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72: Paragraph Battles 
Improving critical writing skills 
through a collaborative writing 
‘tournament’ 
Josh Roy’s strategy aims to help students 
become more engaged in the writing process 
through team-work, and to improve their 
understanding of what makes a good response 

 
Summary 
This strategy is a tournament of paragraph battles fought out between pupils, designed to improve 
essay-writing skills. They read and discuss their responses to literature texts, in this case to Jekyll 
and Hyde – though the strategy is adaptable to any response to literature texts, or even creative 
writing responses, in KS3 and KS4.  

 

What’s the point?  

Designed for a Year 10 high ability co-ed class of 32 pupils, the tournament needed to:  

i) stretch pupils to develop more conceptual responses 

ii) engage disengaged boys  

iii) shift pupils’ mindsets from graded outcomes to valuing the writing process 

The strategy was designed as a ‘stretch and challenge’ activity to make more visible to pupils what 
top band ‘critical, exploratory and conceptual’ reading responses look like, and to use competition 
in a way that promotes engagement by focusing on the process of writing literary criticism, rather 
than solely the final outcome.  

To best achieve these aims, I considered Dweck’s Growth Mindset (2012), which prioritises 
process over outcome. I also considered metacognitive strategies, as recognised by the EEF’s 
Teaching Toolkit (2018), to make the process of pupils evaluating their own work more visible and 
valuable – vital for revision, independent study, and work. Pupils are more likely to develop a 
‘growth mindset’ when the process of evaluating their own and each other’s work becomes the 
lynchpin of success in the classroom.  

To emphasise this, feedback is framed as a ‘Paragraph Battle’, which involves a ‘tournament’ 
where each ‘battle’ consists of pupils reading previously constructed openings to English Literature 
responses (an introduction and a first paragraph). These are co-constructed to develop 
camaraderie and shared responsibility for the class’s improvement, while retaining a 
competitiveness that does not undermine the process. When successful, the competition results in 
effective exposure to multiple quality model paragraphs for all and facilitates clear, rapid, and 
effective feedback.  
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In the classroom 
The tournament itself takes place during a 100-minute lesson, but it takes 2-3 lessons to prepare 
pupils for it.  

Preparing for Battle 

i) Introduce the tournament 

The writing students produce prior to the lesson should consist of an introduction and a first 
paragraph. The first paragraph should include a link back to the overarching thesis set out in the 
introduction, demonstrating they are capable of crafting a ‘thread’ or ‘argument’ throughout their 
response.  

Remind pupils that the introduction can be a strong determiner of which band a response is in and 
the first paragraph will ‘show off’ their ability to meet the criteria for a Literature response. This 
structural work is also a fundamental aspect of academic writing, should any pupil take English (or 
many other subjects) to A Level and beyond.  

ii) Pupils write the paragraphs in pairs 

Constructing these in pairs halves what the teacher needs to assess and, since pupils will be 
competing against one another, provides a good opportunity for pupils to ‘showcase’ their best 
work and ‘take risks’ in a low-stakes environment. Such joint construction allows pupils to enjoy the 
process, rather than feel overly pressured.   

iii) Mark and prepare the work 

Once they’ve been written, mark the paragraphs. At this stage, it is useful to give them a loose 
grade as this can show the discrepancy, or alignment, between what a good response is and what 
the class think a good response looks like. Then, choose the best eight responses to fit the 
tournament structure: 

 

 
At this stage, it may be useful to print off the chosen paragraphs for pupils, or alternatively, a clear 
photograph of each response could be shown on the board to differentiate – depending on what is 
easiest with the available resources.  
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Let the Battles begin 

i) Arrange tables into a stadium format (see diagram below). Pupils sit in their pairs. 
Each group is assigned a focus question for evaluating the paragraphs. (These 
can be written on the board for clarity) 

ii) Explain ground rules and roles:  

a. Respect is paramount; this is a supportive competition  

b. Explain the format of the tournament 

c. Non-battling students are given what can be framed as the ‘important’ roles 

iii) Each battle takes place as follows (5-6 mins):  

a. Each pair reads their paragraph (a coin toss could determine who goes first) 

b. Groups have time to discuss which paragraph is best and why, based on their 
particular focus 

c. Each group provides their verdict and the teacher questions to ensure 
thoughtfulness 

d. The class votes based on their verdicts and discussion 

 

 
The victors 

Once complete, emphasise the collaborative nature f the exercise. Make clear that this was a 
thorough, precise team decision; it is a vital process to be able to evaluate our own and each 
other’s writing. This is an important part of developing Growth Mindset. Detaching the work from 
pupils’ sense of self, and celebrating it as the class’s accomplishment makes clear to pupils that 
they can all now, at the very least, recognise a conceptual response.  

 

 


