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1
Introduction

This evaluation report concerns the Ministry of Stories, a creative writing venue for young people based in Hoxton, London. The evaluation covers the initial period of operation, funded by the Arts Council of England, from November 2010 until Easter 2011. This report briefly describes the programme and sets out the findings of the evaluation study. The final section sets out the conclusions of the study.

The Ministry piloted projects with secondary schools in the summer term 2011. A summative evaluation was undertaken and the findings are presented in appendix 2.

2
The Ministry of Stories

2.1
Background

The Ministry of Stories is based on a highly successful organisation called 826 Valencia, founded in San Francisco in 2002 by the novelist, Dave Eggers. The shop he opened sold everything a pirate might need. And if you went through the Pirate Shop you’d find young people writing stories, taking part in workshops and word games, receiving one-to-one mentoring from adult writers who volunteered their time. Soon, inspired by this example, shops with writing centres attached opened up in Los Angeles, Brooklyn and other parts of the USA. In 2009, Roddy Doyle and Sean Love established the first European version of 826 Valencia: Fighting Words in Dublin.

2.2
The pilot programme

The Ministry of Stories (MoS) was founded in October 2010 by Nick Hornby and co-directors Lucy Macnab and Ben Payne. Behind the facade of the Hoxton Street Monster Supplies (which sells everything from Fang Floss to five grades of canned fear) the Ministry of Stories provides a space for fresh writing by young people through a programme workshops and one-to-one mentoring. The services are provided by volunteers: local writers, artists and teachers, all giving their time and talent for free. To date, approximately 1000 people have registered as volunteers of whom, 250 have received training from the MoS.

Targeted at schools and young people in the London boroughs of Hackney, Islington and Tower Hamlets, and the City of London, the pilot programme comprised:

· Story-making workshops. A two-hour workshop for a class of children aged 8-12 years.
· Drop-in sessions for young people (aged 8-18 years) after-school on Thursdays and on Saturday mornings.

A range of secondary programmes were in development during the Spring term 2011 with plans for implementation in the Summer term.

3
The evaluation

3.1
Aims

· To consider the extent to which the programme resulted in positive outcomes for participants (principally young people but also teachers if relevant)

· To explore the various models of schools' engagement with the MoS and how these could be enhanced to meet differing needs.

· To consider key lessons from the pilot programme and make suggestions for future developments.

3.2
Methodology

In January 2011, the Ministry of Stories appointed an external evaluator to develop an evaluation strategy for the initial phase of operation. With a limited budget, it was agreed to utilise a small team of volunteers to act as an evaluation team to assist with data collection. Six volunteers attended a workshop with the evaluator to explore and agree objectives and success indicators for the programme; and agree protocols for data collection. The Creative Learning Interns, Tim Walker and Siobhan McGrath were also part of this evaluation team.

Data was collected as follows:

· Observation at a story-making workshop.

· Members of the evaluation team completed observation logs for a sample of story-making workshops. (Primarily completed by the Creative Learning Intern.)

· Members of the evaluation team recorded the progress of individual young people that attended the drop-in sessions. This comprised observation notes, verbatim quotes and responses to prompt questions.

· The evaluator designed a questionnaire for primary teachers to gather responses to the session and seek suggestions for improvement and extension. Eight completed questionnaires were returned.

· The evaluator designed a short feedback form for children to complete after the story-making workshop. A total of 115 forms, completed by pupils from years 3 to 6,  were analysed for this study.

· The evaluator visited two primary schools that had brought several classes to workshops at the MoS. At both schools, interviews were undertaken with the head teacher, the Literacy Co-ordinator and a class teacher. A focus group was also undertaken with a group of children that had attended a MoS workshop.

· The evaluator interviewed a representative of Hackney's Learning Trust to explore perceptions of impact and suggested developments for the MoS.

· The evaluator interviewed the co-directors at the end of the pilot phase to reflect on successes and challenges.

Objectives and indicators for the primary school story-making workshops and the drop-in sessions can be found in appendix 1.

4
Workshops for Primary Schools

4.1
Meeting needs

The initial press launch for the Ministry of Stories in November 2010 created high levels of interest from schools and booking the story-making workshops was therefore largely a reactive exercise. All workshop slots were taken and the summer term 2011 is fully booked.

In the questionnaire, teachers were asked about their motivation for engaging with the Ministry of Stories. Responses are set out below.

	Factor
	Number of responses (n=8)

	Improving writing is a School Development priority
	8

	Always looking for new opportunities for pupils
	4

	It was free!
	4

	Creativity is a high priority at our school
	4


The high priority placed on the improvement of writing was endorsed by teachers and head teachers interviewed during the study. Both of the primary schools visited serve deprived communities and have above average proportions of pupils eligible for free school meals, above average numbers of pupils with learning difficulties and/or disabilities and well above national average numbers of pupils for whom English is an additional language. Both schools also have high pupil mobility. One of the schools was judged as satisfactory by Ofsted in 2008. A new head teacher joined the school in 2009 and is working to improve standards across the school. The school has employed a range of reading interventions but the head reported that it has been 'writing that let the children down'. She was very enthusiastic about the opportunities offered by the MoS and highlighted motivation and confidence to write, as the key areas of need to be addressed.  

