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Improving Literacy
through the SSE Process

“Literacy includes the capacity to read, understand and critically appreciate
various forms of communication including spoken language, printed text,
broadcast media, and digital media.”
Literacy and Numeracy for Learning and Life, 2011.
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Reflection Exercise
How did you disseminate the messages/learning from Day 1?
What target do you hope to achieve?
What actions are you implementing/will you implement?
Why are you implementing these actions?
How did/will you ensure the implementation of these actions
across the school?
Are these actions working?
SUCCESSES: Progress to date?

Observations so far...
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Comments from Chief Examiners Reports
2012-2013

Encourage students to develop their responses beyond simple statements through
explanations, descriptions and the use of examples. Geography, 2013.
Make sure, particularly at Higher Level, that the higher-order conceptual skills of analysis, design,
synthesis and evaluation are expressed in the folio. Construction Studies, 2012.
Candidates should avoid the use of schematic or stock answers in the written examination in
favour of developing good understanding and a personal response supported by evidence.
Art, 2013.
There is evidence in the answering of many candidates of shallow, uncritical learning.
Biology 2013.
Research should be analysed and linked to the assignment requirements. Students should avoid
transcribing directly from class textbooks. Home Economics, 2011.
Provide opportunities for students to develop their skills at applying and adapting their knowledge
and understanding thus improving their ability to respond to different examination questions.
Environmental Studies, 2012.
Adopting a process approach to writing, whereby students learn to research, plan, draft, re-draft
and edit their writing (as laid out in the Leaving Certificate Syllabus, English, para. 3.4.1) would be
of significant benefit to all students of Leaving Certificate English. English, 2013.
Learn the different meanings of similar-sounding or similarly spelled terms and work on accurate
explanation of these terms. Science, 2013.
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What are the Writing Demands of my Subject
Consider and discuss with others in your group the demands made on your students when writing in
your subject area. Some possible points might include:

What are the writing demands of my subject?

Do the students know what good written work in
my subject looks like? If so, do they know why it is
good?

Do I use writing checklists / rubrics with my
students?

How are students making the leap from my
correcting of their work to their understanding of
their writing issues?

Do the writing tasks I set benefit my students’
learning?

What are the most commonly used connectives
in my subject?

“The idea is not that content-area teachers should become reading and writing
teachers, but rather that they should emphasize the reading and writing practices
that are specific to their subjects, so students are encouraged to read and write
like historians, scientists, mathematicians, and other subject-area experts.”
(Biancarosa & Snow, 2004)
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Possible Connectives for Writing Tasks

To indicate order…

To infer…

To reformulate…

To begin with
Next
Firstly, Secondly, etc.
On second thoughts
In conclusion
Finally
In spite of all

In other words
In that case
Otherwise
This implies
Frankly

In other words
That means
That is to say
I mean
Another way of stating this is
Another way of putting it is
It would be better to say

To express concession…

To refer to…

To compare to…

Although
Even if
Even though
Besides
Anyhow, anyway
In any case
At any rate

With regard to
With reference to
Referring to
As to, as for
According to the latter / the former

Likewise
Both
Whereas
While the first might indicate
Similarly
As for
Equally
As well as

To express reason / purpose…

To express place and space…

To add an idea…

Therefore
That is why
For this reason
Hence
Because
So
Since
As
On account of
So that

On the right
To the left
Nearby
Between
Among
Here / there / where
In the distance
Straight ahead
In front of / behind

Moreover
Furthermore
Also
And
Similarly
Likewise
Too
Equally
In the same manner
Besides
In addition to

To express condition or consequence…

To express opposition…

To express time…

But
However
Nevertheless
Otherwise
On the other hand
On the contrary
Yet
Still
Maybe
Perhaps
Instead
Except for
Despite

When
Before / After
Now
While
Since
As long as / As soon as
No sooner than
Subsequently
Eventually
Initially
Previously
Recently
Meanwhile
Lately
At last
From now on
Time and again
Often
Afterwards

If
Unless
Suppose that
In case of
Providing that
On condition that
Consequently
Hence
Thus
Accordingly
As a result
It follows that

Adapted from English on the Web
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FORMS OF WRITING- Checklist
Forms of
Text

