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In this issue: 

1. Main Article: Writing 

2. Odds and Ends 

 

Main Article 

Writing 

In this article we will look at writing and at how we can best teach it and develop it as skill/competency in our learners.  

We will consider: 

 

1. The writing skill – what is involved? 

2. Accuracy and fluency applied to writing. 

3. Two Key Points 

4. Ideas for developing writing skills: Sentences; paragraphs; essays; reports; letters; biographies; stories 

5. Error correction, feedback and rating. 

6. Summary. 

 

1. The Writing Skill – What is Involved? 

To be able to write effectively learners need to be able to: 

• Use the alphabet. 

• Combine letters into words. 

• Know how to spell words correctly. 

• Use words grammatically. 

• Use the common collocations of words. 

• Construct simple, compound, and complex sentences. 

• Manage information flow in sentences, paragraphs, and the text. 

• Use cohesive devices. 

• Write topic sentences for paragraphs. 

• Write coherent paragraphs. 

• Understand what kind of text they are writing. 

• Keep to the conventions of the text type. 

• Write for a reader. 

• Anticipate the readers’ questions about the text content and answer these questions for the reader at the right time – a 

key part in maintaining the writer-text-reader coherence dynamic.  

• Make the references made in the text – both internal and external - clear to the reader. 

2. Accuracy and Fluency Applied to Writing 

In the previous issue we discussed spoken accuracy and fluency and I suggested the following combined understanding of 

spoken fluency/accuracy: 

Fluency is the efficient and effective (accurate) recall of words (including set phrases, common 

collocations) and grammar from the memory and the correct and effective production of the 

sounds/words/ meaning packages with the correct stress and intonation, chunking and pausing. 

This conceptualisation brings both ideas into one term: fluency, implicitly contrasted with disfluency and false fluency.  

The definition above can be adapted to written fluency: 

Written fluency is the efficient and effective (accurate) recall of words (including set phrases, 

common collocations) and grammar from the memory and the correct and effective deployment 

of the words in coherent and cohesive text. 
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Like spoken fluency, written fluency considers what happens in the mind before writing and sees this as an integral part of the 

act of writing. Written fluency involves the efficient and effective recall of the language (quick and accurate, fluent, recall), and 

assemblage into proto-sentences prior to production as a written draft. While writing has the advantage over speaking that it 

can usually be re-drafted, our learners still need to be able to remember the appropriate words and grammar quickly in order 

to be fluent writers. The quicker they can remember the words the better, and the more accurately they can use the words the 

better as well. If they can remember the words efficiently (quickly) and effectively (accurately) and write them correctly, with 

the correct spelling, and with the correct collocations and with the correct word order, and in coherent text, then they will be 

fluent writers. 

Just like spoken English, fluent written English is practised English. The learners need a lot of practice producing the kinds of 

texts they need to produce and the more practice we can give them the better. It is not enough to write an application letter, 

for example, once and then tick that off on a can-do list. Doing such a task once is no guarantee that they will be able to do it 

again in the future. Writing such a letter is a competency which needs to be developed to a consistent level and then practised 

to maintain that level. A competency is a demonstrated skill, and we need evidence that they can do the task to a sufficient 

standard and then evidence that their abilities in this task have not declined over time.  

If we think about performance over time, we can visualize something like this graph, which shows how we need to maintain 

performance through practice or accept decline: 

 

 

Thus, I suggest that for any such task, writing a letter of complaint, writing a report, or an essay, and so on, should be practised 

at least five times over the academic year in order to develop and maintain their abilities. This may mean hard choices in the 

range of text types practised, but it is better to practise a narrow range of text types, and practise them enough, rather than 

practise a wider range of text types but not practise them enough. You should prioritise the texts the learners need to produce 

and practise the most important ones at the expense of more marginal types. If your final examination demands a wide range 

of text types or has a potentially wide range of text types which all need to be practised because they might come up in the 

exam, then narrow that range. 

3. Two Key Points 

Before we consider ideas for developing writing skills in more detail, we should discuss two important points. 

