
 

 

 

  

English Resources 

There are many ways that oral history and the topic of 

shipbuilding can be used successfully in English. 

Students can practice their creative writing skills and 

undertake non-fiction research and writing, preparing them 

for both strands of GCSE Language. 

Our resources could also be used to teach about the 

importance of historical, social and cultural context. 

Non-fiction research tasks 

Why are non-fiction skills important? 

Not only do non-fiction reading and writing skills play a huge part of any English GCSE, but they are also 

transferable skills that will benefit students in their post-school careers. Having the ability to use online resources 

to undertake research is one method, but it is also worthwhile giving students print resources and asking them to 

reduce, classify or change the information from one format to another. 

 

HMS Illustrious 

One example of how the We Made Ships site could be linked to non-fiction research is to ask students to 

research a specific ship or shipyard. You could specify that students generate at least ten bullet points or else 

create a factsheet, poster or leaflet. Students could write in a contemporary fashion, for example imagining that 

HMS Illustrious has just been launched, or perhaps creating a newspaper article from the time when it was 

decommissioned. 
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Descriptive writing 

Why is descriptive writing important? 

At GCSE descriptive writing is an essential skill and it is something we try to nurture in English 

students from a young age. 

Asking students to write a story or description from an image or other stimulus (such as a profile of a 

real person) can be both enriching and also challenging for students who are used to writing more 

freely. 

 

A description inspired by still image 

One method would be to give students an image from the We Made Ships site, such as the two 

below of the Swan Hunter Cranes being demolished, or perhaps of the Jarrow March or a ship being 

launched. 

 http://news.bbc.co.uk/local/tyne/hi/people_and_places/history/newsid_8722000/8722475.stm 

 

Looking at other student work 

Evaluation is a useful skill in encouraging students to reflect on their own work. Look at the two 

longer answers on the next two pages and ask students to mark them with a       EBI system, 

establishing what the best qualities 

or ‘moments’ are in the piece and 

what could be ‘even better if…’ 

 

Top tip: 

Younger or less able students may 

only be able to produce a short 

response, but even this can be 

well-crafted, as shown in this 

student example: 
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Creating poetry 

Why is poetry important? 

Throughout school we encourage children to engage with reading and writing poetry, and at GCSE 

students are expected to analyse familiar and unseen poems. It makes sense, therefore, that student 

practice their written poetry skills in order to become familiar with poetic techniques, structures and 

forms. 

 

Stimulus 

Students can use images, stories and historical facts from the We Made Ships site to give ideas 

for poetic content. Anyone who feels a little unsure could take verbatim words from one of the 

interviews and convert them into poetic form. 

 

Poetic techniques 

Metaphor and simile: some of the interviewees share memories that are hyperbolised or 

told through figurative language. Students could borrow these images or, for more confident 

writers, take concrete information and retell it through their own metaphors or similes. 

Personification: often the workers spoke of ships with female pronouns, as if they had their 

own characters. It would be feasible to discuss a region or shipyard as an animate thing, 

each yard having its own personality and identity. 

Pathetic fallacy: the weather in the North East has a reputation for being cold, windy and 

rainy. It’s not always like that, but there could be plenty of fuel for an emotive poem about 

the closure of the shipyards set on a dreary, drizzly morning. Similarly, a warm evening glow 

could be the perfect unexpected backdrop to a shipyard at its height. 

Repetition: An image, motif, word or phrase could be repeated throughout a poem. For 

example, sounds of machinery would ring out regularly, as would the voices of men greeting 

one another or of women in the offices. 

Sensory language: students would do well to move beyond what the shipyards would have 

looked like, and the oral history interviews make reference to the smells in the shipyards - 

not always pleasant. Onomatopoeia could help students to explore some of the sounds of 

the industry, also referenced in a number of the interviews on the site. 

 

Types of poem 

Any form of poem could lend itself to the topic 

and history of the shipbuilding industry. However, 

some forms to begin with include: 

haiku, shape poems, sonnet, free verse 
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Writing in first and third person 

Why is writing in first person important? 

Writing in first person is an important skill for students when approaching both fiction and non-

fiction. It can allow students to use historical research in a creative way and will also encourage 

empathy in understanding how another human may think and feel. 

 

Opportunities to write in first person 

Diary: students listen to the testimony of one individual, making notes on what a typical day 

would have been like. This information is then translated into a first person diary entry. The 

writing will be a combination of relayed information and imagined reactions, feelings, 

thoughts. Some students will rely more heavily on research than others. 

Speech: following a study of the website and topic, students compose a speech in character 

as someone connected to the shipbuilding industry, entitled My life in the Shipyard or 

similar. Alternatively, they could write as themselves speaking about their learning. Titles 

that may encourage a personal reaction include: 

 Should Britain be proud of the North East shipbuilding industry? 

 How has the closure of the shipyards changed the North East? 

These titles could also be used for a class discussion or debate. 

 

Why is writing in third person important? 

Third person writing is used very commonly in novels, journalism and business. It is easy for students 

to imagine being a narrator or being separate from what they are writing and it relies less on having 

a connection than writing in first person.  

 

Opportunities to write in third person 

Article: a good way to encourage students to take research on board and expand it, writing 

an article involves a lot of crafting. Students should be told (or choose) their audience (e.g. a 

specific newspaper or magazine), their purpose (e.g. to celebrate or criticise), and the format 

(e.g. an online article or print-based piece). 

Looking at some of the articles linked to on the We Made Ships site will give students a 

good understanding of what they are aiming to achieve. 

Blog: students will be much more familiar with blogs than most of their teachers, and some 

blogs do have an informal and conversational tone. However, encourage students to think of 

their blog entry as a sort of online report or discussion of their topic or focus. Some bloggers 

move between first and third person, but this is something only very confident students 

should attempt. 
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