introduced, always linked to the main story and using picture 
prompts. Daniel was then able to use these prompts to help him tell the story more fluently and 
confidently. 

While one-to-one support may not be an option for all schools, these are simple ideas which 
could be developed for use by teaching assistants supporting EAL pupils. 
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Section 3: 
The Results
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A Comparative Study 

This is a small scale research project evaluating the efficacy of Pie Corbett’s ‘Storytelling into 
Writing’ approach to teaching Literacy, and specifically its impact on EAL learners. Despite its 
small scale, and relatively modest funding, we were determined to adhere to the highest pos-
sible standards of methodology. 

Comparing data: A control group
We needed to find a second school which faced similar challenges, which was not following 
this approach to teaching Literacy. Comparing our results against a national average would not 
have been enough; we wanted to ensure that the school’s circumstances were taken into ac-
count when interpreting the outcomes of the study. 

To ensure figures were as accurate as possible, we measured results of an independent writing 
task across three year groups (1, 2 and 3) in both schools, taking data from all pupils including 
those with EAL. As both schools have high mobility, it was unfortunately not possible to get 
September and July results from all children in each class, so results are based on those who 
were present for the entire school year.

The ‘control group’ school was chosen for a number of reasons: 
•	 Both schools are in the Family 58 group of schools in Greater Manchester, grouped ac-

cording to prior attainment and socio-economic factors. 
•	 Both schools are one-form entry, with a similar number of pupils. 
•	 Both are in Prior Attainment band 2 for the year 2009. measured by the Average Point 

Score (APS) at KS1, for all pupils in Year 3 to Year 6 who have been matched to KS1 data. 
•	 Both have similarly high numbers of pupils entitled to Free School Meals. 

The control school therefore faces many of the same challenges as St. Thomas of Canterbury. 
The classes had a smaller percentage of pupils with EAL at 18%; however for the purposes of 
the study socio-economic factors and prior attainment were seen to be are a more accurate 
measure of comparison when looking at attainment. 

Measuring progress: The writing task
In assessing progress made from September to July in both schools, there were a number of 
considerations:

•	 The need to ensure assessments were consistent, therefore all children needed to be 
assessed against the same criteria by the same person, rather than taking individual 
teacher assessments

•	 We needed an accurate picture of each child’s independent writing ability, under similar 
classroom conditions

•	 Assessment needed to cover a range of genres, in order to show whether the Storytelling 
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into Writing approach supported more than simply narrative forms of writing
•	 The writing task which was assessed needed to be simple, basic, and not related to a 

particular story learned that year; children needed to be able to ‘innovate’. However, 
children needed visual prompts to help them build a story. 

With these considerations in mind, two simple writing tasks were developed, to be completed 
by all children at the begining and end of the school year. 

Task 1: Children were given the following three pictures as a prompt, depicting a simple sto-
ryline. Above the pictures was a simple instruction to ‘Write a story using these pictures’. 

Task 2: Children were given the following picture of an apple as a prompt, with the simple in-
struction to ‘Describe this fruit’. 

Measuring progress: Ensuring consistency
There was obviously room for variation in the amount of input and support each teacher gave 
children when completing the tasks. While there was no way of ensuring absolute consistency, 
each teacher was given specific instructions for each task: 

•	 Teachers should go through the tasks with the class beforehand, so that children know 
what is expected of them. Teachers may go through the pictures provided and discuss 
possible storylines/ideas for description with the children. While the children are writ-
ing, however, no assistance is to be given. 
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•	 There is no specific time frame for the tasks to be completed, and time given is at the 
teachers’ discretion. Children may be given as much time as needed to write a full story/
description. Each task should be completed in a different session. 

Assessment of the tasks also needed to be objective and consistent. The author of the report 
was not class based, ensuring some objectivity. Each piece of writing from both schools was 
given a sub-level, and was cross-moderated by the Year 1, 2 and 3 class teachers at St. Thomas 
of Canterbury to ensure accuracy. 

