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Bui'Ming children's skills for 
evaluating and editing writing

Helen Lines, Research Fellow, L/nivensity o f  Exeter in colEborgtion with 
Sgrgh Besley, Kingswooc} Primary School, Gipsy Hill Federation, South London

The current National Curriculum in England expects children from an early age to  be able to  evaluate and 
edit their writing in order to  improve it, and to use grammatical terminology to  discuss their own and others' 
writing. This account o f an action research project shows how a Year 4- class responded to  explicit teaching o f 
evaluation and editing skills.

Evaluating writing: what's the problem?______________
Evaluating writing means making a judgement about how 
good it is, and how it can be improved further. This is not as 
easy as it sounds:
• the fact that so many different criteria can be used to 

judge any one piece of writing makes it hard to define 
quality in writing or know what aspect to privilege 
(Sadler 1989)

• development in writing -  what'getting better'looks 
like -  is hard to describe too, while progress is often 
made in fits and starts, especially when attempting new 
structures. Marshall (2004) characterises progression as 
movement towards a broad horizon of attainment rather 
than a linear achievement of small-step goals

• writing targets may remain unachievable because 
children lack the grammatical understanding needed to 
carry them out (Myhill & Jones 2006, Janks 2009)

• writing composition is often presented as a linear 
process with evaluation and editing as final actions, 
encouraging superficial corrections or'feather-dusting' 
(Murray 2001), while research suggests that composition 
is ongoing and recursive and that skilled writers re-read, 
re-evaluate and revise as they write.

Furthermore, judgements of effectiveness are both 
subjective and changeable, a matter of personal taste 
(Lines 2014), varying from classroom to classroom and 
crucially mediated by the teacher, in the models of good 
writing that are chosen and in the importance attached 
to particular assessment criteria. Of course, assessment 
frameworks are meant to establish 'objective' criteria 
that clarify what good writing looks like, but therein lies 
a conundrum that teachers will recognise: it is perfectly 
possible to have a technically accomplished piece that 
'ticks all the boxes' in terms of success criteria but doesn't 
communicate well with readers or engage their interest. 
And of course, assessment frameworks can come to 
dominate the teaching and learning of writing, so that 
using a particular grammatical feature (such as fronted 
adverbials or semi-colons) becomes a goal in itself. This

can result in children making 'formulaic'suggestions 
for improving writing, regardless of the specific writing 
purpose -  'add more adjectives' and 'use short snappy 
sentences'are particular cure-all favourites!

The research intervention__________________________
Given this background, Sarah and I wanted to focus 
attention on judgement-making itself with her class of 8 
to 9 year-olds. In asking 'Does children's understanding 
of improving writing develop when they take part in 
activities that focus on evaluating and editing writing?'the 
aim was to explore the nature of children's understanding 
of effectiveness in writing, and to consider how their 
evaluative judgements might be developed through 
specific classroom practices. We considered these activities 
as a small-scale intervention and used a 'before and 
after' measure to gain a view of impact. This was a short 
evaluation task where all children in the class responded to 
matched samples of peer writing with the prompts: what 
do you think is good about this writing?; How would you 
improve it?

Responses were analysed for the range and nature of the 
criteria that children used on each occasion. Four focus 
children, elected by the teacher tc represent a gender and 
ability mix, took part in interviews with the researcher at 
the beginning and end of the intervention. These writing 
conversations were analysed for patterns and themes.

Making judgements and developing criteria___________
We planned a series of short (10-15 minutes)'evaluate and 
edit'activities, some of which were used discretely, for 
example as a lesson starter, while others were linked to a 
specific unit of work and writing task. Several were based 
on making comparative judgements, using images as well as 
written text and developing criteria for decisions.

For example, children were shown two pictures of trainers 
and asked to decide: 'which shoe would you prefer to wear?'; 
'What would your criteria for choosing the perfect shoe be?'
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W h ich  shoe w ould you p r e fe r  to  wear?

W hat would your c rite ria  fo r  choosing the  
p erfe c t shoe be?

The aim of these activities was to encourage children to 
weigh alternative choices and give reasoned explanations, 
as Sarah explains here:

I began by showing the children two different pictures 
and asking them questions such as'Which haunted house 
picture do you think is more scary?' I encouraged them to 
generate their own 'personal success criteria', for example: 
'Mattania thinks the scariest house is that one because it 
is old, whereas Zak thinks it's the other one because it has 
strangely shaped trees growing around it.' The class could 
see that both were plausible reasons for their choice... I 
related evaluation to a panel of judges on X-Factor having 
different opinions about performers.

Once confidence had been developed by using pictures, 
comparative judgements of text were invited, some of which 
were linked to children's current writing, either broadly, such 
as considering language choices for description of a scene, 
or more specifically tied to a particular task. On several 
occasions, children were asked to voice their own criteria, 
given a specific writing purpose and genre. For example, in 
the context of writing a fantasy narrative with an unusual 
setting, children were asked to decide which sentence 
describing the setting they preferred, and why:

Dotted across the valley were multi-coloured trees 
that seemed to be whispering quietly to each other.