By contrast, the second school was judged as outstanding by Ofsted in 2009 where 'pupils of all abilities, needs and backgrounds make sustained and outstanding progress.' With approximately 70% of children learning English as an additional language however, writing remains a priority for the school. The head teacher explained, 'the school needs to provide the best possible access to language...to enrich the learning experience so they are able to write to national standards.' He described the aim of providing a language-rich curriculum to support the progressive development of speaking, reading and ultimately, writing. This second head also hoped that Ministry of Stories would enthuse children about writing.

One Y6 class teacher described the challenges she faces with her class

'English is their second language and they tend to write as they speak; they have a single voice. They also lack real life experiences so their imaginations tend to be limited and with low standards in reading, their vocabulary is limited.'

Heads and teachers interviewed were invited to review the stated objectives of the MoS primary workshops. The objectives were unanimously endorsed in terms of meeting school needs and also having been met by the workshops experienced. Respondents were asked to select those objectives that they felt an external creative partner could most usefully address: all selected To increase interest in writing and motivation to write, as the most important. Increasing creativity in writing, improving writing skills and improving confidence to write were also highlighted.

The Teaching and Learning Consultant (Literacy) for Hackney's Learning Trust confirmed the value of the Ministry of Stories, 'writing is a huge issue, nationally and locally.' The Consultant is currently seconded as Deputy Head at a primary school that had been actively involved with the MoS. She described the improvements she had observed in the children who had worked with the Ministry, 'they feel differently about writing; they're more engaged; have more ideas'. She also believed it was valuable for the children to meet 'real writers...getting to know different professional people...pushing the expectations and ambitions of these children.'

4.2
Successful features

Teachers were asked to rate various aspects of the workshops; the results were very positive and are presented below (rating on a five point scale were 1=not successful and 5=very successful).

	
	Average rating

	The quality of teaching/facilitation
	4.5

	The structure and pace of the session
	4.4

	The quality of writing produced
	4

	The quality of the resources provided
	4.4

	The MoS as a learning environment
	5

	The engagement of the children
	4.8

	Bringing fun and playfulness to writing
	4.9


On the feedback form, children were asked for their response to the workshop:

	
	% response

(n=112)

	Really Great
	68%

	OK
	29%

	Not Very Good
	3%


It can be seen that both teachers and children rate the workshops as very successful with all aspects of structure, facilitation, content and outcomes being praised.

The learning environment

Organising external trips can be onerous for schools but on balance, taking the children to visit the Ministry was seen as a positive feature. 

'It was a plus. It's local and we can get on the bus. It was a bit hair-raising but OK! It was more exciting for them; upped the stakes; primed them for the world of imagination. They're on best behaviour too; I suspect there would have been more behavioural issues if it was at school.'

The facade of the Hoxton Street Monster Supplies was viewed as a real asset, 

'Grabbing their attention before they went in - the shop - so they knew it wasn't a lesson. Even when they went in, it was a bit class-roomy (carpet, tables...) but it kept the excitement going.'

Once inside, several features were cited as contributing to the success of the workshop.

Monsters were described as being a 'perfect stating point' as they allow children to be disgusting! The notion of the Chief was cited by several children as being their favourite part of the workshop and teachers commented on how this mysterious figure added to children's excitement and engagement. The MoS's Creative Learning Intern concluded,

'The Chief has acted as a great motivational tool for primary school groups - the feeling is, s/he could be even scarier!'

Mentors

It was clear from discussion and observation that children at one of the schools visited benefitted from high quality teaching and learning linked to writing. They still believed that the visit to the MoS had offered them something different and beneficial. The mentors were cited,

'The story ministers are very helpful and a bit more fun than teachers. Like when Tim said about smoke coming out when the lady was typing!'

When asked how the mentors differed from teachers, one boy responded, 'Story ministers have a whole mind of writing.'

Teachers also praised the workshop leaders and mentors. One cited a boy who had not wanted to continue with the story, 'they dealt with it well; found a compromise without making a fuss.' Another teacher referred to the writing the children had produced, 'they all wrote well, lots of good ideas and not worried about spelling and such which makes me think the mentors are encouraging and not confining the children.'
Structuring in creativity

The overall structure of the workshop was praised by teachers, 'the tasks were modelled and scaffolded and provided a good structure for achievement (and not just for the more able writers).' Several teachers commented on the success of the initial group-writing activity; it generated excitement and enthusiasm and also provided group-generated language that could be used by the less able writers in their individual stories.

One of the co-directors described how many of the children arrive with preconceptions about what makes a good story, 'syntax, punctuation etc' but believed the workshop structure manages to sidestep these preoccupations. The small-group support offered by the mentors provides constant reinforcement and permission to focus on ideas rather than spelling. This view was confirmed by a teacher who highlighted the value of 'focusing on the creation of writing rather than the mechanics (worlds apart!)'
Children were delighted and slightly surprised by the freedom they were given; two Y4 children commented,

'They made it really, really exciting. You could write anything you wanted - brilliant!'