1. Handwriting 

Writing by hand is very important, especially at lower levels, in order for the learners to learn the shape of the letters and the 

shape of the words and their spelling. Writing out words, sentences, paragraphs and texts helps so immensely in the real deep 

learning and recall of the language that it cannot be over-emphasised: learners should write by hand. At higher levels you may 

want them to submit some written work electronically, for convenience’s sake, but in the classroom making notes and writing 

texts by hand should be the norm. 

2. Writing in Class 

The only real way we can show our learners what we value in language learning is by what we spend time on in class. If we 

spend a lot of time on gap fills and grammar exercises in class, that is what our learners will think are important in language 

learning. If we only give writing tasks as homework, then the learners will not value the tasks. We need to spend precious time 

in the classroom on writing to show that we value it and think that it is important in language learning. 
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4. Ideas for Developing Writing Skills 

In this section we will look at sentences; paragraphs; essays; reports; letters; biographies and stories, with ideas for teaching 

each, but before we do that let us consider tasks and level considerations. Generally speaking, at lower levels we will focus on 

short writing tasks, which should be personalised and designed to aid and reinforce learning of the key grammar and lexis. At 

higher levels we will focus on longer writing tasks, which are more abstract, and these will be designed to help the learners 

systematise their knowledge of the language and help them practice using it, to build up their fluency.  

1. Sentences 

Sentences are the key building blocks of texts. In order to write texts, you need to be able to write paragraphs and in order to 

write paragraphs you need to write sentences. The learners need as much practice as we can give them at writing out mean-

ingful, personalised sentences. The best sentence writing tasks are sentence completion tasks of a sentence stem, rather than 

any kind of gap fill task. The completed sentences should be meaningful rather than abstract. Not ‘The cat sat on the mat’, or 

‘He went shopping’ – who is he? The sentences should be personalised, that is true for the writer, unless they are explicitly 

fictional. We need to avoid mechanical, essentially meaningless practice of sentences which are not true and meaningful for the 

writer.  

2. Paragraphs 

As soon as the learners can write sentences, we should ask them to write coherent and logically organised paragraphs.  

Once the learner can write these: 

 

My name is X. 

I live in Y. 

I am Z years old. 

I like A, B and C. 

 

He or she can write: 

 

My name is Janis and I live in Riga. I am 22 years old and I like karate, cycling and reading. I do karate every 

day. On Tuesday I go cycling. I read books most weekends. 

 

This paragraph builds on the ideas of the individual sentences, adding connectives, here, and, and building up a coherent 

sequence – name and location first, then age, then interests, and then more information about the interests in the same order 

as they were initially introduced. 

We should give the learners a lot of practice such constructing such paragraphs. They could be written about friends, relatives, 

or even fictional or imaginary persons. 

At higher levels we need to focus on different kinds of paragraph writing, on more abstract topics. We should ask the learners 

to write paragraphs to a formulaic, standardised structure. While this may seem mechanical, it is part of learning how to be 

coherent. The learners need to demonstrate mastery of standardised paragraphs first – this is an apprenticeship model of 

writing competence. Learner autonomy is allowed in the opinions expressed rather than in the paragraph structure used. 

Three Reasons Why Paragraph Writing 

For this task you need a list of topics. The learners generate opinions on the topic, supported by three reasons why. 

They then write a paragraph based on the following outline: 

 

Thesis Statement 

Link to evidence 

Evidence: R1 

Evidence: R2 

Evidence: R3 

Summary Statement 
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The rules are that: 

 

The first sentence is always the topic sentence. 

There is always a link to the evidence (reasons and examples) 

The reasons and examples appear in order of importance. 

There is a concluding sentence. 

 

An example of such a paragraph would be: 

 

The washing machine is the most important invention of the last 150 years. There are three reasons why this is 

true. The most important reason is that washing machines free up time for women. The second reason is that 

women could go to work because they had more time. The third reason is that clothes are much clearner than 

before. These three reasons clearly show that washing machines are the key to modern civilisation itself. 

 

Such three-point paragraphs can be developed for other kinds of questions, such as the advantages and disadvantages of X, 

where clear illustrative examples must be included. 

