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The Mass Observation Archive (MOA) has been collecting information 
about everyday life in Britain for over 80 years. As part of this work, 
Beyond Boxes, supported by the Heritage Lottery Fund, has sought 
to engage with group members at HMP Lewes, to encourage them 
to share their lived experience, so that the MOA better reflects the 
diversity of life in Britain today.

Beyond Boxes aims to break down the barriers, which prevent people 
from engaging with archives and support people to share their stories. 

We are all more than the ‘box’ we are put in and  
archives go beyond the boxes they are kept in.

Suzanne Rose, MOA

Group members have contributed diaries, directive responses, poems 
and drawings, which will be kept in the Mass Observation Archive at 
The Keep for others to appreciate.

Resources have been created for use in HMP Lewes to provide support 
with reading and writing and encourage engagement with the MOA in 
new and creative ways. 

Beyond Boxes is the highlight of my week.
Group member HMP Lewes

 



A sentence is a group of words giving a complete thought.  
It must contain a subject and a verb. 

It might sound confusing but the subject is the person or the thing.

For example, Steve ate the biscuit. (Steve is the subject of the sentence 
and Steve is doing the action.)

And the verb is the action or doing word. It can be a physical action, 
mental action or a state of being. 

 
to write, to run

Charlie wrote a letter.

Charlie ran around the track.

Wrote and ran are verbs, they express the 
physical activity to write or run. 

to think, to guess

I thought the ending might be that.

Matt guessed the right lottery numbers.

Thought and guessed are verbs, they  
express the mental activity to think or guess.

WELCOME

The idea for this ‘Book of Basics’ was borne out of a discussion by 
Beyond Boxes group members HMP Lewes in the Autumn of 2017. 
What came out of this conversation was that some people didn’t feel 
confident to write, yet didn’t feel that they could ask others for help. 
What could they do instead? What about a book of basics? 

And so here we are! 

This booklet has been designed to cover some of the basics to be able 
to help you with your own writing, whether that be letters, stories or 
poems. It will also help you to complete some of the activities in the 
Beyond Boxes Exercise Book. 

The way this booklet works is that there will be an introduction and 
explanation, then an activity for you to fill in the gaps and then a 
chance for you to practice. Feel free to continue this on extra paper or 
in a notebook so that you feel more confident with each area.

We wish you lots more confidence with your writing.

WHAT IS A SENTENCE?

“When writing, I feel at 
peace. There’s no anxieties. 

It lets ideas come.” 
Group member HMP Lewes
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FOR  
EXAMPLE

PHYSICAL 
ACTION

MENTAL 
ACTION

A STATE OF 
BEING to be



Full stops are used when we have  
finished saying one thing and we  
are going on to say something else.  
They divide up sentences so  
we know where to stop or pause. 

They help to make sure our writing makes  
sense and also helps to make things easier to read. 

A full stop also tells us when we need to take a longer pause when 
we are reading. Rather than racing on to the next word in the next 
sentence.

Can you see where the full stops 
need to go in this short piece of 
text? 

Try reading it without pausing. 
What effect do you get with and 
without full stops?

Matt was eating a large cake 
he was getting fed up with it he 
decided to give the rest to the dog 
the dog was happy

FULL STOPS FULL STOPS

Have a go at rewriting these sentences and putting the full stops in.

Paul eats peas with his meat

The men shout as they play football outside

Walking is my favourite hobby

Try writing some sentences yourself with full stops. Continue on 
another page if you need to. 

TASK AND  
PRACTICE

A full stop looks like  
this and appears at  
the end of a sentence. 
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MATT’S 
CAKE



CAPITAL LETTERS  
AND NOUNS

We use capital letters for names of people, places, the days of the 
week, the months of the year These are called proper nouns. 

Dave, London, Monday, January

We also use capital letters at the start of a sentence.

He loves to eat cake.

and when writing I when talking about ourselves.

I went to bed early last night.

A noun is a ‘naming’ word. It is the word for 
a person, place or thing. Everything around 
you, whether we can see it or talk about it, 
is represented by a word that names it. That 
naming word is a ‘noun’. 

Make a list of 5 nouns you can see around you.

Names of people, names of places,  
days of the week, months of the year.

      Make a list of 5 proper nouns that come to mind,  
it might be the name of your friend, the name of  
the town you grew up.