'They kept using exciting words about everything which made us feel special. At school, teachers show you what to do on the carpet and send you off to your tables.'
Tangible outcomes

Approximately a third of the children who completed a feedback form, cited writing the story as their favourite part of the workshop (approximately a quarter of these specified writing their own ending but other responses were generic). Only two children highlighted 'getting published' and a further two mentioned the illustrator. It was clear from the focus groups however, that the overall workshop process of generating ideas, writing, illustration and publication were subsumed in a general enthusiasm for the experience. Teachers highlighted the benefits of tangible outcomes,

'Having the illustrator there...they didn't expect that...seeing their ideas come to life...they thought it was fantastic!' (Y6 teacher)

'The published work was really powerful for children; giving a purpose, a celebration and an audience for writing.' (Primary Head)

4.3
Outcomes for young people

In the questionnaire, teachers were unanimous that the session had offered children a new and/or different experience. One teacher summarised the differences, 'An inspiring location, high-quality published outcomes, lots of adults to support, all ideas accepted no matter how silly!'
On the feedback form, children were asked to write three words that best described how they felt working at the Ministry of Stories. Children were free to choose any words and the diverse list included adventurous, brave, joyful, confident and interesting. The two most popular words were Happy and Excited, chosen by 44% and 37% of respondents respectively. Other popular words selected by 10 or more children were Fun (16%), Good (15%), Great (9%) and Amazing (8%). It is worth mentioning that seven children wrote Bored with their second word being either Tired or Hungry. It was clear from the responses of four of these children that they had not enjoyed the workshop and did not enjoy writing. Three of the children however gave positive responses to other questions reminding us of the need for caution in interpreting feedback especially from relatively young children.

A different seven children chose nervous or frightened; it was clear from their responses to other questions however that these individuals had a positive experience at the MoS but had been uncertain about what to expect.

The evidence of impact is presented against each objective below.

To increase interest in writing and motivation to write

Children were enthusiastic about the workshops, each identifying a favourite activity or moment: the door opening magically; reading out their story; writing their own ending; the Chief; watching the illustrator; taking home their own book. 

Mentors reported that almost all children were motivated to write independently and were pleased with their results. Teachers identified that the experience of working with professional writers and illustrators inspired reluctant writers to write, and all writers to 'raise their game'. One teacher reported,

'A reluctant boy writer was incredibly inspired and wrote almost twice as much as usual. Session was particularly engaging for the boys, and in conjunction with other initiatives at school, has been a good experience to show that writing really can be fun!'

A Y6 teacher reflected on what had motivated the children to write, 'the reluctant writers...they could be as disgusting as they wanted to be and they loved it!'She went on to explain that the enthusiasm generated had been sustained at school and 'we've got a whole unit's worth of work out of it'.

On the feedback forms, several children reported discovering that writing can be fun and that they can write a good story. Children were also asked if they would like to do another writing workshop with the MoS, a large majority replied positively:

	
	% response

(n=107)

	Yes please
	68%

	Not sure
	24%

	No thanks
	7%


To increase determination to complete pieces of writing and writing-based tasks

The achievement of this objective has been difficult to judge within a two-hour workshop. Indicators of success observed in the sessions include children focused on the task and writing up to the very last minute. Mentors also reported that many children expressed an interest in continuing their story at school or at home.

To improve writing skills

Again, with a one-off workshop, evidence relating to this objective is limited. The principle area of impact relates to editing which was cited by teachers;

'They  are reading over their work more and spending more time on the editing process.'

and children:

'You have to take your time in what you're doing.'

'I've learnt you must plan your work before writing.'

'You need to look over your work'

Other specific outcomes listed by teachers included:

· improved vocabulary, especially adjectives

· use of more exciting sentence openers.

To broaden children's perceptions about writing
The principle shift in perception was for children to view writing as an enjoyable and expressive activity. There was ample evidence from teachers, children and mentors that this had been achieved for the majority of children. There was also evidence that children's perceptions about writers had changed,

'Anyone can be a writer. Like there was this one man, David I think...I thought he was just there...a customer maybe...he didn't look like a writer but he was!' (Y4 pupil)

The workshop provided role models of writers (and illustrators) but rather than present these as rarefied creatures, young people were encouraged to include themselves in this category. A number of children reported learning that 'we are all writers'. This validation of their writing had a profound impact on some young people, one Y3 pupil reported learning 'that people could like your work any way you explain it'.