*
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The Results 
Despite the limitations of a school-based study such as this, the results are impressive. All three 
classes which trialled the Storytelling into Writing approach showed highly accelerated pro-
gress in writing over the course of the year, including pupils with EAL who often made more 
accelerated progress than their peers. 

Average Point Score

We measured progress by calculating the Average Point Score (APS) of each child between 
September and July, based on the sub-levels from the independent writing tasks. One sublevel 
of progress is equivalent to two points, and a score of 3 is expected over a year in order to make 
the expected, or satisfactory, rate of progress. 

The graph below shows the APS for each year group at both schools, as well as the expected 
score of 3. At St. Thomas of Canterbury, Year 3 made ‘good’ progress with an APS of over 4; Year 
1 made ‘outstanding’ progress with an APS of over 5, and Year 2 made, on average, progress 
equivalent to two school years with an APS of 6. 

Narrative vs Descriptive

One of the initial concerns which teachers had about the Storytelling into Writing approach 
was that it may only support narrative writing, rather than a range of genres. As a result of this, 
we included a descriptive task in the assessment. We expected that the narrative task would 
have better scores, as the most obvious aspect of the Storytelling approach is to enable children 
to ‘innovate’ their own stories. 
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The following graph shows the APS for each year group at both schools, separated into the re-
sults from the narrative task and the descriptive task. At the control school, there was very little 
difference between the two, with the descriptive writing slightly behind the narrative. In Years 
1 and 2 at St. Thomas of Canterbury, the narrative task did come out significantly higher than 
the descriptive, as expected (although this was the opposite in Year 3). 

The real test: Did it significantly improve EAL writing skills?

The following graph shows the APS for EAL pupils alongside pupils recorded as speaking Eng-
lish as their first language. 
At the control school, pupils with EAL (with the exception of Year 3) scored the same, on 
average, as their peers with English as their first language. With the exception of Year 3, who 
achieved the expected average, the progress made by EAL pupils was below expected.  

At St. Thomas of Canterbury, however, pupils with EAL not only exceeded the expected aver-
age, but actually made more accelerated progress than their peers with English as a first lan-
guage. 
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Attainment

The results so far have focused on progress made over the year, and clearly show the im-
pact which the ‘Storytelling into Writing’ approach has had on the children’s writing skills. 
However, we felt that this did not show the whole picture. The school faces many challenges, 
and we want to celebrate the fact that the attainment gap has not only been narrowed, but 
children are actually now working above the national average. 

Below are the end of year assessment figures from both St. Thomas of Canterbury and the  
control school, showing the percentage of children attaining the expected level in each year 
group. The Year 2 figures are compared to national data from the Department for Educa-
tion from 2010, and speak for themselves. 

These figures only show those children who met or exceeded the expected level in each year; 
the following charts break this down, showing that a significant number of pupils in each 
year actually exceeded expected levels. 
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Additional evidence: Speaking & Listening

As an additional measure of the progress made by pupils with EAL, it was decided by the school 
to collect data on the speaking and listening skills of all pupils in Year 1 in September and July. 
This was conducted using the Renfrew Action Picture Test, which is frequently used by the 
EAL coordinator to assess the language skills of pupils before and after interventions. Children 
are shown a series of pictures and asked related questions. Children are given a grammar and 
an information score corresponding to an age in years and months.  

However, for logistical reasons this was not expanded to include all year groups, and it was not 
possible to perform the test in the control school. The results are nevertheless useful as a tenta-
tive indicator of the impact of the Storytelling approach on speaking and listening skills, which 
in turn support other areas of Literacy. 

The following graph shows the average progress made in months, for pupils with EAL and pu-
pils whose first language is English. The graph also shows the 8 months expected progress in 
the time between tests. 

Again, progress was impressive. On average, pupils made well over the expected progress, with 
EAL pupils making over 2 years progress. While all pupils made good progress, it is obvious 
that the speaking and listening skills of pupils with EAL in particular have improved signifi-
cantly. 