If it is not a proper noun, it is called a common noun 
and these do not need capital letters. For example: 
chair, bed, table, television, mug.

Have a go at putting the capital letters and full stops in these sentences.

mark and carl got wet in the rain

matt has brown hair but liz has blonde hair

i like going to london

Try writing some sentences yourself with capital letters and full stops. 
Continue on another page if you need to. 

TASK AND  
PRACTICE

CAPITAL LETTERS  
AND NOUNS
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COMMON 
NOUN

WHAT IS A NOUN?

WHAT IS A  
PROPER 
NOUN?



QUESTION  
MARKS

A question mark looks like this 
and we use them when a  
question is asked. 

For example, 

What is on the telly tonight?

How are you?

Did you know that I love chocolate cake?

When we write letters we often ask questions to find out how the 
other person is, what they have been doing or what they think about 
something.

Think about some questions you have asked recently, try and 
come up with 5 different ones. You might find that you ask a lot of 
questions!

Have a go at putting the question marks in these sentences.

Can you help me find my pencils

Where is my jumper

Would you like a slice of cake

Try writing some questions yourself with capital letters at the start and a 
question mark at the end. Continue on another page if you need to. 

TASK AND  
PRACTICE

QUESTION  
MARKS
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An exclamation mark looks like this and we use them  
to show an order, an emotion (such as surprise) or volume. 

      Think of a recent conversation you’ve had, which of your 
sentences might have ended in an exclamation mark if it was written 
down or in a speech bubble?

SOME  
EXAMPLES

EXCLAMATION  
MARKS

Have a go at putting the exclamation marks in these sentences.

You are not allowed to go in that room

That’s my cake

That movie I watched last night was brilliant

Try writing some questions yourself with capital letters at the start 
and an exclamation mark at the end. Continue on another page if you 
need to. 

TASK AND  
PRACTICE

EXCLAMATION 
MARKS
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You’re late!
Get out!

wow!
Shut  
up!



COMMAS

A comma looks like this , and we use them for dividing up a sentence 
in order to make the meaning clear and also for writing lists. 

A comma also tells you as a 
reader where to take a pause 
when reading so that the writing 
makes more sense. 

Try these sentences with and 
without commas. It makes a 
huge difference to the meaning!

In this booklet we are going to focus on the use of commas in lists.  
For example: 

I will pack my bag, my sandwiches, my hat and my boots. 

(In the UK we don’t add a comma after the word ‘and’.) 

 

Can you see where commas might go 
in this list?

I will take my rain coat my umbrella 
my packed lunch and my camera.

Have a go at writing this  
shopping list out with commas.

Try writing some lists with commas in them. Continue on another page if 
you need to. 

TASK AND  
PRACTICE

COMMAS
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Let’s eat 
Grandma.

Let’s eat, 
Grandma.

I like cooking my family and my pets.

I like cooking, my family and my pets.

Biscuits

Bread

Margarine

Milk

Eggs

Jam



An apostrophe looks like this ’  
and one of the reasons  
we use them is for contractions.

This is when two words like  
do not become don’t.

APOSTROPHES 
– CONTRACTIONS

TASK AND  
PRACTICE

APOSTROPHES 
– CONTRACTIONS
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had’nt
you’ve

shouldv’e
they’ll

Which of these have 
got the apostrophes 
in the right place?  
Can you see where 
they should go if 
they are wrong?

SOME MORE  
EXAMPLES:

have not       haven’t

will not         won’t

does not                 doesn’t
The apostrophe goes in the  
space of the letter or letters  
that have been removed.  
So, with haven’t the apostrophe  
has taken the place of the o from not.

Have not             Haven’t

Have a go at rewriting these as a contraction

should not

must not

she is

Try writing some of your own contractions. Here are some more 
examples you could use: I am, they will, are not, can not, could not, it 
is. Continue on another page if you need to. 



An apostrophe looks like this ’ and one of the 
reasons we use them is for showing possession.  
It shows that one thing belongs to another. 

(We can have possession for one thing or lots of things.  
For this booklet we are just going to look at one thing.)

This means the bag belonging  
to Michael and we show this  
with the apostrophe after Michael.

 
This means the bike belonging  
to the man and we show this  
with the apostrophe after man.

This means the favourite sport of Matthew and we 
show this with the apostrophe after Matthew.