Geography History Science

Maths Other

Informational
Description
Reports
Summaries
Notes

Expositions/
Debates
Interviews
Instructions

Letters
Invitations

First Steps Overhead
Copyright Education Dept of
Western Australia

Greetings

9
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Spelling is an element of the writing process and is often a concern of teachers in Post Primary Schools.
It is important that we consider how it is being explained in our subject area and how we approach it.
There are many approaches to the teaching of spelling, adolescent students may find that one works
well for them, while they may find another one difficult. It is thus important that they are exposed to as
many approaches as possible.
Independent Learning
Individual students should be encouraged to keep their own personal spelling dictionary or notebook,
noting the words that they are consistently misspelling and to work on learning how to spell these words.
A range of approaches can be utilised to support them in this.
(see Brendan Culligan, Spelling and Handwriting: A Guide for Teachers and Parents for more on this
approach)
Auditory Approach
Phonics is one of the most important teaching methods used to improve spelling. A phonic approach
includes a number of key skills. These are knowing the sounds of letters, breaking up words into syllables
and recognising patterns. Students should:

Build up a good knowledge of the sounds made by each letter, blends (for example bl at the start of
black and blue, and str in street and string), and digraphs (words with ch, sh, ph, th and wh).

Sound out and spell the beginning of the word. This will make it easier to locate the word in the
dictionary.

Break words into syllables and sound each syllable out one at a time. This is an essential skill in
learning to become a more competent speller, especially for longer words, e.g. Photosynthesis.

Become aware of common prefixes and suffixes for example un, dis, con, ing, ed, tion, ly.

Recognise common Morphemes: this will support student’s knowledge of prefixes and suffixes and
is particularly useful when we consider the Greek and Latin morphemes that arise regularly in
Science subjects.

Recognise patterns – words that sounds the same will usually be spelt in the same way, for
example night, right, bright, fight, flight.

Silent letters can often cause a problem, but pronouncing the word as it is spelt can overcome this,
for example Wed-nes-day, Feb- ru-ary, knife. Sometimes silent letters can be remembered by
associating it with another form of the word where the letter can be heard distinctly, for
example; muscle – muscular, sign – signature.

“Most individuals would agree that no single method, material or strategy will consistently
guarantee that students will improve their word knowledge. Therefore, it seems advantageous
for teachers to select a variety of approaches.”
(Brozo and Simpson, 2003)

Adapted from www.nala.ie
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Visual approach
The visual appearance of words can aid students in developing a visual memory of words and support
them in remembering how to spell them.
Some visual approaches include:

Highlighting the difficult part of a word will help the student to remember the word. As the student
checks through their spelling notebook, their attention will be drawn to the word or to the part of a
word that caused difficulty.

Looking for smaller words within words can help with the difficult part of a word, for example
hearing, police, secretary, arranged, piece of pie, strawberry.

Look-cover-write-check. This is a well know strategy for learning to spell that involves looking at the
word, covering it, writing it and then checking to see if the word is correct.

Ask your student to try several possible ways of spelling a word to see if one ‘looks right’.

Encourage the students to actively notice words when they are out and about such as street names
or the names of shops and businesses. Even watching TV or using digital devices can be a good
opportunity to notice words on the screen, for example, weather maps, news items, advertisements
and sub-titles etc.
Mnemonics
A mnemonic is a memory aid. It can be also used as a strategy to remember how to spell a word.

For example, a mnemonic to remember how to spell the word necessary is ‘1 collar and 2 socks’,
one ‘s’ and two ‘c’s’, as it is a common mistake to forget which letters are doubled.

You've always got a ‘pal’ in principal.

Every secretary has a ‘secret’.

‘E’ for ‘envelope’ in stationery.
Other mnemonics can be created in the form of nonsense stories. These can help trigger the memory for
a learner trying to remember a difficult word. They may help the learner to remember some difficult
words. It is a good idea to encourage students to create their own nonsense stories around some difficult
words.



For example, if a student found the middle part of the word hospital difficult, tell a story about
someone falling into a pit and being brought to hospital.
Another example would be the word accommodation – Telling a story about going on holidays with
twin babies who need two cots (cc) and two mattresses (mm), or finally, to create a story about Tom
who works in customer service.

Adapted from www.nala.ie
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It is important to note that the writing process is not necessarily strictly linear, and as teachers we
can move from particular parts of the process to others over time. The process is fluid, and there will
be times in our teaching and treatment of particular areas in our subject where we may only be
focusing on a particular aspect of the process.

The Gradual Release of Responsibility

Regardless of the strategy being taught, the process of explicit instruction,
using the Gradual Release of Responsibility Model, remains the same.
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Scaffolding Writing
Scaffolding involves helpful, structured interaction between an adult and a
student with the aim of helping the student to achieve a specific goal.

There are four stages through which a particular text type can be made explicit
and taught to students:

1.

Building knowledge of the topic
2.

Modelling the text type
3.

4.