Candyfloss clouds floated in the sky and a sweet 
aroma perfumed the warm air.

Ensuring that sentences were of a similar standard and 
letting children know there was no right or wrong answer 
meant they were able to develop confidence in talking 
about their preferences. Responses included:'They've used 
personification'; The first one is better because it starts with 
a subordinate clause'; The second one's got alliteration -  
candyfloss clouds'and comments that focused more on

personal response; 'It makes me want to go there because 
it sounds like there's going to be sweets everywhere';
The clouds are from candyfloss and it's meant to be more 
happy in there so it could be a joyful scene'. Validation of 
these different kinds of criteria helped children to discuss 
grammar features in a meaningful context and to explain 
'effectiveness' in terms that they understood.

Evaluating sentences_______________________________
On other occasions, children were asked to evaluate 
sentences against given criteria, as in these examples written 
by Sarah:

Gold stars circled above his head and playing cards 
danced in the perfumed air.

Elegantly, doves fluttered around the mystical world and 
a sweet melody filled the air.

We are trying to create a mood of mystery in the fourth 
part of our story. Which sentence does this the best?

Another activity was to present different drafts of a child's 
writing for consideration by the class, asking them to locate 
very specific similarities and differences, pinpointing exactly 
what had been changed between versions and inviting 
responses as to the reasons for them. The aim here was 
to encourage precise rather than generalised evaluations 
of choices. For example, the opening paragraph of Zak's 
initial Viking legend was presented side by side with his final 
version, following teaching input, and the questions asked: 
'What is different between the versions?; Which one do you 
like the best?'

Once upon a time there was a furious, mighty, terrifying 
Viking his name was SWORD CUTTER the villager will 
freeze in fear, every single time he would walk down 
his village. Every battle he'll put his sword deep down 
through the enemy heart.

Many years ago in the kingdom of Norway there was a 
merciless Viking named Lucas. He would destroy villages, 
kill people and slice through hearts. A fte r every battle 
dead people will be scattered everywhere houses will 
be burnt, smoke from the burning fumes from the hot 
fiery and flaming fire. Every raid will end with death and 
mayhem.

There is no expectation that the second version is necessarily 
better than the first, which opens up discussion of possible 
choices and effects. For example whether three adjectives 
before the noun:'a furious, mighty, terrifying Viking'gives 
as clear a view of character than the more economical 
version:'a merciless Viking named Lucas'or whether the 
three co-ordinated clauses:'He would destroy villages, kill 
people and slice through hearts' makes the warrior sound 
more ruthless and frightening than does the graphic detail: 
'he'll put his sword deep down through the enemy heart'.
In managing children's feedback, the teacher has a choice 
about how explicit the linguistic discussion might be, taking 
a steer from the kind of criteria for judgement suggested by 
the children. Sarah noted that the more children grew in 
confidence, the more sophisticated their reasons became.
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Not only were they using grammatical terms to discuss the 
writing, but they were also developing awareness of the 
reader, heard in statements such as,'It will help the reader 
see it in their m ind'or'It will make the reader feel tense.'

Teacher modelling_________________________________
Editing presents real difficulties for children: it is often 
positioned at the end of the writing process, so that children 
are understandably reluctant to revisit what they perceive 
as a 'finished' piece. It is also physically difficult to make 
changes to a handwritten text, especially substantive 
changes such as re-sequencing information, and the issue of 
neatness/presentation can make children unwilling to alter 
their text. As one of the focus children said,'When I change 
stuff sometimes I preferred that one back and then it gets 
all messy'. Surface changes, such as adding in adjectives or 
adverbs, are both easier to make but may also reflect the 
children's limited understanding of how to meet a target 
such as 'make your writing more descriptive'. In moving on 
to consider larger pieces of writing, Sarah was concerned 
to explain to the class a more holistic approach to editing: 
that evaluating and editing go hand in hand; that we cannot 
improve writing without a sense of what a good outcome 
looks like, and that this judgement is tied to the purpose 
of the writing and the intended effect on the reader. She 
explains this as follows:
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Figure 1: feedback comments

Sarah also supported the physical process of redrafting a 
text. In the context of improving their Tudor seafarer diary 
entries, Sarah first of all modelled editing decisions by 
making'think aloud'annotations on a projected text. She 
provided a copy of the same extract for children to annotate 
independently and to refer to when writing their improved 
version alongside it. This encouraged re-reading and re- 
evaluation, both during and after writing. Significantly, 
children made quite different changes to the original text; 
they used it (and the teacher's modelled changes) as a 
springboard for their own decisions.

