
Many of our GCSE students arrive at college to be told that they need to 

continue with GCSE English, after receiving a grade 3 or below.  For many students, 
this has affected their confidence in their abilities.  Through projects like this, we 
hope to instill a growth mindset in the students and develop their resilience, so that 
they can use their previous experiences of English to enable them to progress.  This 
project in particular has highlighted a new approach for students to grow their 
creative writing techniques, enabling them to overcome barriers created by previous 
educational experiences. 

Imaginative writing is a highly underrated, yet key, transferable writing skill.  

In employment, it influences, for example, customer service:  vocabulary choice 
befitting purpose. It is this aspect in our curriculum that enables students not only to 
expand their vocabulary but also offers the chance for them to express themselves; 
a lifelong skill that enriches lives. 

At the start of our project, we were searching for possible theoretical 
frameworks which could inform or structure our research.  As so much of our project 
hinged on the learners’ imagination(s), we were particularly drawn to Liam Hudson’s 
ideas concerning the classification of ‘convergent’ and ‘divergent’ thinkers.  (See 
report section: ‘Professional Learning’). 

After some reflection, we felt that this project had elements of both modes of 
thinking.  On the one hand we were encouraging learners to ‘think outside the box’ 
during the planning stage of their writing.  This was tantamount to divergent modes 
of thinking, where they are being encouraged to take their imaginations in all sorts of 
directions.  On the other hand, at the writing stage, the students had to develop 
strategies for reining in the best elements of what they had imagined and thereby 
synthesise them into a coherent piece of writing (Hudson, 1968).  

It is plausible that many students find imaginative writing difficult because the craft 
of writing imaginatively requires both convergent and divergent approaches.  For this 
reason, we divided our mode of delivery for each task on the research project into 
two halves.  The first half focused primarily on divergent modes of thinking - i.e. the 
initial stages of planning in response to the initial stimulus materials, namely, the 
song and the portrait.   The second half focused on the nuts and bolts of drafting and 
redrafting their pieces of writing, incorporating key language and structure 
techniques - i.e., convergent thinking. 

This project was, of necessity, heavily reliant on a ‘blended’ approach, which clearly 
worked for some learners who were comfortably in the habit of accessing the online 
tools, such as Google Classroom.  However, we acknowledge that whilst the 
‘blended’ approach worked with our relatively small sample of learners, we recognise 
that it would be stretching it a little if we made generalisable knowledge claims, 
suggesting that this approach works for everyone.  Some learners across the 
provision did find online learning challenging.  This was due to multifarious factors, 



 
which go beyond the scope of our project.  We were fortunate in that we were 
working with learners who warmed to the idea of working remotely and online, but 
we recognise that this isn’t necessarily universally true. 

Both stages in the project were ultimately focused on addressing the requirements 
of the exam.  However, we wanted to broaden the scope of the lessons to include a 
‘fun element’.  We were cautious in how we approached this idea as we wanted to 
ensure it would be purposeful, varied, accessible and inclusive.  We also wanted it to 
guide the learners towards new approaches in their imaginative writing.  These 
activities hinged on two stimulus materials: a song in the November activity and a 
portrait in the February activity.  On reflection, we both feel that we made the right 
judgement in our choice of stimulus materials, in as much as both the song and the 
portrait stimulated avenues of thought, which even we, as teachers, didn’t predict.  
This is one of the joys of teaching – when the learners surprise us with their 
creativity with respect to the Imaginative Writing task.  

Consequently, we have been reflecting on what is meant by creativity, both in terms 
of our specific project, but also in terms of the learner journey.   There are ‘creative’ 
aspects to most courses across our provision.  However, we wanted to single out 
some common ground that these aspects might have.  One area of common ground 
that is essential in terms of nurturing and maintaining learner engagement is that 
creative enterprises represent a significant range of experiences over which learners 
can have ‘ownership’ of their learning - and with a greater sense of ownership comes 
a greater sense of fulfilment and pride, which in turn raises the level of engagement.  
This is certainly something that we noticed with participating learners.  It is, however, 
important to follow up this raised level of engagement with tasks that keep the 
learners on board.  This is why we introduced an element of interleaving and spacing 
between the two stages of our project, so that learners could revisit skills and build 
on them.  Naturally, in order to build a culture of greater engagement through 
creativity, this approach, or at least similar approaches, would need to be scaled up 
and rolled out across the whole provision.  