An important note

While these results are impressive, it is important to view them in the broader context of the 
high quality first teaching at St. Thomas of Canterbury. Storytelling on its own will not magi-
cally create good writers, and results must be seen within the context of the enriching and ex-
citing experiences which are provided across the curriculum in every year group. 
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Case Studies
The following five case studies were chosen as a cross-sample of the pupils with EAL at St. 
Thomas of Canterbury. They represent a range of abilities, and include those at the very begin-
ning stages of English language acquisition to those who have been learning English for a few 
years. 

The pieces of work displayed are an indicator of the progress made throughout the year, as a 
more individual measure than the APS scores displayed above. They include the first independ-
ent narrative writing task in September, which give an accurate picture of a child’s independent 
starting point. These are followed by two pieces of writing from the innovation or invention 
stage, after one and two terms of the Storytelling approach respectively. The last piece is the 
independent narrative writing task in June; these reflect the skills which children have gained 
after almost a year of the Storytelling approach. 

Elidana 

Elidana is a Year 1 pupil of higher ability. She joined the school in the Foundation Stage and  
started Year 1 with a good level of spoken English, at Level 1c in writing.  After a year of the Sto-
rytelling approach, her two final writing tasks were given a Level 2b and 2a. This is well above 
average for her age and indicates outstanding progress at a gain of 4/5 sub-levels. 
 
September 

Elidana was one of the more able 
Year 1 pupils when this task was 
completed; she was able to write a 
simple story independently. 

There is a basic narrative structure, 
with a character and a main event, 
and some story language: ‘they all 
lived happily ever after’. However, 
none of these sections are devel-
oped and there is no descriptive 
vocabulary. 

Elidana is using full stops, but not 
capital letters. She attempts to use 
connectives to extend sentences, 
but there is a heavy reliance on ‘and’.  



The Results Learn it, Say it, Write it37

January 

This is the first day of writing in 
the ‘innovation’ stage, where the 
opening and build up of the story 
are written. After two Storytelling 
units, a clear improvement is visi-
ble. Capital letters and full stops are 
used with more accuracy, and Eli-
dana is beginning to use commas. 

Sentences are extended using who 
and when, as in the original story. 
New openers such as ‘One day’ 
and ‘Unfortunately’ have also been 
learned. Some descriptive language 
of her own has been added for ef-
fect - ‘polished’ and ‘precious’. 

April 

This is the first page of Elidana’s ‘baddie 
story’, showing the opening and part of 
the build up. It is the final piece of writ-
ten work in the ‘Cops and Robbers’ unit, 
based on the ‘Burglar Bill’ story learned in 
class. 

This is a good example of innovation at 
this stage. The character has changed, 
and she has considered this througout the 
story: for example, instead of a baby in 
a cardboard box, Peter the Pirate finds a 
parrot in a treasure chest. 

Elidana also uses descriptive vocabulary 
to make her story more interesting: ‘a 
huge, dazzling, shiny treasure chest’. Capi-
tal letters, full stops and commas are cor-
rectly used throughout. Speech marks are 
used correctly most of the time. 
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June

The independent story written in June is perhaps the best example of the progress which Eli-
dana has made, and the benefits of the Storytelling into Writing approach. The following is the 
first page, and a transcript of her entire story as it was written:

Once, not twice, but once upon a time, 
there was a famer called Bob who 
lived in a nice, neat farm house. Bob 
had in his farmyard all Nocturnal ani-
mals. Bob took his favrioute animals 
across the strange bridge to the other 
side of the river. But then Bob heard 
a crack! “What was that?” said farm-
er Bob. Suddenly, he knew wat it was 
and he saw that... the ege of the bridge 
was about to... crack! Farmer Bob 
and the animals fell with a SPLASH 
“Help! Help!” said the farmer! Luck-
ily a ‘group’ of mermaids came to help 
because they we’re kind. Finley, they 
got to the other side and got married 
and have a party at a specile castle and 
they lived happily ever after with their 

animals. 
The End! 

This is a good example of unsupported story invention which builds on prior experience. The 
opener ‘Once, not twice, but once upon a time’ and the use of an ellipsis to create suspense, for 
example, have been key features of stories learned in class. 

