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News Opinion Kylie Lang

Kylie Lang: Urgent action required as Qld kids get
left behind on writing
NAPLAN reveals student writing standards have plummeted and urgent remedial action is required to prevent children
falling further and further behind, writes Kylie Lang.
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Kids can think. They just can’t write. The same applies to teachers.

No wonder we’re in a mess.

When you look at educational benchmarks – including NAPLAN results, back when the

Queensland Government bothered to publicly release them – it’s clear that writing is not

students’ strong suit.

Children are slipping further and further behind as they struggle to string a sentence

together, and now schools are forking out big bucks on rescue packages.

Writing coaches are being brought in to show teachers how to do their jobs.

Schools, both private and state, are spending up to $100,000 a year on the Writer’s

Toolbox program, which includes in-house workshops for teachers on the basics of

writing and how to integrate them across the curriculum, not just in English lessons.

The program’s founder Dr Ian Hunter, a New Zealand historian, author and former

university lecturer has pretty much struck gold.

The real question is: how was it allowed to come to this?

Dr Ian Hunter from The Writers Toolbox, New Zealand. Picture: Brad Fleet

Sometime in the “free loving” 1960s, Education Queensland took its eye off the ball.

It let the teaching of explicit writing skills slip in favour of encouraging individual

expression.

According to Dr Hunter, “the rules of grammar went out the window”, and writing

became about the process, one’s personal creative journey.

“The mantra in Education Queensland at that time was ‘language is caught not taught’,”

he tells Qweekend today.

“So we now have these generations of young teachers who have never been taught the

rules of writing.”

I can’t count the number of times my son, then in primary school, would show me a

teacher’s “corrections” on his homework, scribbles in red pen that were actually wrong.

Then there were the official letters home from school that were riddled with errors, using

“less” when it should have been “fewer”, “me” when it should have been “I”, and my

personal pet hate, the sign-off where they say, “please don’t hesitate to contact myself”. It

should be “me”, and teachers should know this, but a good many don’t.

How, then, can we expect our kids to understand?

Queensland kids are falling behind with their writing skills. Picture: Istock

Writing is not some outmoded skill – even in this age of emojis, abbreviations and short,

sharp text messages.

It is essential to expressing our thoughts and consolidating ideas.

As prolific American writer Joan Didion, now 86, once said, “I don’t know what I think

until I write it down.”

The very act of writing, including choosing the right words and structuring sentences,

pushes us to think more, to analyse, to discover.

And unlike other things we learn at school but never use afterwards, writing remains

relevant.

Written communication is high on the list of 21st century skills that employers seek and

understandably so.

Some of the most influential people in the world sparked change through their writing.

Consider Charles Darwin, whose theory of evolution informed modern science studies, or

Simone de Beauvoir, who gave voice to global feminism.

Alarmingly, Dr Hunter says proper writing instruction – once the hallmark of good

schooling - stops around Year 7.

From then on, kids are left free-wheeling and largely clueless about how to express the

thoughts in their head.

When more sophisticated thinking is required as they move into the higher grades, they

flounder, and by the time they get to university – if they make it that far – they really

struggle.

It was while teaching business history to tertiary students in New Zealand that Dr Hunter

realised just how compromised young people were, and it inspired him to write a book

on essay writing.

Schools then asked him to write a version for younger audiences, and his Writer’s

Toolbox took off from there.

What his experience shows is that two things need to drastically change.

Universities must sharpen teacher-training programs to include the essentials of good

writing, and the government must strip back the curriculum to allow schools to once

again put a laser focus on core skills.

We can’t expect kids to pick up writing by osmosis.

LOVE

■ That dress. The Duchess of Cambridge outshone any Bond girl in a glittering gold

Jenny Packham gown at the premiere of the latest 007 film, No Time To Die.

Catherine, Duchess of Cambridge attends the No Time To Die World Premiere at
Royal Albert Hall. Picture: Getty

■ Daniel Craig turning heads of his own, and tossing out the traditional idea of

masculinity, in a dreamy pink tuxedo jacket, by Savile Row tailors Anderson & Sheppard.
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■ Queenslanders being told to wait until the Premier’s morning press conference for

confirmation of any community spread of Covid. We deserve to know as soon as new

cases are detected, along with new contact tracing locations.

Former Prime Minister Tony Abbott. Picture: NCA NewsWire/POOL/Bianca De Marchi

■ Former PM Tony Abbott getting it so wrong. The anti-vax protestors that stormed

Melbourne’s Shrine of Remembrance last week were in fact “violent” and “destructive”,

not to mention disrespectful to a sacred site.
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