 

3. Essays 

The humble essay is a good pedagogic task but also a real-world task. University students write essays. Army officers in some 

armies write essays on different topics so that they will have thought about them in advance of having to deal with the topic in 

real life. And, of course, they are important when taking certain examinations. Mainly, from our perspective though, they are 

useful in developing logical and coherent thinking, and they give us a long text full of evidence of the state of the learners’ 

interlanguage through their deployment of grammar and lexis. 

We can use the paragraph writing task above as a stepping-stone to individual essay writing. For example: 

• Student Pairs A write the advantages paragraph. 

• Student Pairs B write the disadvantages paragraph. 

• Put pairs A and B together, and they combine their paragraphs.  

• Groups jointly write the introduction and conclusion to the essay. 

 

Essay Frame 

The general essay frame is thus: 

• Clear Introduction: Topic statement (taken from question) first; then essay purpose explained. 

• Body Paragraph, for example, advantages paragraph (follows set paragraph pattern) 

• Body Paragraph, for example, disadvantages paragraph (follows set paragraph pattern) 

• Conclusion paragraph: must clearly conclude, for example, if advantages outweigh disadvantages or vice versa.  

 

The essay writing process should include: 

 

• Study of the parts of the essay type 

• Study of the requirements of the essay type 

• Study of the paragraph structure 

• Study of linking words and grammar 

• Brainstorming of ideas 

• Planning of the essay 

• Writing the essay 

 

 



Teaching Uniformed Personnel 
The Magazine for Military, Police and Border Guard Teachers 

THE ENGLISH IDEAS PROJECT                                                                                    5 

 



Teaching Uniformed Personnel 
The Magazine for Military, Police and Border Guard Teachers 

THE ENGLISH IDEAS PROJECT                                                                                    6 

When considering the actual writing of the essay, you should think about whether this should be done alone, or in collaboration 

with other learners and what is the drafting and reviewing process. 

You might want learners to write an essay plan, like the one below: 

 

 

You might also give them an essay outline like the one 

opposite: 
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4. Reports 

Reports are a real-world task, and the key thing is that they can show us if and how the learners can deal with and present 

data. The conventional format of reports is also important; no matter which format you choose to practice, the following of the 

format, the discipline of following the requirements of the format, is the important thing. 

The writing of a report will follow the procedure of essays as outlined above and the questions about the writing process are 

the same. The key difference is in the content of the report. In an essay the content is the ideas, examples and opinions of the 

essay writer; in a report the content should be data of some kind and it is best if you provide the data, as in the same report 

writing task below taken from Military English: Tactical and Peacekeeping Operations, as well as specifying the structure. 

 

http://www.englishideas.org/MilitaryEnglish.html
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5. Letters 

Letters are largely formulaic, and the format and layout are important. The correct level of formality, often expressed through 

formulaic language, is also very important. You should use the Product-focused Process Approach when writing letters, with a 

close consideration of the reader: what effect or change or action do you want your letter to achieve?  

 

The Product-focused Process Approach 

 

1. Study examples of the end product and do various awareness-raising tasks 

2. Consider: what impact/change on/in the reader do you want? 

3. Engage in the writing process: 

                                                   Brainstorming ideas (with peers?)  

                                                    Evaluating and developing ideas (with peers?) 

                                                    Plan letter (with peers?) 

                                                    Draft letter 

                                                    Peer review of letter 

                                                    Correct/polish/revise letter 

                                                   Final check of letter (by peer?) 

                                                     Hand in letter 

 

4. Feedback: make sure you consider the impact on the (imagined) reader.  

 

5. Biographies 

Writing biographies is a very useful pedagogic task. Such tasks necessitate using a range of grammar and vocabulary, depending 

on the subject of the biography and whether they are alive or dead. Biographies are also extremely useful in bringing in aspects 

of life (and language) which might not necessarily come into the classroom with enough regularity – birth, aspects of life 

(marriage, children, successes and failures), and death. 

You should adopt a formulaic structure for the biography, and this can usefully be taken from the inside cover of a paperback 

of a famous writer which your learners might relate to. Study the chosen example and adopt that structure for the biographies 

they will write.  

The subjects of biographies can be artists, musicians, writers, politicians, scientists, athletes, soldiers etc. Learner autonomy is 

catered for through the choice of the subject of the biography. Learners should have a free choice of who they want to write 

about in the field. The key to this is that the learners research for other learners to write. 

