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Fact Sheet 41 - How to help children learn how to write 

A guide for teacher aides, teachers and parent helpers. 

Teaching students to write is almost the same as teaching students to read. By and 

large, the same concepts apply. Writing instruction typically follows the 3-step reading 

approach of ‘I do’, ‘we do’ ‘you do’, which is the equivalent to modelling (I do), shared 

learning (we do) and independent learning (you do) as is shown in the graphic below.  

 

A 3-step writing approach 

Take care to not rush the before and after writing steps. They are just as important as 

the writing task itself. TAs can be too eager to get students ‘working’ and don’t spend 

enough time on the before activities in particular. Part of the reason for this is the 

incorrect assumption that if students are writing, they are learning to write.  

Another reason is the assumption that the teacher wants to see students writing or 

that the teacher expects to see a large amount of writing by the end of the lesson. It’s 

important to ask your teacher what they expect because these assumptions are often 

incorrect. Some writing sessions involve only a small amount of writing (and that’s 

perfectly fine). 

I do
•Modelling

We do
• Shared writing

You do
• Independent writing
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Pre-writing activities include modelling, brainstorming, thinking, questioning, planning 

and doing other short preparatory activities (such as having students write simple 

sentences or listing ‘describing words’ for a character or a scene).  

Students might draw characters, scenes or timelines. Discussions and brainstorms 

are also really important. Teachers call these activities ‘talk time’ and they are an 

essential part of the process that should not be rushed – in fact, the pre-writing 

activities may take longer than the actual writing task itself.  

For example, if students are about to write a short passage, the TA might spend 15 

minutes on modelling, explicit teaching, discussions and questions such as, ‘what are 

you going to write about?’, ‘what information are you going to include in each 

paragraph?’ or ‘will your passage have a start, middle and an end?’. The passage may 

only take 5 minutes to write and can then be followed by a 5-10 minute post-writing 

activity such as questions, self-assessment, reflection on ways to improve, or 

volunteers might be called to read to the group. 

 

Another common pre-writing option is to examine a model text similar to one that the 

students will soon create. For example, students might search a short story to identify 

the beginning, middle and end – something which they are learning how to do. Another 

option is for students to make changes to a model text.  

This is a useful shared or ‘we do’ before activity because students see a model 

example and then have the opportunity to play around with it. They might change the 

text in order to describe characters in different ways or they might add new characters. 

A traditional favourite is having students write an alternative ending.  

 

 

Hint 
Do you remember ‘think-pair-share’ from when you were at school? It’s still widely 

used today and encourages students to talk about and plan what they are going 

to write about. Students think about something on their own, then they share with 

a friend and finally with the group. 
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The next step after phonics 

After phonics, students continue to learn the technical aspects of the English language 

and further improve their knowledge of how it can be constructed and used in different 

ways. This period starts around Year 3 and continues until the end of Year 6 (the final 

year of primary school).  

Students continue to study English in high school (Year 7 onwards) under the 

instruction of an English teacher. Some of the key skills that students learn in mid-to-

upper primary school include: 

• rules for word building 

• prefixes and suffixes 

• multisyllabic spelling 

• homophones and homonyms 

• word origins 

• technical and precise vocabulary. 

These language skills are practised and reinforced in reading and writing tasks on a 

daily basis. The teacher will introduce, model and explain each skill at the whole-of-

class level before students practise on their own or with a friend.  

These skills gradually become more advanced as students gain skills and confidence. 

Your role is to help students to learn, practise and incorporate these language skills 

into their everyday reading and writing activities. These learning points become your 

key focus when facilitating before, during and after activities.  

Writing to learn 

‘Writing to learn’ is a casual, free-writing activity. Students can write about any topic 

without having to worry about spelling, grammar, sentence structure or any of the other 

technical aspects that adults tend to focus on. In fact, the most important rule for writing 

to learn is to never comment on any of these technical aspects. 

If you correct students in this way, their focus will shift to meet your expectations. This 

results in them spending less effort on creative thinking and fluid writing. Students can 
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be as messy as they like – spelling is not relevant, nor is grammar, nor structure. In 

fact, a fun activity is to have students write with no punctuation whatsoever!  

To implement writing to learn activities, students should write about a subject or topic 

in short bursts of 6-10 minutes at the start of each writing lesson. This means students 

get to practise writing every day and it teaches them not to be afraid of doing it. They 

can write on any topic of their choice. 

Alternatively, you can give them a few options or you can choose a topic or question 

for them. Most of the time, writing to learn activities involve basic topics such as ‘what 

I did on the weekend’ or ‘what are my strengths and weaknesses?’. 

 