Sentence structure and punctuation
•	 Capital letters, full stops and commas are correctly used. Elidana also experiments with 

a range of other, more advanced puncuation, using most correctly. 
•	 One of her earlier problems was the overuse of ‘and’ as a connective; she has begun to 

use others such as ‘but’ and ‘because’ to extend her sentences. 
•	 Sentence grammar is usually correct, and sentence structure is varied. Descriptive 

phrases are used for effect, such as the adverbial phrase ‘fell with a splash’. 

Text structure and organisation
•	 Sentences are sequenced logically and events are clearly related. There is a structure to 

the story, with an opening, build up, problem, resolution and ending. 
•	 The ideas in the opening and problem are developed, although not in clear sections. 



The Results Learn it, Say it, Write it39

Composition and effect
•	 Story language, particularly openers, are used well: ‘Once, not twice, but once upon a 

time’; ‘Suddenly’; ‘Luckily’; ‘Finally’ and ‘happily ever after’. 
•	 There is some basic character description. 
•	 Speech, punctuation and capitalisation are used to create suspense and excitement.

Nikola 

Nikola is a Year 2 pupil of middle ability. Like Elidana, she joined the school in the Foundation 
Stage. She started Year 2 with some spoken English, and was below the expected level for her 
age in writing, at Level 1b. 

Her writing tasks at the end of the year were given a Level 2a, which is just above the expected 
level for her age, and indicate excellent progress at a gain of 4 sub-levels. 

September 

Nikola’s main problem in her independ-
ent writing task is inconsistent use of 
verb tenses: she uses the past, present 
and future interchangeably. Errors are 
also made with subject-verb agreement. 

There is an awareness of full stops and 
capital letters, but these are not consist-
ently used. She attempts to extend sen-
tences using ‘and’ and ‘then’, but there is 
limited control over word order. 

There is a basic awareness of story struc-
ture, with an opening and one event. 
However, ideas are not developed and 
there is no attempt to resolve the prob-
lem or end the story. 

There is some limited use of story lan-
guage in the first sentence. 



The Results Learn it, Say it, Write it40

December 

This piece of work from the second 
Storytelling unit shows an improve-
ment in the use of the past tense, but 
agreement is still inconsistent: ‘Once 
upon a time there were a small ginger-
bread man’.  

Appropriate story language is clearly 
increasing, with sentence openers and 
connectives: ‘so’, ‘then’, ‘Early one sun-
ny morning’ and ‘Once upon a time’. 

Nikola is also beginning to add basic 
descriptive language for effect: ‘little 
white old cottage’ and ‘deep dark for-
est’. 

February 

This is a letter written from 
the point of view of one of 
the characters in the main 
story being learned.

This piece of writing shows 
real progress: Nikola is able 
to use  text from the story in 
the first person, and the or-
ganisation of the writing re-
flects the purpose. 

Verb tenses are used correct-
ly, and subject-verb agree-
ment is generally consistent 
- one of her initial problems. 

Nikola uses a range of sentence openers, and extends sentences using connectives and subor-
dinators: ‘because’, ‘so’ and ‘until’. She has also learned a range of descriptive vocabulary and 
phrases to add interest: ‘miserable’, ‘relaxing’ and ‘I cannot cope with it anymore’. 
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June

Nikola’s independent story from June shows further progress. Nikola was encouraged to iden-
tify where corrections were needed, and has made alterations independently. It reads:

Once upon a time there lived a kind Loving 
man could Jak. Evry day he had to look after 
his animals and take them for a walk on the 
weel barrow. One day he disaydid to go for a 
walk with his Nokturnal animals. He walked 
throu the old brown brige. Suddenly it went 
CRAC! BANG CRASH! The brige broke into 
peses. All of a sudden they SPLASH! in the 
water and they was screaming “HELP HELP!” 
Lookeley a byutifull mermaid herd a screm-
ing sound. She swam as fast a she could to 
there Resckue. The mermaid said “quic Jump 
on my tail.” The mermaid got the farmer and  
drank tea together. They kissed together and 
they lived haply ever after and the mermaid 
tail change to legs. 