The Key Principle: The learners find the biographical data for each other 

This would work like this: 

Lesson 1: The learners choose who they want to write about. Put the learners into pairs. They exchange names. 

As homework, the learners research the bio data for their partner 

Lesson 2: The learners bring the bio data in note form, and this is given to the learners who chose that person, and they then 

write the biography in the lesson. 

For this kind of task, the learners are given two marks: one for researching the bio data and one for writing the biography. If 

the learner does not bring any bio data, then they get zero for both marks. They can do some grammar revision tasks instead 

of writing the biography. 

6. Stories 

Stories are a pedagogic task, very useful for practicing narration. You might ask though what the practical difference is between 

a story and a biography in pedagogical terms, and indeed they are similar. Stories though are generally restricted to shorter 

time periods than a whole life, do not have to be factual, and can involve direct speech. And one must not forget personal 

stories – the power of the anecdote, which are not jokes (as they are considered to be in some languages), though they can 

be funny. 
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If you do choose to use story writing tasks, you might want to specify certain requirements to add to the utility of the task – 

creativity works best within the discipline of constraints. 

You might want to specify something like this: 

 

• Write a story in (exactly) 500 words. 

• There should be three characters. 

• You must include a description of a place and the three characters. 

• Set the story in the past. The story takes place in less than 24 hours. 

• One character must learn something. 

• Begin: It was a dark and stormy night… 

 

5. Error Correction, Feedback and Rating 

There are a number of approaches to error correction, feedback and rating.  

Error Correction  

The easiest way to do error correction is to use an error code (for example, gr = grammar; v = vocabulary etc.). This can be 

done in three ways – underline the error and mark it with the code, use the code at the end of the line where the error occurs 

without any underlining, or just underline the errors without using the code. Some teachers try to correct every error, while 

others decide to focus on one kind of error, or the most important, while ignoring less serious errors. 

There is more to feedback than error correction though and you should also make written comments on the success or failure 

of the work according to its purpose and the associated text conventions of the genre. 

Written Feedback  

You could just write comments at the end of a script or 

you could use a form like the one shown opposite, 

where you write an overall comment on the success (or 

not) of the piece and then write about the good points 

in the work, and then finally, the ‘points to consider’, 

the errors. When using this form the script itself is not 

annotated – the learner looks through the form and then 

refers to the original untouched script to find the good 

parts and those which should be corrected.  

Using a form like this is much more time consuming that 

using an error code and writing a short comment at the 

bottom. 

Interactive Feedback 

An even more time consuming approach is to provide 

interactive feedback by using screen capture software 

such as the one shown on the next page to give feed-

back on an electronic submission. To do this you open 

the written work in Word, for example, and then, while 

using the screen capture software to record you working 

through the document, you talk about what is good 

about the work, correct the errors and show what 

should have been written there. The software captures 

all this and produces a film which can be sent to the 

learner, who then watches the film to learn how to do 

things better. While this is most time consuming, it is 

perhaps also the most useful and engaging for the 

learner.  
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Rating Writing 

I suggest a two-stage rating. The first rating is to check that the essay, for example, has a clear introduction, two body 

paragraphs and a separate conclusion. If yes, then you move to the second rating. If no, then it must be rewritten until it does 

pass the first rating. The second rating concentrates on rating the grammar, vocabulary, coherence, and cohesion etc. 

6. Summary 

Writing practice is essential in language learning. We need to help the learners move from producing sentences to paragraphs, 

and, finally, to texts. We need to ask them to do extended writing, extended, that is, according to their level. We should ask 

them to write reports, essays and biographies as a matter of course, letters if necessary, and stories if we have the time and 

the need. Writing should be done in class, to show we value it, and the tasks should be repeated. Each text type should be 

done, ideally, five times in the academic year. This means five reports, five essays and five biographies. Only then will we have 

enough evidence that they have the ability to do such writing tasks. 

 

 

We should also remember that successful writing involves: 

 

• Understanding the task 

• Knowing who the reader is 

• Having something to say 

• Being able to recall and use appropriate grammar and vocabulary fluently 

• Being able to write coherently in sentences and paragraphs 

• Being able to package information to meet reader expectations 

• Being able to follow the text requirements and conventions 

• Having legible handwriting 
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Odds and Ends 

Useful links and ideas that do not call for a full article. 

