
	

What happens when using core writing targets?  
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Rationale  
 
When marking pupils’ work, I have found that the main mistakes to appear are often the most 
basic of sentence structures that we teach from Primary 1. Missed full stops, capital letters in 
the middle of sentences and misspelled common words to name a few. I am currently 
teaching a Primary 4/5 class and these mistakes are still very much common-place in my 
pupils’ daily writing. It is for this reason that I formed the above question with my group 
who, despite teaching pupils from Primary 1 through to 7, had all found similar issues. Due to 
the broad range of age and ability in our classes we chose the term ‘core writing targets’ over 
specific targets, to allow each of us to choose age and stage appropriate targets for our pupils. 
For my own pupils, I chose to focus on misused capital letters, misused full stops, and 
spelling mistakes. As some pupils are working towards the end of the First level while others 
are beginning Second level, should have a good grasp of these concepts, and be able to apply 
these skills in their daily writing (Literacy Base, 2012; Literacy Base, 2012). 
This issue of failing to meet core targets aligns with CfE Experiences and Outcomes, 
specifically, pupils should be able to ‘spell the most commonly used words’ (LIT 1-21a), ‘use 
appropriate punctuation’ (LIT 1-22a) by the end of Primary 4, and be beginning to work 
towards being able to ‘spell most of the words I need to communicate’ (LIT 2-21a), and ‘use 
appropriate punctuation’ (LIT 2-22a) by the end of Primary 5 (Education Scotland). 
 
Aims  
 
The aim of this enquiry is to assess and measure the impact, if any, of regularly referring to 
pupil’s core writing targets during lessons on the quality and accuracy of pupil’s written 
work. 
 
Methodology  
 
The enquiry was conducted in a Primary 4/5 class during their three lessons each week for 
five weeks with. 
At the beginning of the enquiry, pupils were asked to write a summary of their class novel, 
generating an initial piece of text which provided a baseline against which to compare results. 
I selected 6 pupils across the ability range of the class to track throughout the enquiry. These 
findings were counted and recorded in a table for ease of comparison at a later date.  
At the beginning of every daily writing lesson during the four weeks, pupils engaged in a 
class discussion with the teacher around what their core targets were. All pupils were able to 
explain when to use full stops, capital letters and describe various strategies to support 
accurate spelling. During the lessons, pupils were reminded to refer to their table-top and 



	

wall-mounted displays of the core targets to ensure they were kept aware of them throughout 
the lessons.  
Once a week during the enquiry, the class teacher counted and recorded when the core targets 
had been met and when they had not, generating four checkpoints with quantitative data to 
track any potential impact.  
At the end of the enquiry, pupils completed a questionnaire to assess how useful they found 
the core targets, the likelihood of them remembering to apply their core targets, and whether 
they would have preferred to choose their own targets. This generated another source of 
quantitative data for analysis.  
Throughout the enquiry, I made notes of my professional judgement on any impact the core 
targets had on the quality of pupils’ work. This generated a source of qualitative data to 
assess any impact. 
 
Findings  
 
Through tracking and monitoring the chosen 6 pupils’ work at each of the four check points, 
there are minimal trends, upwards in correct use of full stops, and downwards in use of 
capital letters. Results are minimal due to erratic data showing that pupils have not improved 
their accurate usage of Full stops or Capital letters with any consistency. However, it could 
be argued that since 4 out of the 6 pupils show an increase in Figures 1 and 2 there was 
improvement across the majority of these children. The inconsistency of this improvement 
throughout the enquiry suggests that this may not have continued if the children were 
monitored further.  
Each week was assigned a colour as follows: 

- Week 1 – Blue 
- Week 2 – Red 
- Week 3 – Green 
- Week 4 – Orange 

 
Fig.1 – The percentage correct use of Full Stops	
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Fig. 2 – The percentage accuracy of pupil use of Capital letters. 

 
 
The data gathered from the pupils’ questionnaires seems to support the findings from their 
jotters. The pupils were asked 4 questions: how useful they found the table-top and wall-
mounted displays and verbal reminders of the core targets, how likely they felt they were to 
remember to apply the core targets to their daily writing, who they would rather set the target, 
and how else they felt the class teacher could support them in accurately applying their core 
writing targets to their work. For the first three questions, pupils were asked to rate their 
response on a scale of 1-5. Figure 3 shows that over half the class (60% responding in the 
high end of the scale) found the displays and verbal reminders useful, suggesting that these 
methods work for some pupils, but leave others feeling less supported.  
 