We have also recently been reflecting on possible cognitive processes involved 
throughout the whole process of creative or imaginative writing.  The cognitive 
aspects of learning have been given extra prominence in the last few years, 
especially in the form of Cognitive Load Theory and our institution’s ‘Composite 
Learning Model’, which seeks to break down the curriculum into constituent 
elements, which are analogous to the gradations of skills within Bloom’s Taxonomy.  

With cognitive processes in mind, we had theorised earlier on in the project about 
divergent and convergent modes of thinking, and consequently, we put activities in 
place which were designed to address these modes of thinking.  For example, at the 
planning stage the learners were encouraged to think outside the box [divergent 
thinking] or later on use the toolbox of strategies [convergent thinking].  However, 
this presented us with a problem – namely, it may have been our intention to nurture 
and make optimal use of different modes of thinking at different stages in the writing 
process, but how could we know for sure how these modes of thinking were being 



instantiated at the various stages in this process, over and above looking at what the 
learners had written down, either on paper or via Google Classroom?   

One possible solution, which we had originally considered way back in August 2020, 
was to get the learners to complete a summary or statement at the end of the 
task(s), possibly in the form of a reflective journal.  However, we realised that these 
kinds of introspective / retrospective analytical tools can throw up inaccuracies, as 
they are, at least in part, dependent on memory.  There are also in-built biases to this 
approach, as learners tend to write what they think we want to see.  There is also a 
bias towards recency, as they also tend to focus in their reflective journals on the 
most recent thoughts they have had.  Therefore, we opted for a kind of informal 
‘protocol analysis’ of the learners’ thoughts as they worked through their writing 
tasks.  In other words, we had periodic and brief chats with the learners as they were 
on each stage of the process.  They were then able to talk us through their ‘real-time’ 
thinking there and then.  It also afforded us the opportunity to intervene with tips and 
advice at key stages in the process.  This ‘protocol analysis’ approach was pursued 
more in the lockdown lessons over Teams than in the classroom-based lessons.  
After all, it goes without saying that social distancing in a classroom situation made 
one-to-one feedback much more difficult.  In Teams we were able to use the break-
out rooms to get learners to talk us through their ideas at each stage in the process. 

For practical purposes, the ‘protocol analysis’ approach simply consisted of the 
teacher asking the learner to engage in an open-ended discussion during which they 
could talk through the thinking behind what they had written.  By airing their 
thoughts, we were able to get a general impression of their line of thinking.  
Admittedly, it wasn’t ‘protocol analysis’ in the strictest sense.  However, it was a 
mechanism by which we could gauge the direction of flow with concerning the ideas 
the learners had in mind.  Perhaps, most importantly, this approach enabled the 
teacher to facilitate the learning in a meaningful and purposeful way, whilst at the 
same time gather impressionistic qualitative data for our project, so in this respect, it 
suited the parameters of our action research project. 

In order to maintain a ‘blended learning’ approach - even throughout the lockdown, 
we always encouraged the learners to have a pen and paper at hand, if only for 
‘jotting’.  In this increasingly digital world, it is very easy to lose sight of the 
importance of physically writing something down.  In this respect, I have always felt 
that a pen/pencil and a piece of paper are some of the best ‘thinking tools’ ever 
invented.  There is also extensive literature suggesting that there is a greater 
likelihood of remembering something, if it is written down (Mueller & Oppenheimer, 
2014).  Therefore, for both pieces of writing we asked learners to ‘plan’ their writing 
on paper.  However, we took two significantly different approaches to the way the 
learners planned their work.  In the November work, we asked the learners to plan 
using a structured ‘mind map’.  However, in the February work, we got the learners to 
plan using the ‘clustering’ approach, which follows no pre-set structure and builds up 
by ‘free association’.  We found that the second approach lends itself more to the 
Imaginative Writing task, as it promotes ‘divergent’ thinking, which was exactly what 
we were aiming for.  The Imaginative Writing pieces which resulted from the 
‘clustering’ approach were definitely more ‘creative’ and scored on average higher on 



 
‘AO5’ [Assessment Objective 5] when compared with earlier attempts at imaginative 
writing.   The ‘clustering’ approach was less inhibitive or constraining in this respect.  

