
Improving Students’ Writing Responses Through SAIL Strategies in the English Language 

Classroom. 

 

Context and Background 

There is plentiful research to highlight the importance of feedback. The Education 

Endowment Foundation Toolkit (2011), which compares the efficacy of a range of 

educational interventions, scores feedback very highly. This is supported by Hattie’s (2008) 

meta-analysis of thousands of studies, which suggests that good feedback can improve the 

rate of learning in one year by at least 50%. 

The challenge to an English teacher is to provide this feedback, thus developing a growth 

mindset in each student, when marking and SAILing (stretch and improve learning – school 

feedback policy) extended writing is such a lengthy process. Strategies must therefore: 

• Close the learning gap, moving the students forward clearly and evidentially. 

• Be manageable. Reading an extended essay, correcting errors and assessing and 

communicating SAIL strategies is very time consuming. 

• Take the most effective form. Effective feedback can come in a number of forms: 

verbal and written as well as from the teacher, peers and the learner themselves. 

The first fundamental principle of effective classroom feedback is that feedback 

should be more work for the recipient than the donor (Wiliam, 2017)  

The aim is to provide colleagues in the English classroom effective strategies and resources 

to facilitate regular and effective  

 

Research Basis 

As a research basis, a range of strategies will be reviewed, proposed by Allison and Tharby in 

‘Making Every Lesson Coun’t and ‘Making Every English Lesson Count’ by Tharby. These 

strategies will be further developed for the English practitioner specifically, and build upon 

existing SAIL strategies that are in place. 

A central element will be a universal key for SAIL strategies, whereby students have staff 

regularly refer to a range of strategies for progress with explanatory notes which the 

teacher can use quickly, avoiding the onerous task of handwriting SAIL targets. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

The most impactful of the strategies appeared to be the creation of departmental target 

codes. 

 

Creating Target Codes for Writing Tasks 

The benefits of such are: 

• The department has mutual targets that can be quickly given. 

• Students have a key to the codes that also serves as scaffolding whilst they attempt 

tasks. 

• Each code has examples of each skill in practice as well as a definition to provide 

greater support to students, scaffolding their improvements. 

• Target codes can be used as an initial scaffold for writing tasks. 

• Target codes can enable responsive teaching. 

 

The following targets were developed in collaboration with other English teachers. Firstly, a 

general writing set of targets were produced. Secondly, targets were created specifically for 

the fiction unit of the English Language GCSE, using the new text structure introduced by 

Laura Webb CPD. Finally, a set of targets specifically for the non- fiction element of the GCSE 

was produced. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

General Writing Target Codes 

W1 Try pairing adjectives to improve the depth of your writing. 
This means putting two adjectives next to each other when describing something 
e.g. The simple, elegant flower displays its golden, luxuriant petals. Highlight them 
as you go. 

W2 Use a broader range of vocabulary. 
Look up at least five words in the thesaurus. 
Highlight them as you go. 

W3 Make sure that you use apostrophes for omission correctly. 
Remember all abbreviations need apostrophes- don’t, I’m, it’s, etc 

W4 Make sure that you use apostrophes for ownership. 
Eg Dylan’s book (singular) 
The teachers’ carpark (plural) 
Highlight them as you go. 

W5 Vary your sentence openings. 
Have a go at beginning sentences with connectives followed by subordinate 
clauses. 
Eg, Despite, Although, Even though.. 
Despite the cold, I… 
Although I’m normally quite shy,… 
Even though revision is important, it’s also important to… 

W6 Make sure full stops and upper-case letters are used consistently 
Be very careful. Check each sentence as you go. Remember proper nouns have 
upper case letters. 

W7 Vary your punctuation by using a colon. 

W8 Vary your punctuation by using a semicolon. 

W9 Vary your punctuation by using parenthesis 
Using brackets can improve your writing (and get you more marks!) 

W10 Use adjectives to add more descriptive detail. 
Adjectives can add detail to a noun (such as a person, place, or thing) to make 
descriptions clearer or more interesting. Often, they appear directly before a noun 
in a sentence: 
In the noisy town hall some lively discussions took place. 

W11 Use adverbs to add more information. 



Adverbs give extra detail about other words. They can add detail to a verb, to an 
adjective or even to a whole sentence. Like adjectives, they can be single words or 
phrases. An adverb describes how, when or where something happens (and they 
often end in ‘–ly’): 

• The dog growled menacingly. 

W12 Improve your spelling by checking difficult words and common errors. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fiction Writing Codes 

F1 Use a drop paragraph 
Drop the reader into the picture by describing the immediate surroundings. Provide 
detailed imagery and use figurative language.  

F2 Use all five senses 
All the senses are important to create a vivid description. 
Eg, The smell of leaves fills my nose. Orange leaves fall from the trees. I catch one 
between my fingers. I hear their rustling sound echo through the forest.  

F3 Use a shift paragraph 
Shift to another time, place, perspective. This is where you show your manipulation 
of structure. Can you flashback or even forward? 

F4 Use a connective to signpost your shift 
Make it clear to the reader if you are shifting in time, place or perspective. 
Eg, Just five minutes earlier, Six months ago it was spring here etc 

F5 Created a clear contrast between your first and second paragraphs 
This will make your writing structurally interesting. 
Eg, Juxtapose spring v winter, loud v quiet, pleasant v unpleasant etc 

F5 Use a zoom in paragraph 
Go back to the present and focus on one key detail from the image. The longer you 
spend describing it, the better your description will be. Pick an object that would 
yield detail. 
Eg, pick an object that is moving, changing or complex. 