Figure 3 – Percentage responses to the question ‘How helpful do you find the wall-mounted 
and table-top displays and verbal reminders of the core writing targets?’.  

 
 
The data extracted from question 2 (Figure 4) shows a similar result to the jotter tracking, 
suggesting that most of the pupils feel they would remember to use their core targets some of 
the time (74% responding with 2-4 on the scale). This is supported by the erratic data 
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displayed in Figures 1 and 2 as well as teacher observations suggesting that pupils know 
when to use capital letters and full stops accurately. 
 
Figure 4 – Percentage responses to the question ‘How likely are you to remember to use your 
core targets in your daily writing?’ 

 
 
From my observations of the pupils throughout the enquiry, I had noticed that the pupils were 
gradually becoming disengaged with the targets and seeming to take less interest in them. It is 
for this reason that I included question 3 in the questionnaire. The data collected from this 
suggests that about two thirds of the pupils would prefer a collaborative decision on what 
targets they are focusing on with one third preferring it to be either themselves or the teacher.  
 
Figure 5 – Percentage responses to the question ‘Who would you rather set your writing 
targets?’ 

 
 
Conclusions  
 
To conclude, the data gathered and presented above suggests that overall the use of core 
writing targets in daily writing lessons has no significant difference to the quality of work 
produced by pupils. From their own responses to question 2, we can gather that this may be 
due to forgetfulness during a lesson rather than a lack of understanding. This is also 
supported by teacher observation and questioning. However, the data also suggests that 
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verbal reminders and displays don’t support all pupils in equal measure and so other methods 
should be implemented. Pupil responses to question 3 suggest that they want to gain some 
control over how these targets are set. This could suggest that pupils feel the disconnection to 
the current core targets as noticed by the teacher and want to take some ownership of their 
own learning.  
 
Implications for Future Practice  
 
A possible way to counter pupils’ lack of engagement in future practice is to adopt a pupil-
centred learning approach where pupils are actively engaged in, and take responsibility for, 
their own learning (Brandes & Ginnis, 1996). This could lead to pupils actively checking 
their work because they want to do well, rather than going through the motions, because their 
teacher told them to. I have selected two key ways I can implement aspects of pupil-centred 
learning in my classroom, with the aim of improving pupils’ use of core writing targets. 
These are to include self and peer assessment of work with a focus on the core writing 
targets, and work with pupils to help them choose their own targets that they feel are relevant 
to them. 
 
Supporting pupils to take further ownership of their own, and others’, learning, may lead to 
improved application of core writing targets. If pupils are taught how to effectively self and 
peer assess daily writing, with their core writing targets in mind, it could develop their 
awareness of when these have been overlooked or used incorrectly. It has been proven that 
when pupils engage in self and peer assessment activities, they not only take ownership of 
their own learning, but become invaluable resources for their peers in the class (Black & 
Wiliam, 2009). One pupil suggested in their questionnaire that having a checklist in their 
jotter would support this self-assessment process. By encouraging my pupils to formatively 
assess their own and each other’s work, I would give pupils a sense of increased 
responsibility for their learning, and greater autonomy in improving the quality of their work 
through the application of their core writing targets. This awareness could also be developed 
through classroom activities such as Text Detective where pupils are given a piece of text 
from their reading book and are tasked with finding and correcting the punctuation mistakes. 
Both Text Detective, and self and peer assessment activities give pupils practice at spotting 
and pointing out where mistakes have been made, and how these can be fixed. This is a skill 
that will support them in their own application of the core writing targets to their written 
work. 
 
My second suggested method is to support pupils to identify the areas in which they feel they 
need to improve and creating individualised targets from these. During this discussion, the 
teacher could point out areas covered by the core targets that the pupil needs to focus on. This 
could improve the application of core writing targets by engaging the pupil in their learning 
process, increasing intrinsic motivation for the pupil, and encouraging them to reach these 
targets for their own satisfaction, rather than teacher praise. Studies have shown that pupils 
with a higher rate of intrinsic motivation versus extrinsic motivation perform better than 



	

those with higher levels of extrinsic motivation, compared to intrinsic motivation (Zaccone & 
Pedrini, 2019; Black & Wiliam, 2009) 
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