On reflection, we are glad that we did the writing tasks in the order that we delivered 
them – namely, the highly structured task in November, and the more loosely 
structured task in February.  This loosening of the reins, so to speak, guided the 
learners towards greater independence, which was, after all, one of the original aims 
of the project. 

In terms of gauging the impact of the interventions which were instigated by this 
research, we can see discernible patterns of progress across participating classes.  
One ‘pattern of progress’ is related to planning.  It would be fair to say that learners 
are now generally much more confident about the prospect of engaging with an 
imaginative writing task.  The approaches to planning their writing, which they have 
gleaned from the research tasks, have given them coping strategies for ‘getting 
started’.  After all, ‘getting started’ is often cited by learners themselves as the main 
issue.  In this sense, our approaches fit within a wider framework of a ‘growth 
mindset’ approach, which is something that our Head of Faculty, Paul, has been 
promoting over the years. 

Another ‘pattern of progress’ is the level of complexity of their writing, especially with 
regard to language and structure.  The ‘toolbox’ of ideas has had a positive impact 
on the general trajectory of the learners’ progress with regard to the actual 
composition of their written work over the course of the academic year.  
Participating learners are generally more aware of what constitutes a good piece of 
writing, and more importantly they know what a writer needs to do to improve a 
piece of writing – this is largely attributed to the ‘toolbox’ strategy (see Appendix 12).  
In short, it seems that creativity with regard to the Imaginative Writing task thrives on 
having a skill set (i.e. strategies for planning and drafting) and a knowledge base (i.e. 
life experience and proficiency at using the appropriate tools from the toolbox).   

Although our research was primarily with regard to nurturing coping strategies for 
approaching the Imaginative Writing task, we can also see an impact on the learners’ 
performance in other skill areas, such as their ability to analyse a text according to 
the writer’s use of language and structure.  This is an apt reminder that language and 
literacy skills don’t exist in isolation from each other, but they actually feed into each 
other.  Therefore, there is a tendency for participating learners to score generally 
higher marks in some key reading questions now in comparison with earlier in the 
academic year.  However, we do tread carefully in this claim, as improvements in 
their reading skills may be due to other extraneous factors, which we haven’t 
considered.  (This could form the basis of any future research project – namely, to 
gauge the extent to which interventions addressing writing skills can have an 
‘impact’ on key reading skills, and vice versa). 

We also wanted to gauge the impact of our project in terms of whether the learners 
enjoyed the experience.  This was in line with our holistic approach to the tasks.  We 
didn’t want to confine the tasks just to the exam task as the end-product.  We 
wanted to make the process an enjoyable one which broadened horizons.  I am sure, 



or at least hope, that the learners weren’t just being polite what they commented 
without prompting that they enjoyed the experience of using cultural artefacts from 
the world of music and the fine arts.   

As a result of carrying out this project, it is more than apparent that the Imaginative 
Writing task potentially covers a much broader remit than relating accounts of 
fictional or non-fictional events or experiences.   It potentially also has a speculative 
aspect.  Speculative writing adds another layer of imaginative thinking to the task.  It 
would be fair to say that time and opportunities for practice really need to be set 
aside to cover this field of imaginative writing in any given programme of study.   

This project flagged up the very real issue that ‘code switching’ from the spoken 
word to the written word can often be difficult, especially within the context of the 
Imaginative Writing task.  For example, the learners’ written language is often much 
less complex and naturalistic than their spoken language.  Many linguistic forms are 
dropped in the code-switching process, possibly due to a lack of confidence or a lack 
of practice.  Consequently, this results in a loss of complexity in the final draft of 
writing.  The issue of ‘code switching’ was raised towards the end of the project and 
we are aware that it is such a large issue that it probably warrants a research project 
in its own right, so we didn’t just want to tag it onto the end of this project.   