To increase creativity in writing 

The workshop leader stresses at the start of the session that characters must not be anyone real, anyone they know; and that stories should be original, not drawn from existing stories, films etc. Mentors' logs revealed that originality was consistently high with characters, plots and settings that often amazed the adults present. From the moment the children enter the Monster Supply shop, they receive the message that the Ministry of Stories is a place for the imagination and a place where you can, for example, discuss the consequences of taking the top off the jar of Fresh Farts without fear of reprimand. Every idea offered by the children was validated by the mentors giving the children a sense of accomplishment and also a freedom to have fun and play with words. The majority of children flourished in this atmosphere, as one Y4 pupil reported,

'I loved writing my story - my mind was full of ideas' 

At the end of the workshop, five children are picked to read out their stories. One of the Co-Directors commented on how different each story is and how each child has found their own way of resolving the story. The feedback form asked children if they had learnt anything new during the session; the highest number of comments related to the use of imagination (to make a good story). One pupil concluded,

'I learnt that stories come from your imagination and courage.' (Y3 pupil)
To improve self-confidence about writing
Children's names are picked from a hat to read out their story at the end of the workshop. The children selected are always eager to share their story (even if nervous at the prospect of reading to the whole class) and many others, highly disappointed not to have been picked. During the focus groups, it was apparent that the children were proud of the work they had produced. Teachers were also pleased with the outcomes and some took measures to celebrate this success. One teacher reported,

'I have photocopied the books and they are displayed in and around our classroom as a reminder for how brilliantly the children can write.'

Several teachers observed that the session had been particularly successful for less able writers; the freedom to write without concern for spelling and punctuation combined with the high level of adult support, encouraged these children to create. One teacher wrote,

'I think the session really helped those children who struggled with confidence when it came to writing. They were able to produce something really special that they were proud of and help them to realise they are all good writers.'

To develop skills in cooperation and collaboration.

The workshop format of starting with shared writing encourages collaboration. Children respond well to the system of voting and although disappointed, understand that their chosen character may not be selected by the majority. The Chief also provides a provocation, a reason for the children to unite and prove they can write good stories. Observation from the sessions recorded high levels of peer support when children were reading out their stories, quiet attentive listening and warm applause at the end. 

The Creative Learning Intern noted,

'Feedback sessions with the Chief are brilliant - really encourage positivity and collaboration amongst school groups. Wonderful atmosphere in these sessions. Groups are keen to work together during writing sessions - often ideas are shared and discussed by all pupils around a table.' 
4.4
Outcomes for teachers

The Ministry of Stories has been set up to work with young writers. The workshops do not have specific objectives for school staff but as active participants, it was interesting to look at the extent to which they benefitted from the experience. All eight teachers who completed the questionnaire indicated that the session had given them ideas that they could incorporate in their teaching. One teacher articulated the professional development potential of the workshop,

'It's always good to watch good practice - it's better for teachers to see an idea at work with children rather than Insets where ideas are explained but not shown.'

Outcomes included:

· The adoption of shared writing; it has made the children really want to be involved in the whole writing process more.'

· The use of voting as a technique for agreeing characters and settings within shared writing

· Recognising 'the importance of publishing children’s writing, giving them a purpose for writing and showing how high quality their outcomes can look.'

· Recognising the importance of valuing children's ideas; 'I realise that sometimes I dismiss children's ideas as not right for the task. However when these ideas were followed through to fruition, they produced good writing.'

One primary head teacher interviewed articulated the challenge that remains in some schools however, 'Ministry of Stories have shown us what our children can do when motivated. The question for us is how we can do this on a daily basis?' 

4.5
Areas for improvement

Generating ideas as a class group and voting for characters and settings was endorsed by teachers and children. There was feedback from both teachers and pupils however that the time spent on the carpet was slightly too long,

'There was not much time to write our own stories.' (Y4 pupil)
'Some people got wriggly.'(Y4 pupil)
'By the time we got to a second character, it got a bit long-winded, I could feel children thinking Not again...Maybe just generate the idea without voting the second time.' (Y4 teacher)
One teacher felt that the group work was dominated by a few of the more confident children and that it would have been good to encourage some of the quieter children. She appreciated the difficulty of working with a new group but felt the workshop leader could look to the teacher for cues about children to approach. This view was echoed by children interviewed at the school who felt that 'more people should have put their brains into it.'
4.6
Next steps

All school staff (those interviewed and those who completed the questionnaire) indicated that they would like to work with the Ministry of Stories on a longer term project. Respondents were asked about the optimum project structure and duration. Suggestions varied but the majority were modest, varying from three to five sessions. A number of teachers suggested a format where the MoS provided regular inputs but where the teacher continued work in-between; perhaps an initial stimulus, a midpoint injection and a final celebration.

Several schools in the area have adopted the International Primary Curriculum (IPC) which is built from thematic units of work (lasting from four to eight weeks) that integrate the majority of subjects within school. Each unit is launched through an Entry Point (often a trip or visit) which introduces the topic in an exciting and memorable way. Several teachers believed that the MoS could provide such an Entry Point. The Literacy Coordinator at one school was working to integrate literacy into the IPC topics, she believed the MoS was an ideal vehicle to support this move.

School staff were also asked about aspects of writing that would be useful to explore. Many endorsed the existing focus on creative story-writing, as one head teacher said, 'if you can produce a good piece of writing in one genre you can adapt it to others.'

Other areas suggested included:

· understanding the difference between spoken and written language

· parental engagement (with their children)

· specific workshops for Gifted &Talented writers (in school time)

· 'Poetry - some teachers struggle for ideas on how to tackle it' (Literacy Coordinator)

Children were also asked what they would like to do if they returned to the MoS. Many children wanted to write more stories; the other popular request was to work on illustration.

