
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Roller Coaster Writing… or: how to 

write the exciting bits 

Glen Mascord’s writing lesson uses the roller coaster 

as a metaphorical structure to get students producing 

exciting writing. 

A version of this article was published in Issue 16 of 

NATE Classroom in 2012, and is available online to 

members of NATE, along with the entire archive of 

NATE magazines. 

 

 

What’s the point? 

We know roller coasters in Blackpool. We know the 

gradual, groaning ascent as cogs clank and chains creak, 

straining to tug coaches loaded with fearful, excited 

passengers up rusting metal tracks until they perch high 

above the surrounding buildings. We know the momentary pause. The building of anticipation. The 

stomach gripping view of coastline, roofs and white upturned faces way, way below. And the 

vertiginous, screaming drop as the car plummets earthward, hurtling violently down, shaking 

bones, distorting faces and wrenching high pitched squeals from white faced, white-knuckled 

passengers. 

We know the excitement but can we get it onto paper? That was the question I put to groups of 

Year 6 pupils. My aims were simple: in a very short space of time, approximately 20-30 minutes of 

interactive teaching, I wanted to get pupils to consider technique, to learn something they could 

use to good effect in their own writing. I was also keen to do something purposeful which would 

grip the young writers I was working with. I opted to look at something I had done before in much 

greater detail with older pupils: lessons on ‘how to write the exciting bits’ in a story. As most 

teachers recognise, pupils, boys in particular, often have wonderfully exciting scenarios in their 

heads which come out on paper as a string of ‘and thens’ which fail to communicate the thrill and 

passion of those events to the hapless marker, examiner or parent dutifully reading their efforts 

 
 

In the classroom 

The lesson had a simple structure, clear objectives, an example text to read, inspire and explore, 

and a clear and simple task with explicit success criteria which could be used in a plenary of peer 

and self-assessment orchestrated by the class teacher. The lesson objective was obvious: we 

were learning how to write a vivid description of an event to make it exciting for a reader. I 

discussed this with pupils, clarifying what ‘vivid’ meant, and suggested we consider the following 

areas as our success criteria: appropriate vocabulary, sentence variety, a clear structure and 

effective punctuation. 
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Tips and techniques for the classroom 



 

1. Vocabulary 

I concentrated on vocabulary to start with, simply asking them to jot down peaceful, gentle and 

calm words. Long vowels, soft sibilant ‘s’s and warm murmuring ‘m’s were volunteered, as were  

words they associated with peacefulness. We then collected violent and fast words, getting some 

onomatopoeic whizzing and banging. More time could have been spent on building word banks in 

advance, utilising thesauruses or the magpie-ing Pie Corbett advocates in Talk for Writing 

(materials for the Primary National Strategy now available via the National Archives). 

The roller-coaster metaphor worked well here as the pupils understood the slow, gradual ascent to 

the top and then came up with ‘plummeting’, ‘dropping’ and ‘falling’, as well as offering their 

experiences of such bone jangling rides. For gentler words, they offered ‘skating’ and ‘sliding’ as 

well as ‘humming’, ‘snoring’ and ‘strolling’. A classroom display presenting ‘word families’ or 

contrasts (slow/fast, heavy/light, violent/peaceful) might further develop pupils’ active vocabulary, 

surrounding them with the ‘wow words’ Big Writing (www.andrelleducation.com) advocates and 

including associations or comments on what makes them ‘wowful’ in context. 

2. Structure 

The roller coaster also gave us a useful structure for the work, and pupils were told that the task 

was to produce three paragraphs: one representing the ascent and thus being calm and peaceful, 

perhaps building the tension; a second paragraph, the ‘descent’, should be fast and violent, while 

the third brought everything to a halt or dealt with the aftermath. Three part structures seemed to 

me to be useful and manageable, and were certainly advisable when addressing shorter writing 

tasks, for instance for short GCSE exam pieces. Simple frameworks are helpful if doing something 

complex. In a longer piece the ups and downs of the ride could be mapped out and the ambitious 

might go for verbal corkscrews, tunnels or other thrilling devices. 

3. Models 

I brought along several short extracts. These were from novels targeting a teenage audience but 

accessible to those anticipating teendom in the near future. The brilliantly written opening to The 

Edge by Alan Gibbons (Orion Books, 2002) was favourite, though its themes were more 

secondary-oriented. Here, the hero and his mother flee an abusive boyfriend who wakes as they 

escape into the night. Gibbons creates tension as quiet creeping collapses into panicked flight. A 

crucial paragraph runs: 

‘Go! says Mum. ‘We’ve got to go ... now!’ It’s like the floor is tilting, the walls closing in. 