F6 Use a zoom out paragraph 
Imagine you are a camera panning away from the image. Describe the big details – 
the weather, the light, the sky, the objects outside the image. 
 



F7 Use the seasons word wheel to improve your vocabulary and description. 
Go into the exam with a bank of vocabulary and images. 
Eg, Autumn- mottled- blustery- a sea of burnt umber- tapestry of brick red and 
yellow ochre etc 

F8 Use the colour word wheel to improve your colour vocabulary. 
You can use your colour vocabulary in any writing task. It’s a great way to use 
sophisticated vocabulary. 
Eg, Blue- indigo- cobalt- cool shades of teal glittered in the ice. 

F9 Open a sentence with a simile 
This varies your sentence structure and creates a vivid image. 
Eg, As elegant as a swan… 

F10 Open a sentence with an adverb 
This varies your sentence structure and gives the reader more detail. Adverbs 
describe how a verb is done. 
Eg, Gradually, Mindlessly, Rapidly etc 

F11 Open a sentence with an adjective 
This varies your sentence structure and gives the reader more detail. An adjective 
describes a noun. 
Eg Afraid, Relentless, etc 

 

 

 

 

Non-fiction Writing Target Codes 

N1 Personal pronouns (we, us, I) 
Makes the text feel inclusive; conversational and directly relevant to the reader. 
Eg Surely, teachers are torturing us. 

N2 Emotive language – evocative, powerful language  
Designed to get a strong response from the reader. 
Eg Teachers are cruel and vicious. 

N3 Rhetorical question 
Gets the reader thinking deeply about the issues and their own views.   
Eg Do teachers need to set homework every week? 

N4 Superlatives – intensifiers (best / worst of something = greatest) 
Makes your point in the strongest possible way. 
Eg Teachers are the worst people on the planet, the most sadistic creatures on 
Earth. 

N5 Statistics (facts) 
These add weight to your points. 
Eg 96% of English teachers are bitter, failed writers. 

N6 Use of flattery (compliment your reader) 
Being pleasant to the reader makes them more likely to believe you. 
Eg I’m confident all you teachers, intelligent and educated as they are, will accept 
my point. 



N7 Alliteration – repeating sounds at the beginning of words 
This makes phrases much more memorable and impactful. 
Eg Teachers are twisted torturers. 

N8 Anecdote – a short, relevant story  
Using your own experiences makes your writing more interesting and relatable. 
Eg I remember one teacher who would enjoy giving me detention after detention for 
the smallest of things. I would cry before every lesson. 

N9 
 

Direct address (you) 
Eg This engages the reader. 
You need to realise that this is not acceptable. 

N10 Repetition  
This really forces home an idea. 
Eg Homework is cruel. It is cruel to take away our free time and cruel to put us in 
detention when we don’t have time to do it. 

N11 Rule of three / tricolon / triad  
This increases the impact and power of your communication. 
Eg Homework is unnecessary, tedious and antiquated. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Trialling and Implementation 

The initial trial will be feeding back to Year Nine students after their AP2. English teacher A 

will give feedback targets to implement when SAILing students’ transactional writing. Target 

grids will be laminated for future use and issued to students before they SAIL. 

Student voice and sampling of students’ work will assess the initial efficacy. This will shape 

the second trial for Year Eleven feedback on their Y11 PPEs, which will also be reviewed 

through student voice and sampling of students’ SAIL work. 

 

Trial One- Y9- AP2 

Rather than handwritten SAIL feedback, students were given a range of individualised 

targets tailored to their writing needs. Writing the codes enabled a greater range of targets 

being issued by the teacher in a time efficient manner, whilst the scaffolding provided by 



definitions and examples supported students’ progress and could be used independently 

without one-to-one support. 

The result was clear evidence of student progress, and the impact could be seen by students 

highlighting their improvements and writing the corresponding code. 

 

Exemplar feedback: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exemplar student progress: 



 

 

 

Student voice demonstrates that student perception was very positive: 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Moving forward, the teacher can signpost to students that they are available for one-to-one 

support if the examples do not sufficiently clarify how they can make progress. 

 



Trial 2- Y11- PPE 

With older students, the same grid was trialled to provide SAIL tasks for students’ 

imaginative writing PPE. Students were tasked with evidencing progress in their given 

targets. The response below was completed by an MPA (mid prior-attaining) student, who 

transformed the target codes given to them into five targets. Progress was made in each 

element, and assessing progress by the teacher was streamlined. 

Exemplar response: 

  

Each student improved their writing, ranging from two grades progress to two marks. 

Discussions yielded positive student perceptions of the process, and enabled the creation of 

mini PLCs (personal learning checklist) for revision purposes. 



 

 

Conclusion and Next Steps 

Students felt confident in using target codes to develop their writing in a manner that 

demonstrates clear progress in a timely manner. Detailed feedback could be given in a time 

efficient manner and students could evidence their progress within their SAIL task.  

The targets allowed personalised feedback, scaffolding their SAIL tasks and supporting the 

less confident learners. The targets enabled teacher feedback, therefore, to close the 

learning gap, moving the students forward clearly and evidentially. For the teacher, the 

process felt manageable: reading an extended essay, correcting errors and assessing and 

communicating SAIL strategies is very time consuming if done by handwriting. For the 

student, individual targets allowed them to chunk the progress they wished to make, and 

their progress was clear to them. 

 

Moving forward, there is potential for further development: 

• Differentiate target tables for differing levels of ability. 

• Develop further tables for English Language reading units and English Literature 

texts. 

• Trial students using targets for peer assessment, thus developing their skills of 

reflection and analysis. 
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