All school staff interviewed believed that working at the venue was part of the beneficial experience for children.  One head teacher however, believed that for a longer-term project, it might become difficult to arrange a trip each week. He suggested launching the project at the MoS but with subsequent sessions held in school.

The same head teacher was enthusiastic about the possibilities for sharing work across the school (involving staff and children) during a longer-term project; not just within year groups but across key stages; Year 5 children reading their stories to Year 2 children for example.

5
Drop-in Workshops

5.1
Successful features

On average, 25 young people participate in the drop-in sessions each week. Numbers have grown gradually as more children have taken part in the schools' workshops and been encouraged to return independently.

At the beginning of April 2011, the MoS launched Green Wobbly Things, Dancing, the first anthology of writing produced by young people attending drop-in sessions after-school and on Saturdays. The anthology includes poems, stories and comics from 24 writers aged between 7 and 15. One of the co-directors cited the launch of the anthology as one of the Ministry's principle successes to date, 'Seeing all the families at the launch...a special day...that we have built a community around those children and their writing.'

Mentors

Undoubtedly, the key success factor for the drop-ins in the high number of volunteer mentors which afford young people the opportunity of one-to-one support. A number of mentors make a regular commitment to one of the drop-in sessions and have developed long-standing relationships with individual young people. Feedback from the mentors indicates that for some of the less confident and/or more challenging young people, the trust and understanding that develops in these relationships greatly enhances the progress the young people make.

One boy who attends drop-in is dyslexic, for example, and has been paired with a mentor who is also dyslexic (and has a dyslexic son). Recognising the value of this relationship, the mentor has made a regular commitment to work with the boy who has (according to the mentor and the boy's parents) made 'an amazing breakthrough' in his writing.

Not all mentors are in a position to make a regular commitment however and the pool available at any one session will change from week to week. One young writer commented that she had expected to work with the same mentor each week and was initially unsettled by the changes. She felt it would be beneficial if the mentoring system was explained to each participant when they first attended a drop-in. Another young writer (a Y6 pupil who sometimes displayed challenging behaviour) commented that some of the mentors seem 'a bit too out of touch...a bit too old or serious!' She preferred working with the younger mentors; the ones who 'get me and are fun.' One of the co-directors observed that mentoring at drop-ins is challenging as mentors need the ability to respond to individual young people and the writing they bring, both of which are incredibly diverse.

The co-directors reflected on the successes and challenges of working with volunteer mentors in general. The Ministry is fortunate to have attracted 'some really talented and special people' but recognise that they had 'some of the right people and some who are going to learn a lot'. The biggest challenge is the unpredictability of relying on volunteers as inevitably, some may drop out at the last minute. That said, the MoS has managed to secure eight mentors for every session (schools and drop-ins) since the launch.

All volunteers attend a training session before working as a mentor. In addition, each session is preceded by a half-hour briefing to assign roles and discuss any particular needs of that day's group. A short debrief follows each session to reflect on experiences and share any uncertainties. The co-directors commented on the importance of these briefing/debrief sessions which also allow the workshop leaders to consider the spread of experience amongst the mentors that day and arrange buddying for new mentors.  

5.2
Outcomes for young people

The story-making workshops have engaged large numbers of children in a one-off session. By contrast, the drop-ins have engaged much smaller numbers of young people but the majority have attended on a weekly basis for a term or more. For the evaluation therefore, the opportunity arose to track individual's progress. Mentors collected evidence through observation and discussion, and linked to the agreed objectives of the drop-ins:

· To increase motivation to write and complete pieces of independent writing 
· To improve writing skills 

· To increase creativity in writing 

· To broaden young people's perceptions about writing

· To improve young people's self-confidence (including their confidence as writers)

· To develop young people's social skills through mixing with a new and diverse group of young people and adults.

Case studies of three young people are presented below (all names have been changed)

Case Study 1 - 11 year old girl

	Nia is 11 years old and has attended MoS most weeks, since she learnt about it through a school visit. She comes with two friends from school (although she says she would come on her own now).

Nia says she did not enjoy writing before MoS. At the beginning, she would try to complete tasks as quickly as possible and wouldn’t open up or allow herself to put time and personal effort in to writing something meaningful; she was keeping a distance, not confident to express ideas or try. However, this has changed. 'Now, if I get asked to write a short story at school, guess how many paragraphs I write? TEN!' she says with obvious pride. She is much more motivated to get involved, put time into her work and finish it.

Nia’s writing skills have definitely improved, a big part of this is simply that she is now writing more as she enjoys it. She says she learns from the mentors ‘how to make my writing better’. She likes the idea of not having to think too much about grammar and punctuation; focusing more on ideas. Her writing is more fluid and her vocabulary is developing; she likes to discuss new words she hears mentors use. She says she writes a lot of poetry at home and would like to learn more skills about writing (but not necessarily write personal poems, she would rather do that lying on her bed at home).

Nia sometimes finds the warm-ups and writing tasks a bit boring but her negative reactions have reduced over time. She says she can't think up her own ideas so would like to be given more ideas. When asked if she would like to learn how to create her own ideas, she says 'yes! 'She likes the chance to talk about ideas and opinions with the friends she comes with and the mentors. She has become more willing to have an honest conversation: in her first weeks, she would be sarcastic and pretend she didn't understand what a mentor was saying.

