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67: Theft and Baking: 
Two ways of supporting students to 
develop analytical writing. 
Fe Brewer’s writing strategy aims to replace 
‘PEE’-style formulae with a more engaged 
approach to constructing analytical paragraphs. 

 
 
Summary 
Focusing on splitting analytical writing into its two 
components - content and structure – here I explain two ways I’ve improved my students’ ability to 
write about texts and explain their ideas without the restrictions of sentence structures or the 
overwhelming stress of unsupported writing.  

 

What’s the point?  

There’s been a lot of writing in the last couple of years about how we teach students to write about 
their ideas and how we, as teachers, need to move our students away from the all too prevalent 
acronym-based writing structures. Many of us will be familiar with ‘PEE’  and its long reign over 
paragraph writing lessons, not to mention its many, many children: PETAL, PEEL, SQUIRT, FLIRT, 
TEA, SQUASH, etc.  

There’s also been a lot of writing, particularly in ResearchEd’s publications and conferences, about 
cognitive load and ‘freeing’ students from having too much to grapple with when writing. In 
essence, any piece of effective non-fiction writing (which is, after all, what essays are) has two 
components: the academic content (the ideas; the analysis) and an academic style (we might call it 
the quality of the explanation). By separately nurturing these parts, I hoped to – and have – found 
my students’ writing has become far more effective and developed. 

 

In the classroom 
 

Strategy 1: Theft -  ‘Steal the Style’  

This strategy was designed to allow students to focus on the analytical content of their writing 
rather than the structure of their explanation, and stemmed from the use of model paragraphs 
we’ve all used in the past. After all, model paragraphs are useful, solid examples of what we want 
students to achieve. However, all too often, reading a model paragraph is a relatively passive 
experience for students and to imitate something after having simply read a similar example is also 
quite difficult. Students sometimes find it equally difficult to construct something when given 
sentence starters in long lists – fragments that lack context and structure and which, occasionally, 
students don’t know how to assemble. 
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To create something more accessible, I’ve encouraged my students to very proactively identify the 
‘bits’ of model paragraphs that they can ‘steal’ and then use them in their own writing before 
identifying the ‘stolen’ words or sentences from their own work that they can then reuse in the 
future.  

I trialled this with Bronte’s Home – a poem that portrays two contrasting locations: Bronte’s current 
residence and her home on the Yorkshire moors. Given its contrasting locations, giving model 
paragraphs about one location allowed students to identify the elements of the paragraph that they 
could steal, while not encroaching on the ideas that they themselves were being asked to explore 
and explain. When initially trialling this with a middle-lower set of year 7 students, I kept the 
phrasing relatively simple and encouraged students to keep their phrasing similarly simple and 
focus their attention on explaining the meaning and effects created by their chosen words.  

Students were given the paragraph below and asked to highlight the phrases that they could ‘steal’ 
(recycle, magpie – whatever verb you want to use).  

 ‘‘Bronte uses imagery to reveal how empty and bare her home is. She describes it as being 
‘barren’ and ‘neglected.’ The word ‘barren’ means to be empty or infertile so it highlights that hardly 
any plants grow there and the word ‘neglected’ reveals that no-one really cares for the place that 
she lives. This makes me feel that it wouldn’t be a very pleasant place to be and that that it must 
be very hard to live there. It also makes me think that there must be something very special about 
it for Bronte to want to be there so badly.’’ 

We went through this together to clarify which words and phrases were ripe for stealing and then 
they had had a go at writing their own. Once they’d finished their own paragraph, they highlighted 
the sentences they’ve used from the example. It’s a simple as that.  

Depending on my classes’ level and how familiar they are with the strategy, I provide different 
examples and different levels of guidance. My top set year 7 will now work through the task entirely 
independently, producing some brilliant work and even adapting the given phrasing in order to fit 
their analysis or in experiments in developing their own writing style.   
 

Strategy 2: Baking – ‘Key Ingredient’ Paragraphs 

These were born as a rebellion against structure strips and sentence starters. I was tired of giving 
students lists of sentence starters and felt that always providing the structures and scaffolding for 
students in formative work meant that, in assessments or exams, students all of a sudden had to 
deal with content and structuring with no support.  

Instead, I tried giving my students 'key ingredients' and allowing them to independently assemble 
them into a clear paragraph.  

Generally, these ingredients comprise the writer's name, a method, a specific subject or 
character, a quotation and some key tier two vocabulary. Occasionally, I’ll ask students for some 
ideas about a quotation’s meaning or implication and will offer that to students as well.  

For example:  

Writer Method/s Quotation Subject Useful words Implication 

Blake Verb 
adjective 

‘burning 
bright’ 

The tiger Describes  

Reveals  

Highlights 

Powerful           
dangerous 

I generally make students work in pairs and ask them to figure out how they might use all of these 
ingredients in one paragraph. Sometimes they end up with very dry definitions of words and 
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struggle to include 'suggests'; sometimes they struggle to get the quotation in and sometimes they 
entirely neglect to mention the thing that the writer is writing about. Working on mini-whiteboards 
allows students to reshape and redraft easily and means that students are less precious about 
ditching phrasing that isn’t working.  

It takes students some time; it’s not a quick way to get ideas formed and written down – no easy 
‘evidence of learning’. What it is, though, is a way to get students to solve problems, share, 
evaluate, prioritise and edit. They really have to think about how they use tier 2 vocabulary and 
structure their ideas, and we all know that when students have to think really hard, they learn more.  

 

The end result 
I’ve been using these for around 18 months, and have done with all of my classes regardless of 
age or ability. Between the two strategies, I’ve found my students this year have become far more 
confident and developed writers than students I’ve taught in previous years. These strategies give 
them support and structure, while also challenging them to think hard and think for themselves.  

 