Sentence structure and punctuation
•	 Sentences are demarcated using capital letters and full stops, but occasionally a capital 

letter is misused in a sentence. Nikola also experiments with exclamation marks and 
speech marks with varied accuracy, and sentence structure is varied. 

•	 Verb tenses and agreement have improved, with only occasional misuse: ‘the mermaid 
tail change to legs’ and ‘they was screaming’. 

Text structure and organisation
•	 Sentences are sequenced logically and events are clearly related. There is a clear narra-

tive structure, with an opening, build up, problem, resolution and ending.
•	 Ideas are developed, although not in clear sections. 

Composition and effect
•	 Story language, particularly openers, are used well: ‘Once upon a time’; ‘Every day’; ‘One 

day’; ‘Suddenly’, ‘All of a sudden’; and ‘Luckily’. 
•	 There is basic description of the character’s daily routine.  
•	 Writing is lively and speech, punctuation and capitalisation are used to add interest. 
•	 A range of phrases have been used to create interest, sometimes taken from stories 

learned in school and adapted: ‘She swam as fast as she could to their rescue’; ‘he de-
cided to go for a walk’; ‘heard a screaming sound’; and ‘broke into pieces’. 

•	 She has attempted to add a satisfying ending, taking the idea of the mermaid’s tail chang-
ing to legs from the ending of ‘The Little Mermaid’. 
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Amelia 

Amelia is a Year 1 pupil of lower ability. Like Elidana and Nikola, she joined the school in the 
Foundation Stage. She started Year 1 with a low level of spoken English, and was below the ex-
pected level for her age in writing, working towards a Level 1. 

By the end of the year she was working towards a Level 1a; her independent writing task was 
given a 1b as her use of capital letters and full stops is not always consistent without support. 
She is still working just below the expected level for her age, and has made slower progress than 
some of the other children, but has still gained 2 sub-levels and is a more confident writer. 

September 

Amelia found it difficult to write independently 
in September. While she has clearly attempted to 
start the story with ‘One day’, she was unable to 
form simple phrases. She was also unable to orally 
tell a story using these pictures without support. 

January 

This is Amelia’s first attempt at innovation in the third Storytelling unit. It reads:

Once upon a tam there was a 
shainee [shiny] man hoo sold 
aiscrim [icecream]. Won dei he 
was chabolin [travelling] froo 
the fresh forist unfortunately ol 
his aiscrim fel dawn

There is an awareness of capital let-
ters and full stops, but use is incon-
sistent. There is a clear sentence 
structure, and she extends the first 
using ‘who’, as in the original story. 

Story language and sentence openers have been introduced in the unit:  ‘Once upon a time’ and 
‘Unfortunately’. Amelia has attempted to add descriptive language, but this is not always ap-
propriate to the context: a ‘shiny’ man and a ‘fresh’ forest. 
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April 

This is the opening and build up 
of Amelia’s ‘baddie story’,  based 
on ‘Burglar Bill’. It is a good ex-
ample of simple innovation: the 
character has changed to Victor 
the Vampire, who eats wriggly 
worms and a big cup of blood, 
instead of beans and a cup of 
tea. Victor then finds a bat, in-
stead of a baby. 

Use of capital letters and full 
stops is improving, but still in-
consistent. Amelia is experi-
menting with other punctiation, 
using speech marks correctly. 

However, there are some problems with verb tenses (‘he will’ instead of ‘he would’) and agree-
ment (‘he will spot thing he like in people house’). 

June

This is the first page of Amelia’s independent story. The whole piece reads: 

Once upo a time there was a famer calld 
bob won day he chrabdd oathe the brich 
[he travelled over the bridge] he splas in 
to the coazee woter hot air bloon cem a 
long. they got on the hot air bloon bob 
“oa foow!” said bob they had a patee. They 
eethern [even] had a batee casol [bouncy 
castle] and they lived hapelee ever after. 