As Ray mentioned above, this research has afforded us the opportunity to 
reflect on ‘creative’ pursuits as a way of engaging learners in terms of giving them 
ownership over their work.  However, we have also begun to think more broadly 
about ‘creativity’ as a distinct entity.  ‘Creativity’ has been cited by various 
commentators as one of a range of ‘21st Century Skills’.  It is clearly more than a 
buzz word; it is one of many skills, abilities or dispositions, which can promote (and 
be promoted by) cross-curricular collaboration.  Creativity, in a general sense, is only 
acquired in a piecemeal fashion, if delivered in isolation.  Therefore, in an FE setting 
a consistently collaborative approach across curriculum areas would optimise the 
development of creativity with our learners.  There are creative components or 
elements within vocational areas which share common ground with the GCSE 
English Language provision.  If links between the vocational subjects were made 
explicit and overt to the learners as and when they occurred, it would enable the 
learners to see the interconnectedness of their learning and would be of mutual 
benefit to English Language delivery and to the learners’ main subjects - everyone’s a 
winner!  This thematic approach to cross-college collaboration applies to other 
subset skill areas within the English Language provision, such as analysing and 
evaluating, both of which feature highly as component skills on vocational courses.   

One strategy for making the relevance and applicability of transferable skills overt 
and explicit to learners could be through a project-based approach.  This is an idea 
which I have been thinking about for some time, especially regarding a possible 
future research project on project-based learning within an FE setting.   

The toolbox of ideas allows the learners to be scaffolded to the exam specification, 
whilst still using their creative freedom as to which components they will use. (See 
Appendix 12). 



 
Student B demonstrated considerable progress throughout the course in terms of 
his confidence. He is a working-class male in his mid-forties. As is typical of many 
learners in his position after so many years outside of an educational setting; citing 
having had negative school experiences and work colleagues telling him that he 
‘rambles on’ in emails, he is prone to doubting his own academic abilities and syntax 
proficiency. Part of his inspiration for taking GCSE English at our institution was so 
prove to himself that he could do this. 

Regarding the growth mindset and the motivation of Student B, I would summarise 
that he began the year quite concerned about his abilities, but through lots of 
positive reinforcement and encouragement he soon began to appreciate that he 
could indeed do well, and that he should not be so harsh on himself. His second 
piece of Imaginative Writing showed the impact of his own prosopagnosia in a real-
life scenario. It was pleasant to see that although he finds it challenging in life, he 
saw the potential to apply this to his exam question.  

Student B showed wonderful exam resilience under assessment conditions. He 
afterwards told me that as he had been nervous about the assessments (as is 
perfectly normal for anyone, but for adults like him it can be particularly 
discomforting due to flashbacks of negative past experiences), the frequency with 
which we had practised past exam questions in class had prepared him to the point 
that ‘‘I knew the procedure to expect, Bob, and that really calmed my nerves under 
the timed conditions’’ (see Appendix 15). 

Collaborative working with Ray and the rest of the team has been a delight. We found 
that sharing the same resources and lesson plans was highly advantageous in terms 
of impact control and allowed for consistency in our findings. It was reassuring to 
find that we encountered many similar comments and points made during our 
classes. I think that doing this project as a collaborative exercise proved more 
beneficial than trying to do it alone.  

Looking at ways to tackle the Imaginative Writing question was one of the things the 
group Student B (and many others in the class) wanted help with. As there is a lot of 
ambiguity in the wording of the two options (Q5 or Q6, depending on which one they 
feel is better suited to their strengths), Student B found it highly beneficial to look at 
imaginative techniques which loosely related to the question.  

 I taught the analysis of language and structure with a song by using a 
selection of songs to introduce figurative devices.  At first, we looked at the lyrics to 
see if we could identify any imagery. I played the song several times so the students 
could listen to the language. They then spent some time in small groups discussing 
the effects of the imagery which evoked some intelligent conversation.  

I played an instrumental version to encourage students to discuss the impact of the 
melody and how it contributes to the overall image. Students were able to talk 
confidently about tone and mood just by listening to the melody. While there was a 
debate about the imagery evoked from the lyrics. All students agreed with the tone 
presented from the melody.  