Nia says that MOS has changed her attitude to writing and now she enjoys writing at school, home and here at MOS much, much more. When asked why this is, she proudly and confidently replies, 'Because writing is my hobby now.' At the beginning she seemed to be testing the whole idea of writing and its worth, as well as testing mentors by being a bit difficult! Nia still thinks editing is boring but says that the MoS has taught her its importance.

Nia's confidence as a writer has definitely increased since starting MOS and this has impacted positively on her behaviour and self-confidence. She is calmer, more focused and willing to discuss ideas and suggestions. She takes feedback more constructively.

Nia says that she lives in a very busy household, does not get on with her brothers and struggles to express her own ideas at home so the MoS is a good place for her to develop social skills and have the space to explore her own personality, writing and ideas.




Case Study 2 - 10 year old boy

	Ted is 10 years old and attends drop-in regularly with two friends. The mother of one of Ted's friends said that the MoS would be fun and Ted says he has found that to be the case (despite initially thinking that it would be boring and that he would be sitting in rows with other children, periodically assessed). He likes the opportunities that MoS affords him - not only writing, but creating comics. Ted finds writing at MoS different to writing at school and at home due to working alongside a writing mentor; he values the advice on how to plan, structure and present his work. Ted thinks that the MoS is cool in general!

Ted is very enthusiastic about the creative process, has shown that he is willing to build on work from previous weeks and is generally eager to share his work with others. His writing is imaginative, humorous and unpredictable. He thinks about the way in which his characters impact the world around them.

Ted’s attitude to writing has changed. He says that he formerly viewed writing as a geeky pursuit and no longer believes that to be the case. He has shown a desire to edit his work independently before seeking advice.

Ted has produced a comic to be included in the MoS anthology; he is excited to have his work published and constantly asks about the progress of the project. 




Case study 3 - 13 year old girl

	Sally is 13 years old and has come to the Ministry of Stories almost every week, at least once, since drop-in began. Sally was already motivated to write and complete pieces of independent writing; she writes a lot at home, with great imagination and expressive writing skills. Prior to MoS however, she had no one to evaluate and discuss her work with. She has enjoyed and seen an improvement in her writing through the opportunity to discuss and develop her ideas and techniques such as structure, description, vocabulary, punctuation and story rhythm. She is more motivated to evaluate, edit and go through a ‘finishing process’ with her work since coming to the MoS.

Sally has developed trust in sharing her work with other people and now feels more confident about her own work. When she first came to MoS, Sally didn’t want to share her novel, but felt able to do this after a few weeks and has really enjoyed learning how to take feedback positively and improve her work through that process. She is much closer to completing her novel after working on it with MoS mentors for a couple of months. She is starting to structure it more coherently and refine the descriptions, whilst developing her key themes and the momentum of the story.

Sally already had a wide vocabulary and excellent writing skills, but does feel that MoS has helped her to refine these and explore new ways to approach writing, learn about structure and apply editing skills to what she writes. For example, her novel is over 70,000 words long but she was asked to write a short story for the MOS anthology; a whole new way of writing! She enjoyed the challenge and editing support she received and is happy to have explored a different way of writing. She feels more confident to use a short story format now.

Sally already knew she loved writing but she now feels her writing could be a professional skill; she feels closer to the idea of being published and being a writer in the future. She would like to try othernew forms of writing (poetry was suggested or song lyrics, advertising/marketing copy etc).Sally usually writes on a computer at home; she enjoys leaving that behind and writing by hand at the MoSas she says it helps her to think in a different way.

Sally is quite shy and more used to interacting with adults than young people. She is home-schooled so MoS provides a valuable opportunity to share her work with others and feel part of a writing movement rather than a lone-ranger. MoS is a positive space for her to build social skills and she does seem/feel more relaxed compared to when she started. Sally wishes there were more young people of her age at drop-in that she could work with.




One of the co-directors reflected that although the drop-in sessions were predominantly attracting young people already interested in writing, there was a noticeable shift in their perceptions to now see writing as a viable hobby. She also noted that writing was being accepted as a social activity rather than a private occupation. The opportunities to share, reflect with others and edit work in response to feedback were all adding to young people's confidence and skills as writers.

5.3
Next steps
One of the more advanced and confident young writers suggested that it would be useful sometimes to divide the group to provide greater challenge for those who needed it whilst also providing the support required for the emerging writers. She also suggested that visits from guest writers would help to inspire and expose young people to differing writing styles.

A younger writer also made suggestions for inspiration but her focus was on the walls of the workshop space with a request for more artwork, graffiti or writing.

The MoS is keen to attract more local young people to participate in the drop-in sessions. To this end, they have decided to restrict attendance to young people who attend schools within a 500m radius of the venue. The Creative Learning Intern has been speaking at assemblies in these local schools to aid recruitment.