Everything distorts. The world in which escape is possible is disintegrating and another 

world is rushing up to meet it. This is Chris’s world, the terror zone. But there is no way 

back. They’re running down the first flight of stairs. As they turn to descend to the ground 

floor they hear Chris’s voice from the flat. ‘Cath? Cathy!’ 

An extended simile, direct speech, short sentences, dramatic verbs, continuous present tense, 

vivid imagery, ellipsis and exclamation combine to create frantic disorientation, the excitement I 

hoped pupils could emulate when translating what was in their heads onto paper. 

I also used a section of an Anthony Horowitz tale, ‘The Man With The Yellow Face’ (in Horowitz 

Horror, Orchard Books 2005). My focus was on a short description of a train crash. I’d used it 

before, with Gillian Clarke’s poem ‘On The Train’ (1999, see www.gillianclarke.co.uk/home.htm) 

and with non-fiction accounts of train crashes, but here it was a model for the roller-coaster writing 

I wanted these primary school pupils to produce and it had the desired three-part structure. 

Pupils, familiar with Horowitz from Alex Rider and The Power of Five novels, didn’t know this story. 

After briefly summarising the situation (boy on a train with aunt and uncle after mysterious, scary 

experience at the station), I read aloud, as expressively as I could, taking a deep breath before 

launching into paragraph two: 

I didn’t even know anything was wrong until it had happened. We were travelling fast, 

http://www.gillianclarke.co.uk/home.htm)


 

whizzing through green fields and clumps of woodland when I felt a slight lurch as if 

invisible arms had reached down and pulled me out of my seat. That was all there was at 

first, a sort of mechanical hiccup. But then I had the strange sensation that the train was 

flying. It was like a plane at the end of the runway, the front of the train separating from the 

ground. It could only have lasted a couple of seconds but in my memory those seconds 

seem to stretch out for ever. I remember my uncle’s head turning, the question forming itself 

on his face. And my aunt, perhaps realising what was happening before we did, opening 

her mouth to scream. I remember the other passengers; I carry snapshots of them in my 

head. A mother with two small daughters, both with ribbons in their hair. A man with a 

moustache, his pen hovering over The Times crossword. A boy of about my own age, 

listening to a Walkman. The train was almost full. There was hardly an empty seat in sight. 

And then the smash of the impact, the world spinning upside down, windows shattering, 

coats and suitcases tumbling down, sheets of paper whipping into my face, thousands of 

tiny fragments of glass swarming into me, the deafening scream of tearing metal, the 

sparks and the smoke and the flames leaping up, cold air rushing in and then the horrible 

rolling and shuddering that was like the very worst sort of fairground ride only this time the 

terror wasn’t going to stop, this time it was all for real. 

Silence. 

They always say there’s silence after an accident and they’re right. I was on my back with 

something pressing down on me. I could only see out of one eye. Something dripped on to 

my face. Blood. 

Then the screams began 

Pupils were engrossed and wanted to talk about the passage. They picked up the contrast 

between the first and second paragraphs and examined the verbs, seeing a marked difference 

between the speedy but gentle ‘travelling, whizzing, separating, flying, stretch, realising and carry’ 

and the violent ‘smash, spinning, shattering, tumbling, tearing, whipping, shuddering, rushing’. 

They also noticed sentence length, especially the snapshot sentences of paragraph one (a 

photographic image is significant in the story) and the dizzying long sentence that is paragraph 

two. The sudden halt, in a single word paragraph, did not pass them by. They talked of the 

imagery, the simile, the use of ‘And’ to start a sentence, and the gradualness of the build-up using 

freeze-frames and ‘slow motion’. 

4. Generating ideas 

Pupils, excited by the writing, enthusiastic to talk about ideas and experiences, were eager to 

begin the task. I suggested possible scenarios: a fight begins; bullies advance; big dipper 

accelerates; something dangerous is getting closer; someone is about to create a spark in a gas- 

filled room .... Many had their own ideas with one class intending to incorporate the extract writing 

into an adventure tale they were concocting. We could have role-played the scenarios, exploring 

emotions, sights, sounds, smells, feelings and taste of the experience but there wasn’t time and 

pupils were keen to get ideas down and shape them. Merging our own word collection with those 

from the passage, we set to work. 

 

And finally … 

Feedback was positive, with pupils later commenting on the memorable roller-coaster lesson. The 

writing was good, with boys in particular producing their best work yet. Grammatical terminology 

seemed productive, going beyond trope-spotting to pinpointing writing. One boy remarked on the 

task, ‘Great, we can write about something we like!’ so at least one happy customer enjoyed the 

ride 

 
Glenn Mascord is a School Improvement adviser with Blackpool LEA. 


