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Improving Writing
What makes good writing & 
what can we do to teach it?



Agenda

1. What is good writing?

2. What are the features of good writing?

3. Why do students make errors in their writing?

4. How can we teach good writing?



What is good writing?



What is good writing?



Year 11 September mock high scores



Year 11 September mock high scores



Year 11 September mock high scores



Year 11 September mock low scores



Year 11 September mock low scores



Year 11 September mock median scores



Year 6 high score



Year 4 high score

1. placehold



Years 4 – 7 lower scores



Years 4 – 7 lower scores



What are the features of good writing?

• Coherent sentence structure
o Fragments, run-on sentences, and comma splices are very common, and 

improving these errors would improve students’ writing.

• Wide vocabulary



Why do students make writing errors?

• Hypothesis one: students make these mistakes because 
they are forgetful
o Evidence for this hypothesis is that students often start out writing correct 

sentences, and the run-ons creep in later on.

o If this is the problem, solution is to get students to proofread their work.

• Hypothesis two: students make these mistakes because 
they don’t understand what a sentence is 
o Evidence for this hypothesis is that run-ons remain even after careful and 

diligent students have proofread their work.

o If this is the problem, solution is to teach students what a sentence is.



Testing each hypothesis

• We tested these hypotheses in the following way. 

• We gave pupils a series of multiple choice questions focusing 
on these aspects of sentence structure. 

• They were deliberately simple questions targeting very specific 
aspects of sentence structure. 

• If students got them right, it would lend evidence to 
hypothesis 1 – that they are careless.

• If they got them wrong, it would lend evidence to hypothesis 2 
– that they don’t know what a sentence is.



Fragment



Run-on sentences



Run-on sentences



Run-on sentences



Run-ons and fragments



Run-ons and fragments



Comma splice

run-on sentence comma splice



Comma splice

run-on sentence comma splice



Does any of this matter?



Better writers get this right

The students who got this right averaged 514 for their writing 

The students who got this wrong averaged 479 for their writing 

That’s a gap of over 12 months!



Designing the distractors



The hardest question

Run-on sentences

Comma splice
Fragment

Very short sentence



Conclusion – hypothesis 2 is more likely!

• Hypothesis one: students make these mistakes because 
they are forgetful
o Evidence for this hypothesis is that students often start out writing correct 

sentences, and the run-ons creep in later on.

o If this is the problem, solution is to get students to proofread their work.

• Hypothesis two: students make these mistakes because 
they don’t understand what a sentence is 
o Evidence for this hypothesis is that run-ons remain even after careful and 

diligent students have proofread their work.

o If this is the problem, solution is to teach students what a sentence is.



So why do students make writing errors?

• Students have a shaky understanding of what makes a 
sentence. It isn’t just forgetfulness!

• They think that run-on sentences, fragments and comma 
splices are proper sentences.

• They also don’t think that very short sentences are proper 
sentences.

• Students who do have a stronger understanding of these 
sentence features are better writers.

Comma splices are a particular problem.

Very short sentences are a particular problem.



How can we improve writing? 

• Wait for them to grow up? 

• Get them to read more?

• Get them to write more – build their 

stamina?

• Teach the building blocks – subjects & verbs

• Examples not definitions

• Practice & repetition

• Because, but, so

• Appositives

• Multiple-choice questions



Subjects and verbs

This ensures students know where to put a full stop!



What makes a complete sentence?

• A sentence has to have a subject. The subject tells you what the 
sentence is about. 
• A sentence has to have a verb. The verb tells you what the subject is 

doing 

The old bridge swayed in the wind.

Subject Verb



Examples not definitions

• What is a verb?

• A doing word.

• What is the verb in the following sentence? I run to the shops.

• Run

• What is the verb in the following sentence? I went for a run.

• …Run?



Examples not definitions

• What is a verb?

• A doing word.

• What is the verb in the following sentence? I moved fast.

• Moved

• What is the verb in the following sentence? It was a moving 
target.

• …moving?



Key principle

• We are teaching the concepts of subjects & verbs through examples not definitions.

• Lots of students can tell you that a verb is a doing word. But they will often struggle to 

identify verbs in sentences, particularly in examples like the following:

• He went for a run.

• It was a moving target.

• They like gymnastics.

• It’s not that we think it is wrong to tell pupils a verb is a doing word, or that we think there 

is a ‘better’ definition. We think that for some concepts in life, definitions are quite limited 

in what they can do. So there is no point agonising over the ‘best’ definition – go with a 

simple definition, but follow up with lots and lots of examples!



Practice & repetition

Lots of examples

Lots of active practice



The Writing Revolution



Because, but, so

I walked to the shops.

• I walked to the shops because I wanted some milk.

• I walked to the shops, but they were out of milk.

• I walked to the shops, so I avoided the crowds on the bus.

A solid melts to form a liquid.

• A solid melts to form a liquid because heat or pressure causes the ordering of molecules to 

break down.

• A solid melts to form a liquid, but it can also sometimes sublimate to form a gas.

• A solid melts to form a liquid, so a glacier is really water waiting to happen.



Noun appositives

• Napoleon, a Corsican soldier, became Emperor of France. 

• A Corsican soldier, Napoleon became Emperor of France.

• Napoleon became Emperor of France, one of the most 
powerful countries in the world.



Multiple-choice questions



Multiple-choice questions

Don’t start with the right answer – start with the 
misconception!!

1. Identify a misconception

2. Ask a question, and turn the misconception into a distractor

3. Add in some more distractors and add in the right answer!

44



What is a misconception?

• A fragment is a full sentence.

• A run-on sentence is correct.

• A comma splice can be used to join two independent clauses.



Worked example

1. Identify a misconception

2. Ask a question, and turn the 
misconception into a distractor

3. Add in some more distractors and add 
in the right answer!

1. Pupils thinking a run-on sentence is a 
sentence.

2. Which of the following is a correct 
sentence? I disagree travel is good.

3. I disagree. Travel is good I disagree.



Which of the following is a correct sentence?

1. I disagree travel is good.
2. I disagree. 
3. Travel is good I disagree.



Another approach to MCQs



Our resources

• Teaching & CPD resources that focus on sentence 
structure
o We provide these on the Writing Hub

• Multiple choice questions to help diagnose, improve & 
consolidate understanding of sentence structure
o We provide these on Automark, which will also mark & analyse them 

• Comparative Judgement assessments to check that 
sentence understanding translates to better writing
o We provide these on No More Marking



Talk to us at nomoremarking.com



Summary

1. What is good writing?
o See examples!

2. What are the features of good writing?
o Sentence structure & vocabulary are more important than understanding genres.

3. Why do students make errors in their writing?
o They don’t understand what makes a sentence.

4. How can we teach good writing?
o Focus on sentence-level activities.
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