6
Conclusions and Recommendations
The evidence presented in the two previous sections demonstrates that the Ministry of Stories has successfully achieved the objectives set for the story-making workshops and drop-in sessions. This success has been founded on a number of basic principles of:

· encouraging playfulness and fun in writing

· provide support for young writers through writing mentors

· offering responsive and bespoke programmes of support for young people's writing

· providing diverse sources of inspiration

· encouraging a climate in which the ideas and writing of all young people are valued.

This combination of creativity, playfulness, mentoring and validation has proved to be inspirational for many young people. Impact has been observed in young people's writing skills, writing confidence and motivation. Evidence from teachers suggests that this impact has been evident back at school and also transferred into other aspects of young people's lives. One boy in Y4, for example, described what he had learnt from working with the MoS,

'If you focus really hard and really work hard, you can do anything.' 
The organisation is growing and evolving: initially envisaged as a six-month pop-up, the MoS has now secured portfolio funding from the Arts Council of England for 2012-2015. Whilst the amount is relatively modest is provides some security for the organisation which has seen its ambitions and confidence grow steadily over the last six months. There are some suggestions for development in this report but no significant weaknesses were identified. The principle recommendation is to explore a range of longer-term projects with schools; to work towards more sustainable impact (which the organisation is already planning). The evidence shows that schools are eager for the support offered and happy with the MoS's focus on creative writing and young people (rather than building explicit links to the literacy curriculum). Teachers are adept at making these links, what they need from an external partner is passion, expertise, fun, creativity and high levels of adult support. 

It would be easy for the Ministry of Stories to open its doors to schools and young people across London but the organisation is committed to working in the immediate locality (and more broadly in the boroughs of Hackney, Islington, Tower Hamlets and the City of London) and to exploring and working to overcome barriers that young people experience in relation to writing. To date, the services have been provided free to schools and young people. The Teaching and Learning Consultant (Literacy) in Hackney confirmed that this policy would need to continue to achieve the organisation's aim of inspiring young writers from across the borough's diverse communities. 

Appendix 1

Objectives for children participating in MoS Primary School Workshops

	Objective
	Indicators of success

	To increase interest in writing and motivation to write
	· Asking to come back to MoS

· Returning to MoS for drop-in sessions

· Enjoying the writing process

	To increase determination to complete pieces of writing and writing-based tasks
	· On task

· High level of concentration

· Completing the task

	To improve writing skills (e.g. facility with words)
	· Children's views / teachers' views

· Evidence of work produced

	To increase creativity in writing 


	· Ask  unusual questions

· Draw on their own experiences and emotions

· Use analogies and metaphors

· Use imagination

· Play with ideas, experiment, try different approaches

· Review progress and incorporate feedback

· Lose inhibitions about correct spelling/grammar etc

	To broaden children's perceptions about writing


	· Surprise at enjoyment in writing (especially boys)

· Understanding the process/willingness to edit work

· Curiosity about writing as a career

· Understanding relevance of literacy tasks in school

	To improve self-confidence about writing, particularly from students with low levels of literacy (in English)
	· Willingness to read out work to class

· Pride in own work

· Views of teachers

	To develop skills in cooperation and collaboration.


	· Listening to peers

· Being supportive of peers

· Inviting feedback and incorporating as needed


Ministry of Stories Drop-In sessions aim to enhance young people's skills, confidence and resilience to develop as independent writers

Objectives for young people participating in MoS Drop-In Sessions:

	Objective
	Indicators of success

	To increase motivation to write and complete pieces of independent writing
	· Repeat attendance at drop-in sessions

· Enjoying the writing process

· Improved level of concentration over time

· Confidence to trust their own ideas and intuition

· Completing the task

	To improve writing skills (e.g. facility with words)
	· Young people's testimony 

· Parents' views

· Evidence of work produced over time

	To increase creativity in writing 


	· Ask  unusual questions

· Challenge conventions and their own and others’ assumptions

· Think independently

· Draw on their own experiences and emotions

· Use analogies and metaphors

· Use imagination

· Play with ideas, experiment, try different approaches

· Anticipate and overcome difficulties, following an idea through

· Review progress and incorporate feedback

· Lose inhibitions about correct spelling/grammar etc

	To broaden young people's perceptions about writing


	· Surprise at enjoyment in writing 

· Understanding the process/willingness to edit work

· Curiosity about writing as a career

· Understanding relevance of literacy tasks in school

	To improve young people's self-confidence (including their confidence as writers)
	· Pride in own work

· Testimony of young people

· Change over time (mentors and parents)

	To develop young people's social skills through mixing with a new and diverse group of young people and adults.


	· Relaxed interaction with others

· Staying on task and following 'rules'

· Inviting feedback and incorporating as needed


Appendix 2

Projects for Secondary Schools

Introduction

During the summer term 2011, the Ministry of Stories offered a range of writing projects to local secondary schools (including mainstream, special and a Pupil Referral Unit (PRU)):

· Bottled Emotions - poetry and copywriting 

Two schools participated (4 sessions of 90 minutes per school)

· Ministry Rated - book reviews 

Three schools participated (2 sessions of 2 hours per school)

· Scriptwriting 

Two schools participated (a 90 minute taster session).

All the projects involved an exploration of the genre(s) of writing including the conventions used; writing (and reading) for a purpose; and 1:1 or small group support from writing mentors. 