 

Which of these has got the apostrophe in the right place? Can you 
see where they should go if they are wrong?

The bikes brake’s were very squeaky.

Nan’as cakes are the tastiest.

Julians lesson’s are always interesting.

APOSTROPHES 
– POSSESSION

TASK AND  
PRACTICE

APOSTROPHES 
– POSSESSION

Have a go at rewriting these sentences with the apostrophe in the 
correct place.

Roberts hair is short and spiky.

I went to Emmas house for dinner.

Anthonys house is only a bus ride from town.

Try writing some of your own sentences using an apostrophe for 
possession. Continue on another page if you need to. 

Michael’s  
bag.

The man’s 
bike.

Matthew’s 
favourite sport  

is cycling.
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YUM



This is a really common mistake as they all sound the same! Here are 
some tips to help you remember which one to use.

This refers to a place or position. This also has the word 
here in it reminding us that we’re talking about a place.  

THERE

Over there or it is there. Just like over here or it is here. You can swap 
the words as well to help you check that it makes sense.

This is possessive, meaning belonging to. 

The boys picked up their bags.

Their lunch was very tasty.

Think back a couple of pages to the contraction work we 
did. This means they are. 

They’re walking around the track.

If you’re not sure, pop the full version into your sentence to see if it 
makes sense. 

I’ll come over they’re becomes I’ll come over they are. 

We know that doesn’t make sense so we can change it to there.  

I’ll come over there. 

Paragraphs are a group of sentences or a section of writing  
covering the same idea or topic. They are an important part  
of structuring any piece of writing.

Paragraphs help the reader to understand and enjoy your writing.  
They also keep the writing clear and easier to read and understand. 

If you have a book to hand, have a look at how the author uses 
paragraphs.

There is no set length to a paragraph, just remember to make sure the 
sentences are all on the same topic. 

You can use as many as you need to make your writing clear. Changing 
paragraphs signals to your reader that something else has changed. 

A good rule of thumb for changing 
paragraphs is to remember 

Ti for Time

P for Place

To for Topic

P for Person

If you are talking about a different day or time of day,  
a different place, changing topic or talking about  
a different person it is a good idea to start  
a new paragraph.

Have a go! Maybe write a letter to someone  
and practise using paragraphs.

PARAGRAPHS
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THERE

THEIR

THEY’RE



This is a possessive.  
Meaning belonging to. 

This is a contraction,  
meaning you are. 

If you’re not sure, put the full version into your sentence to see if it 
makes sense.

You’re opinion is important becomes you are opinion is important.

We know that doesn’t make sense so we can change it to your. Your 
opinion is important.

WOULD ‘OF’, SHOULD ‘OF’, 
COULD ‘OF’ AND MIGHT ‘OF’ 
We often write would of because would’ve, which is the contraction 
for would have, sounds like would of. 

What we are actually saying or writing is 

I would have bought you a present, but I didn’t know it was your birthday.

Rather than 

I would of bought you a present, but I didn’t know it was your birthday.

We can also write 

I would’ve bought you a present, but I didn’t know it was your birthday. 

This is exactly the same for would, should, could and might.

YOUR  
AND YOU’RE
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YOUR

YOU’RE



NOTES
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ANSWERS

Full stops: 
Paul eats peas with his meat.
The men shout as they play football outside.
Walking is my favourite hobby.

Capital letters: 
Mark and Carl got wet in the rain.
Matt has brown hair but Liz has blonde hair.
I like going to London.

Question marks: 
Can you help me find my pencils?
Where is my jumper?
Would you like a slice of cake?

Exclamation marks: 
You are not allowed to go in that room!
That’s my cake!
That movie I watched last night was brilliant!

Commas: 
Biscuits, bread, margarine, milk, eggs and jam.

Apostrophes, contractions: 
shouldn’t
mustn’t
she’s

Apostrophes, possession: 
Robert’s hair is short and spiky.
I went to Emma’s house for dinner.
Anthony’s house is only a bus ride from town.
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Even though I can’t read or write. If someone else 
can’t, I’d tell them to give it a go. Get it from your 

mind and put it on the paper. You might be shocked / 
surprised what you end up with. Even though I can’t 

put pen to paper, look what I can achieve through 
someone else’s hand.

Group member HMP Lewes