Sentence structure and punctuation
•	 Amelia is able to form simple sentences, us-

ing stock phrases learned in previous sto-
ries such as ‘came along’ and ‘travelled over’. 

•	 Verb tenses and agreement are usually ac-
curate. 

•	 She uses speech marks correctly, but her 
sentences are still not consistently demar-
cated with capital letters and full stops 
when writing independently. 
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Text structure and organisation
•	 While sentences are not demarcated, events are sequenced logically. There is a basic 

structure to the story, with an opening, problem, resolution and ending; however, these 
sections are not developed and only consist of a phrase or sentence each. 

Composition and effect
•	 Story language is used to open and close the story, but sentence openers are not used. 

There are basic attempts to use language and punctuation for effect: ‘“Oh phew!” said 
Bob’. 

While Amelia’s writing level is still below average for her age, her independent writing shows 
considerable improvement when compared to her piece in September; she is able to generate 
ideas related to stories, use a simple structure, and write at length without adult support. Her 
confidence and attitude to writing has changed completely after a year of Storytelling. 

Henok 

Henok joined Year 3 at the beginning of the Autumn term with very little spoken English. He 
was unable to write in English, but had regular prior school experience in his home country 
and was able to write the first two tasks for this research in his first language. 

His writing level in his first language was unknown, but he is now working in a middle ability 
group with a writing level of 3b, which is on target for his age. 

October 

This retelling was done 
before the Storytelling 
into Writing approach 
was started in Year 3, and 
is the first example where 
Henok is writing in full 
sentences. His previous 
work consistent mainly of 
word-level activities.  

Henok writes in short, simple statements and the sentence structure is not varied apart from a 
few attemps to extend sentences using ‘and’ and ‘or’.  

The character is described in basic detail, and Henok has attempted to introduce an event. 



The Results Learn it, Say it, Write it45

December

This is the innovation stage of the first Storytelling unit in Year 3. There is more variation in 
sentence structure, and sentences follow a simple sequence. Some narrative charactreristics are 
appearing: simple connectives and sentence openers are used.  

Sentences are demarcated using cap-
ital letters and full stops, with some 
inconsistency. Exclamation marks 
and commas are used correctly. 

Henok is beginning to use words and 
phrases for effect, learned from the 
original story: ‘rumbling like thun-
der’, and ‘roaring fire’. 

March 

This is the first attempt at invention in Year 3; the unit focused on adventure stories. Henok’s 
wrting has improved significantly by this point; he has been able to create and write his own 
story with an exciting event and a basic structure. Events are related, but not yet well paced. 

Henok uses speech for effect, and 
uses some story language. His writ-
ing is lively, and holds the reader’s 
interest. While he has attempted to 
provide a satisfying ending with the 
main character awaking from the 
dream, this is not developed. 

Sentences are extended using sim-
ple connectives, and are demarcated 
using capital letters and full stops 
consistently. He also uses a ques-
tion marks, exclamation marks and 
speech marks correctly. 

Subject-verb agreement has im-
proved, but he gets confused at the 
beginning and changes from third to 
first person perspective. There is also 
some confusion with certain formu-
laic phrases: ‘I run how fast I could’. 
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June

This is the first page of Henok’s independent story; his results were unfortunetely not included 
in the whole class figures as his September piece was written in German. However, when com-
pared to his writing in October, this story shows impressive progress. The whole story reads:

Once upon a time there was a Gardner 
having a walk with his animals. Just then, 
he saw a beatiful brich and was dying to 
go past it. So, he went past it. Suddenly, 
the animals were too heavy and the brich 
began to break. 

A second later he fell into the see and 
was sucked under the water and didn’t 
emerge...

A minute later, a man came and was  fish-
ing.  Suddently he fished his hat and knew 
that someone must be there.  
So, he went to look for help but couldent 
find someone.  

When he turned around he found some-
one and asked “Please can you hekp me a gardner is sunk under the water?”
“Of course,” said the man.  

So, they went to the sea and got the gardner. When he was back home he promised never 
to go past that brich again. 