Evaluation questionnaires were sent to teachers in the last week of the summer term. Four completed forms were returned: two for scriptwriting and two for Bottled Emotions. Although the response rate is high (100% for two of the three projects), a degree of caution is required in analysing and interpreting the evidence from a relatively small number of questionnaires. There was a high level of congruence in the responses however, which adds to the validity of the findings.

Findings - the projects

The principle motivation cited for undertaking the project (highlighted by all four schools) was the benefit to students from working with specialist practitioners. The development of new partnerships and the fact that the project was free were also highlighted by three of the schools with the potential for staff development noted by just one school.

Two of the teachers undertook preparatory work with the students. At a third school, the project was 'a last minute booking' giving no time for preparation but the teacher explained, 'I modelled the process throughout and reminded them to continue thinking about their work in between the sessions.'

All the teachers believed the project had offered their students new and different experiences:

'The intense support while writing from ‘strangers’ allowed the students to focus on their work, not on ‘negative power relationships’ they might have with teachers and other staff members.' (PRU)

'Specialists from the work place working with them; Dragon’s Den style pitch at the end.' (Mainstream)

'1:1 attention and scribing...Lovely working environment... Very good resources and practitioners.' (Special School)

'They felt that this writing was different to school ... It was clear that some benefited from the relatively low-risk nature of the writing compared with the more assessment focused writing at school.' (Mainstream)

Teachers were asked to rate various aspects of the project, where a score of 5 = very successful and 1 = not successful. The average scores are given below:

	The quality of the teaching/facilitation
	4.8

	The structure and pace of the sessions
	4.5

	The quality of the writing produced
	4.5

	The quality of the resources provided
	4.3

	The MoS as a learning environment
	4.7*

	The engagement of the students
	4.8

	Bringing fun and playfulness to writing
	4.5


*Rated by only three schools as the fourth school did not visit the Ministry.

Teachers were cautious in providing evidence of impact as the projects were relatively short and there had been little time to observe lasting benefits. The teacher from the PRU however did note,

'Being able to succeed in front of ‘strangers’ is a massive boost to [the students'] self-confidence. Moreover, being valued by ‘strangers’ is very positive for them.'

The two teachers from mainstream schools commented on their students' focus and application, 

'During and following the project the students demonstrated a wonderful attitude  to learning and the nature of the project allowed some students to present themselves in new ways. Upon returning to school the students were keen to continue their work, which given that it was the last day of term says a lot!'

They also referred to the development of specific writing skills and the quality of the work produced,

'I was impressed with their ‘recipe poems’ which took a different approach; I was also impressed that they had come up with imaginative approaches to achieving their purpose according to the specific audience; this seemed to occur organically rather than in a forced way. '

'Some students demonstrated the ability to produce work that was of a higher standard than seen at school largely due to the nature of the task and the amount of time available for focused writing and drafting.'

In relation to their own learning, teachers highlighted how the project had reminded them of the need to consider the purpose and audience for writing; also the need to give students time and space to be creative. The teacher from the special school commented, 'it confirmed that the more adult support pupils get, the more engaged they are.'

The experience served to provoke quite profound reflections from one teacher,

'It has made me reflect on ‘compassion fatigue’ in as much as I envied the fresh approach volunteers were able to take with our students. Being in a PRU is not where any child wants to be and they resent the building and staff accordingly. Seeing how, in a supportive environment, our students were able to function pretty well, has made me reflect on the wisdom of PRUs.'

Only one teacher suggested ways in which the project could have been improved. He felt the scriptwriting session needed a clearer end-point and an indication of when the students' would receive their typed scripts (to aid future planning for teachers).

Findings - the future

All teachers expressed a desire to work with the MoS on future projects and appeared open to all aspects of creative and story writing. One teacher, for example, wrote, 

'Writing that will be stimulated by the MoS gestalt – something quirky.'

Teachers were invited to suggest ways in which the MoS could improve or develop their work with schools. Their response are quoted in full below,

'If you have mentors of the same quality as Yemisi then no, I thought he was excellent.'

'In order to aid GCSE the MoS could think about text-transformation; different narrative structures and perhaps develop non-fiction writing for older students.'

'Perhaps more weird and wonderful props and stimuli for creative writing: monster related stuff?'

'Teachers could be encouraged to purchase some of the shop items to develop their stories in school.'

'It would also be nice to have a professional story teller showing pupils how important it is to engage an audience with one’s writing.'

Conclusions

Although the findings are based on a small sample, they provide a very positive view of the projects and highlight benefits for students in terms of attitudes to learning, creative writing skills and self-confidence. The structure, pace, content and outcomes of the projects were rated highly as were the abilities of the mentors and facilitators. All the projects targeted students in KS3 where there is greater flexibility in the curriculum (compared to KS4) and perhaps a greater openness to project-based work. Two of the schools that provided evaluation evidence cater for students with particular needs; both highlighted the specific benefits for these students from 1:1 mentoring and the experience of working with creative practitioners (who are not teachers). Significantly, all four teachers were keen to work on further projects with the Ministry of Stories.

Hannah Wilmot
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