About Us 

The English Ideas Project can be found at www.eng-

lishideas.org.  

You can find resources for Police and Border Guards on this 

page: http://www.englishideas.org/PoliceEnglish.html.  

Information about the Military English Tactical and Peace-

keeping Operations course, and Army English Key Words, 

can be found here: 

http://www.englishideas.org/MilitaryEnglish.html 
 

Resources 

You might find the following sources useful. 

Military Photos 

The US Department of Defense has a public domain photo  

library where you can search for and download images. 

https://www.defense.gov/observe/photo-gallery/ 

The British MOD has a similar site of Crown Copyright     

photos. http://www.defenceimagery.mod.uk/fotoweb/ 

Maps and Charts 

The US Geological Survey publishes public domain maps. 
https://viewer.nationalmap.gov/advanced-viewer/ 

Nautical charts can be sourced from the US Office of Coast 

Survey at https://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov. 

Air Charts are published by the US Federal Aviation          

Authority: https://www.faa.gov/air_traffic/flight_info/aero-

nav/productcatalog/vfrcharts/sectional/. 

Infographics 

Creating visually appealing Infographics is a great way to 

present data for writing and presentation tasks. Try: 

https://www.canva.com/create/infographics/ 

US Army Field Manuals 

The Army Publishing Directorate (APD) publishes Field     

Manuals: https://armypubs.army.mil/ProductMaps/Pub-

Form/FM.aspx 

FBI Publications 

The FBI publishes reports on various aspects of law enforce-

ment. https://www.fbi.gov/resources/library 

 

 

Criminal Justice System  

The UK government provides web-based information 

about the criminal justice system written for the public. 

https://www.gov.uk/browse/justice 

The UK government also provides access to official docu-

ments through this website: 

https://www.gov.uk/official-documents 

Commercially Published Materials 

Military English 

Campaign: English for the Military (Macmillan) 

Military English: Tactical and Peacekeeping Operations 

Career Paths: Command and Control (Express Publishing) 

Career Paths: Navy (Express Publishing) 

Career Paths: Air Force (Express Publishing) 

Police English 

Campaign: English for Law Enforcement (Macmillan) 

Painless Police Report Writing: An English Guide for Crim-

inal Justice Professionals (3rd Edition) (Pearson) 

Career Paths: Police (Express Publishing) 

English for Modern Policing (British Council Romania) 

Professional Magazines 

Modern English Teacher 

https://www.modernenglishteacher.com/  

English Teaching Professional 

https://www.etprofessional.com/  

Humanistic Language Teaching 

https://www.hltmag.co.uk/  

Professional Organisations 

International Association of Teachers of English as a 

Foreign Language: https://www.iatefl.org/  

International Federation of Language Teacher Asso-

ciations: https://fiplv.com/ 

 

Being Published in ‘Teaching 
Uniformed Personnel’ 

We welcome submissions from our readers on topics of in-

terest to military, police and border guard teachers. Un-

fortunately we cannot pay for articles but you will keep the 

full copyright to your work. If you have an idea for an ar-

ticle please contact ‘theeditortup@englishideas.org’ as the 

first step.
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http://www.englishideas.org/PoliceEnglish.html
http://www.englishideas.org/MilitaryEnglish.html
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http://www.defenceimagery.mod.uk/fotoweb/
https://viewer.nationalmap.gov/advanced-viewer/
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https://www.faa.gov/air_traffic/flight_info/aeronav/productcatalog/vfrcharts/sectional/
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https://armypubs.army.mil/ProductMaps/PubForm/FM.aspx
https://armypubs.army.mil/ProductMaps/PubForm/FM.aspx
https://www.fbi.gov/resources/library
https://www.gov.uk/browse/justice
https://www.gov.uk/official-documents
http://www.englishideas.org/MilitaryEnglish.html
https://www.modernenglishteacher.com/
https://www.etprofessional.com/
https://www.hltmag.co.uk/
https://www.iatefl.org/
https://fiplv.com/
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