Sentence structure and punctuation
•	 Sentences are demarcated using capital letters and full stops. Commas, ellipses and 

speech marks are also used correctly. 
•	 There is a good grasp of grammar, and verb tenses and agreement have improved. 
•	 Sentence structure is varied, and range of sentence openers are used. 

Text structure and organisation
•	 Henok has attempted to develop ideas using paragraphs, and events are clearly related 

and sequenced; however, the pace of the story is not consistent. 

Composition and effect
•	 Imaginative details are added to create tension: the man ‘was sucked under the water 

and didn’t emerge...’ and the fisherman ‘knew that someone must be there’ when he 
found the farmer’s hat. 

•	 Words and phrases are chosen for interest: the farmer was ‘dying to go past’ the bridge. 
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•	 Speech is used to create a short dialogue between two characters, but is not developed.
•	 Henok has attempted to create a satisfying ending, with the character learning a lesson 

by the end of the story. 

Daniel

Daniel joined Year 1 late in the Autumn term, with no spoken English. He had no prior school 
experience, and had not attended a nursery. Compulsory education in his home country starts 
at age 6, and his parents had expected Year 1 to be more similar to a preschool setting.

He has had a tailored programme of support from the EAL coordinator, who worked closely 
with the Year 1 teacher and linked much of his support work to the Storytelling into Writing 
approach being taught in class. Daniel has now working at Level 1c, which is still well below 
average for his age, but very good progress considering his starting point. 

November 

This is an example of emergent writ-
ing shortly after Daniel arrived at the 
school. The class story was the Three 
Little Pigs. 

Daniel recognises and writes the ‘p’ 
sound and a few other letters, but can-
not form words in either language. He 
experiments with full stops, placing 
them at the end of each line. 

February
Daniel was able to join in with Storytelling 
and recall parts of the story with TA sup-
port. Here he has used a Letters and Sounds 
mat to independently write the ending to 
the Burglar Bill story. It reads: 

“did yoo siee him in a big bwon buox 
with litl hoals in it? yes! shiee shouwtid. 

Daniel has also been able to use punctua-
tion here, as they were represented by ac-
tions and sounds during class retelling. 
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April 

Here again, Daniel has verbalised the sto-
ry with a TA before using the Letters and 
Sounds mat to write independently. 

Writing is becoming clearer, with spac-
ing between words and more accurately 
formed letters. Daniel is able to sound out 
words such as ‘carefully’, ‘crept’ and ‘kitch-
en’ phonetically, and he has learned some 
key words such as ‘the’ and ‘into’. 

June

 It is Daniel’s independent piece in June 
which shows the most progress. While he is 
still supported by a TA during most writing 
sessions, this independent piece shows that 
he has clearly begun to internalise story 
patterns; he understands the purpose of the 
task and his writing is easily read. 

While he has only produced the opening 
section of a story, the sentence is structured 
correctly and he has been able to apply the 
opening sentence from another story to a 
new character. 

He uses a capital letter and full stop cor-
rectly, shows confident phonetic spelling 
and has learned several key words.  

*
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Conclusion: Where to Next? 
Our trial of Pie Corbett’s ‘Storytelling into Writing’ approach in Years 1, 2 and 3 has had great 
success this year. The results speak for themselves:   

Assessment data
•	 All three year groups made ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ progress on average over the year. All 

exceeded the  Average Point Score of 3, equivalent to one and a half sub-levels,  which is 
expected over a year to make a satisfactory rate of progress. 

•	 EAL pupils at St. Thomas of Canterbury not only made outstanding progress on average, but 
also exceeded the progress made by their peers with English as a Mother Tongue (EMT). 

•	 At the end of the year, 66% of pupils in Year 1 achieved or exceeded the expected level of 1a. 
33% achieved 2c or above. 

•	 71% of pupils in Year 2 achieved or exceeded the expected level of 2b , compared to a na-
tional average of 60%. 44% achieved a level 2a or above. 

•	 82% of pupils in Year 3 achieved or exceeded the expected level of 2a/3c. 18% achieved 3b 
or above. 