Another task was to initiate a piece of creative writing using an image of objects 
such as a teddy bear (see Appendix 16).  Students were told their stories had to 
respond to 'something they have lost' and they may or may not use the bear.  
However, all students used the bear. What was interesting about this task is that in 
all the stories, the protagonist reverted to a younger version of themselves. While the 
bear played a varied significance amongst the stories, they all addressed the theme 
of attachment and declared some feelings towards the object. None of the stories 
seemed to describe the bear to any great extent, but there were feelings attached to 
it, nonetheless.  All of the teddy bear stories showed a positive attachment to the 
bear.  It was unsurprising that the students reverted to a younger version of 
themselves in their stories since they were all written in first person and would have 
naturally been the last time they associated with their teddy.  Most of these stories 
had the theme of 'lost and found' where they misplaced the bear at some point, and 
the story resolved in their finding the bear or being reacquainted with it.  It was nice 
to see that the students naturally included a conflict and resolution in their stories 
without being prompted.  This is something that is usually missing from their stories. 

Overall, the creative writing component of the GCSE assessment is a weakness for 
many learners. It seems that basic grammatical accuracy can be lacking in native 
speakers of English. Despite their ability to tell a story with grammatical accuracy, 
when they try to transcribe this a lot of this is missed. Their ability to code switch 
seems impaired. It would be an interesting avenue to explore in future research:  
whether vocalising a story and them transcribing it would assist the student's ability 
to write with coherence. 

 I use a lot of stimuli for engaging students in creative writing.  I have found 
using quirky objects (old photos, a music box, a gas mask, an old case, opera 
glasses, just to name a few!) extremely good at sparking interest and discussion. 

I have attached questions to the objects, such as: Describe the object: What is it? 
Who owned this? Why was it left abandoned? Describe the owner, name, etc. 

In terms of resilience, I give the students a different paragraph each as a starting 
point and they add another paragraph. This helps with reluctant writers as they know 
that they only have to write a small amount.  

One-hundred-word stories are a great way to build confidence and the first few are 
not marked for SPaG, just read for enjoyment. 

Another strategy that I have used, has been to use music videos, song lyrics and 
clips from films, but these activities need to be scaffolded for our learners with a 
clear structure given: the more thought provoking the lyrics, the better. 

Overall, it's also important for the students to see that we struggle with the writing 
process too. I will write as they are writing to show that it's a process that involves 
practice and patience. 

This year it has been like no other and all staff across the College have faced 
many difficulties during the pandemic, supporting their students and switching to 
online sessions. It has been great to see so many staff working together to support 



 
Ray and Bob in their project. The learning innovators at the College work across a 
variety of different vocational areas, both in teaching and supporting staff, so to see 
the implementation of ideas across the project has been fantastic.  It is positive that 
we can see so many departments benefiting from this excellent practice. 

The impact of COVID-19 has had a negative impact on all forms of life, 
especially within education during the early stages of the pandemic. However, within 
adversity we can find strength and we have been able to find strength and still 
educate using forms of technology. 

Technology within education has enabled us to teach, assess, educate, and enable 
learning through a simple click of joining a meeting. Effective use of technology can 
ensure the education of a young person within face-to-face sessions as well as 
online sessions and can support those with SEN needs with simple adaptations such 
as an immersive reader. As modern society embraces technology and its 
capabilities, we as educators must also embrace its use and implement it the best 
we can.   

Learners who value effort and perseverance when faced with adversity can be 
seen as possessing traits of a growth mindset. This project implemented a growth 
mindset approach which provided those involved with opportunities to develop and 
grow in confidence.   

 As I am a mathematics lecturer, discussions with Ray and Bob around retrieval 
practice led to comparisons between maths and English.  It was interesting that we 
agreed on the importance of retrieval practice in both subjects, especially 
considering the assessment structure of our courses leading to summative exams.  I 
presented my practices of retrieval which take the form of a topic-based approach, 
whilst in English retrieval practice features a much more as skills-based approach.  
In both instances, though, it was useful to make retrieval explicit both in how we 
presented the connections during a lesson and using practices diagnostically at the 
start of sessions to inform our formative assessment activities.  Most of our 
students are ineffective at revising, being unfamiliar with strategies to monitor their 
own revision; therefore, the majority of retrieval occurs in our classrooms.  Frequent 
testing or retrieval practice activities in class led students to space their study effort 
with the aim of improving their recall overtime which appears to be reflected in the 
cases presented within the report.    