I put a spotlight on editing by modelling small specific 
changes using language that prompted for explicitness, 
for example, 'Where is the best place in the paragraph 
to put that sentence and draw attention to that idea?'; 
'Could you change the verb to make the action more 
specific?', reinforcing the purpose of the writing and 
their own personal success criteria as a reader. As I 
modelled the changes on the board, the children started 
to recognise the different ways we can edit our work, and 
we made a mnemonic device (prompted by the children) 
to help us remember the specific ideas (MADPCC -  move, 
add, delete, punctuation, change, correct). Once we 
had made the changes, we then evaluated the text once 
more, assessing its effectiveness.
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Teacher modelling of writing was already well-established 
practice in this classroom. The spotlight on editing, and 
especially the use of focusing prompt questions, was an 
extension of that practice, and the emphasis on reader- 
response was reinforced in Sarah's written feedback, where 
she encouraged children to use annotation and written 
replies to specific questions, for example: 'How do you think 
a reader will feel when they read a Viking legend?'(Zak's 
answer:'Amazed, shocked and desperate for more');'Which 
two contrasting moods were you trying to create?'(Zak's 
answer:'Bad horrible mood and a nice beautiful lovely 
mood'). Questions like this enable children to provide 
answers that make sense to them and can easily be followed 
up with prompts like:'How have you done that?';'Which 
sentences make us feel really shocked?' Sarah's regular 
modelling of editing decisions, using both her own and 
children's writing, sent the message that good writers expect 
to make changes to their texts, as well as showing them a 
range of ways in which this might be done.

Figure 2: Tudor seafarer’s diary

Findings
As judged from interviews at the start and end of the 
intervention, all the focus children showed a more 
developed understanding of the terms'evaluate'and 'edit', 
typical examples being:

What do you think'evaluating'writing means?

Charlie, first interview: No idea. Does it make it better?

Charlie, final interview: Just to see if you like it or not 
and to use your success criteria, like if you had a fact one 
you have to make it formal and stuff than if you were just 
writing a letter to your friend. You use a set of criteria to 
understand what it means or improve it.
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What do you do when you 'edit'writing?

Hadiya, first interview: Like add more information?

Hadiya, final interview: Edit is kind of the same thing 
as evaluating but edit means when you've gone back 
through it, read it and make sure it makes sense and you 
can change, add. I would check full stops, punctuation 
and capital letters and I would add words.

Comparing children's responses to the evaluation tasks, 
suggested improvements had become more specific and 
detailed, often reflecting the class mnemonic, for example: 
Izzy, first task: You're writing things over and over again in 
different words.
Izzy, final task: Delete some things about deforestation 
because they're saying it too many times.
Jamal, first task: It should be a better introduction.
Jamal, second task: It could be improved by adding a 
better introduction, like you could of added more detail why 
they're dying.

Comments in second interviews were more often backed 
with examples, for example:
Rosie, first interview, commenting on improving her story:
1 could put more description in'.
Rosie, second interview, commenting on improving her 
poem:'l could make each line have the same amount of 
syllables so that there would be a rhythm, and put more 
alliteration in to make it sound good.'

Children also made more unprompted references to reader 
reaction, with some attempts to link choices to their impact, 
for example:
• It just says 'endangered', it doesn't say about they're 

dying or not so people will probably think, well what's 
the point of this? They're not even dying, they're just 
being endangered.'

Implications and future directions____________________
In summing up impact, Sarah commented:

Throughout the process I noticed that all the children 
had definitely improved their awareness of the reader 
and become a lot better at judging the effectiveness of 
writing. When given a piece of writing to edit recently, all 
the children also showed greater confidence in making 
improvements, which was a pleasing result, and lots 
of them were able to make changes and explain their 
reasons for them.

Sarah also commented that,'Lower attaining children still 
struggle to understand how to make specific changes 
to improve writing, especially those who find reading 
challenging, as they often see the writing as faultless.' She 
suggests the need for more specific differentiation to build 
confidence, for example by asking for smaller-scale changes 
backed by very explicit prompts and instructions.

Lesson observations and interviews with focus children 
underlined the helpfulness of teacher modelling of writing, 
both in terms of offering models for children to judge and 
in demonstrating editing decisions. Children's talk about 
text was enabled by prompt questions which both opened 
up discussion and supported their understanding of 
'effectiveness', for example:
• 'Which description sounds the most mysterious?'
• Does it make a more compelling argument to start 

with a reason, 'Because it will make people happy by 
entertaining them' or with a statement, 'A petting zoo 
would be a popular choice'?

These discussions were marked by Sarah's 'natural' use 
of grammatical terminology, illustrating a feature with 
examples rather than through definitions, and emphasising 
its purpose, for example:'Let's think about how we could 
use that causal connective to expand our point.' Similarly, 
the purpose of editing was made clearthrough specific 
instructions:'Can you find a sentence that can be expanded 
and stretched or a sentence that needs a reason?'

Importantly, the findings indicated that encouraging 
children to formulate their own criteria for effectiveness, 
based on qualities that emerge from the writing itself, rather 
than drawn from a pre-formed list, can engage them in 
meaningful discussion about language choices and help 
boost confidence in their own judgement-making.
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