Sentence structure and punctuation
•	 All children used a wider range of punctuation, with more accuracy. In particular, many 

were experimenting with forms of punctuation which were relatively advanced for their age. 
•	 Connectives were used with more accuracy and variation. 
•	 Sentence structure tended to be more varied, with descriptive phrases used for effects. A 

range of sentence openers were often used. 
•	 Sentence grammar improved across the three classes; EAL learners in particular used verb 

tenses with more accuracy. 

Text structure and organisation
•	 Events were sequenced logically in the majority of cases. 
•	 All examples had some degree of narrative structure. Year 1 pupils in particular used ad-

vanced structures for their age: many stories had an opening, build up, problem, resolution 
and ending, rather than the basic beginning - middle - end pattern. 

•	 Ideas within these sections were sometimes developed, although this was more common in 
Years 2 and 3; in the latter paragraphs were often used.

Composition and effect
•	 Story language was used to good effect; a range of phrases have clearly been learned from 

shared stories and successfully reused in children’s independent writing to create interest.
•	 Characterisation was attempted, even in some Year 1 examples. 
•	 Writing tended to be lively; many children added imaginative details to create suspense, 

excitement or tension. Speech, punctuation and capitalisation was also used  to this end. 
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•	 Children are clearly internalising key patterns of stories, and many attempted to include 
features such as a satisfying ending, or a moral to be learned. 

Inclusion
•	 The ‘Storytelling into Writing’ approach is highly inclusive for all EAL learners, irrespective 

of their stage of language acquisition. Children join in with oral storytelling and drama, and 
benefit from the use of visual cues such as story maps, pictures and props. The writing stage 
is easily differentiated, and can be accessed by all pupils. 

Participation
•	 Oral storytelling is done on a daily basis throughout the ‘imitation’ stage of the unit, and 

children enjoy and become more confident in telling the story as the first week progresses. 
This particularly benefits shy children, and teachers have observed previously underconfi-
dent children become more able and willing to contribute to whole class sessions.  

•	 Consequently, there has been an effect on children’s spoken language skills. Speaking and 
Listening assessments in Year 1 showed that all children made considerably more progress 
in these areas than the expected 8 months progress. Here again, pupils with EAL exceeded 
those with EMT; the latter made 21 months progress on average in spoken grammar, while 
EAL pupils made over 25 months progress.

A Love of Writing
•	 Arguably the most important outcome is the new enthusiasm which children across the 

three year groups now seem to have for writing. The ‘fear’ of writing which some children 
may have had in the past seems to have disappeared!

•	 In Year 2, there is a wall full of children’s writing which they have brought in from home; 
EAL learners, underconfident children and previously reluctant boys write full stories in 
their own time and proudly bring them in for display. 

•	 Year 3 boys were visibly excitable at the end of the year when told they would be sitting 
down to write their own independent story. Examples of stories show impressive imagi-
native details which can only come from enthusiastic, engaged writers. 

Where to next? 
Pie Corbett’s ‘Storytelling into Writing’ approach is now being trialled across the school, with-
in the broader context of a creative curriculum which is being developed. We are extremely 
fortunate to have Pie Corbett himself hold a staff INSET in October 2011, to support teachers 
from the school and across the region in developing the approach in their own classes. 

It is important to note, however, that teachers continue to provide the same high quality first 
teaching which has made us the ‘outstanding’ school we are today, and the Storyelling ap-
proach is just one aspect of continuous self-evaluation and improvement needed to ensure 
that we continue to provide the children with an excellent early education. 



 
“This teacher research and development project supports findings from other similar in-
itiatives. It shows that dramatic, accelerated progress in both writing as well as speaking 
& listening can be achieved by children who have English as a new language, living in 
one of the poorest areas of this country. The ‘storytelling into writing’ approach should 
form part of every school’s repertoire so that children can both make dramatic progress 
and develop a love for writing. This is probably the most significant movement in pri-
mary education literacy teaching that I have seen in the past 35 years.” Pie Corbett