Joint construction
Independent writing

Stage One: Building Knowledge of the Topic
“[Scaffolding] refers
to the steps taken to
reduce the degree of
freedom in carrying
out some task so
that the child can
concentrate on the
difficult skill he/she
is in the process of
acquiring”
(Bruner, 1978)

The aim here is to build up background knowledge so focus is primarily on
content and the academic language required for the task.
This stage involves the processes of planning and translating, involving
strategies that use speaking, listening, reading, research, note taking skills,
brainstorming, activation of prior knowledge, etc.
Organising Writing
If students organise the content of their writing before they begin, it can
inform their thinking and improve the quality and coherence of their written
outcomes.
( National Strategy: Literacy in History, 2004)

“Simply correcting the spelling of a poor piece of writing results in a correctly spelled poor
piece of writing – the piece of writing itself is not substantially improved.”
(Gibbons, 2002)

Adapted from Scaffolding Language, Scaffolding Learning, Gibbons, 2002.
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Stage Two: Modelling the text
This stage aims to build up students’ understanding of the purpose,
overall structure and language features of the particular text being
focused on through model texts.
What can be modelled?
•What to write
•How to start
•How to revise and edit
•How to choose relevant information
•How to present information and ideas
•Use of word banks, wall charts etc.
•How to experiment with writing
•How to write a new form of text

“What they can do

collaboratively
today becomes
what they can do
independently
tomorrow.”
(Lewis & Wray,
2000)

Stage Three: Joint Construction
•Students give suggestions/contribute ideas while the teacher scribes, and
together the teacher and students discuss how the writing can be improved
•Teacher and students discuss the structure, more appropriate vocabulary,
consider alternative ways of wording and focus on language accuracy
“The joint construction stage is teacher-guided, it should not be seen as teacher
dominated” (Pauline Gibbons)
Stage Four: Independent Writing
•Students write their own texts, individually or in pairs
•As students write, remind them about the process of writing, first draft,
self-editing, feedback, redrafting, final text
•Students write a first draft and proof read/check it with their partner
Final draft is written for an audience (publish/present )

“Simply allowing students to write a lot will not necessarily provide
sufficient practice in the various types of writing required”
(Reppen, 2002)
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The Writer’s Toolkit
•Graphic organisers
•KWL Charts
•Writing Checklists
•Bloom’s Taxonomy / Prompt Questions
•Writing Frames
•Keywords
•Semantic Mapping
•Dictionary / Thesaurus
•Digital tools: Padlet, iNote, etc.
Writing Strategies
•Activation of prior knowledge
•Questioning / Bloom’s Taxonomy / 5 W and a H
•Group writing tasks
•Create an audience (Hot seat / Ask the Expert, etc.)
•Brainstorming
•Self-monitoring / Peer feedback strategies

2.

1.

8.

5.
6.
7.

4.

1.
2.
3.

Graphic Organisers
Brainstorming
Vocabulary activities e.g. stop the
bus, lists, Scrabble, Connect4,
word search, crossword, Wordle,
bubbl.us, keyword activities etc.
Word lists, phrase lists, word race,
dictionary & thesaurus work,
spelling & vocabulary activities
Lengthen / shorten sentence
Survey
Short passage / Ad/ Text message
draft
Springboards to help inspire ideas
& knowledge: images / texts/
media / other input / class
dialogue etc.
Questions as a springboard ( e.g.
5W+H)
Free writing

Building Knowledge

12.

10.
11.

9.

8.

4.
5.
6.
7.

3.

Active listening e.g. listen and
draw diagram / image/ fill in the
grid
Modelling / copying
Dictation
Cloze tests / Gapped text
Rearrange structure of sample text
(sentence, paragraph, points etc.)
Use alternative words or phrases
to those underlined in example
Good examples from other
students
Reading texts as good examples
Genre – Text type – StructureStyle
Paired word with images /
prompts

Modelling the Text
Independent Writing

Joint construction with teacher:

Individual writing or in pairs (still a
process)
Teacher as guide / scribe / prompter:
Scaffolding:

How will we begin?

First draft

Is that the best way to say it?

Self-editing

Is there a better/more effective/

Feedback from teacher/peers
richer way to say that?

Redraft

Can anyone think of a better/more

Final draft
accurate/more concise word or
criteria:
success
Clear
phrase?
text, type

Genre,

Is there anything you would like to
passage
the
of

Aim
change/move?
Richness
Accuracy,

Language,

Can anyone see anything that

Message, Subject
needs fixing?

Imagination

Can you remember what the

Etc.
examples we looked at earlier
were like?

What do you think we should talk Writing tasks linked to students’
experience
about next?

Is the language/spelling/grammar
Authentic contexts

accurate?

Etc.
Creative writing ( developing personal
Joint construction with other students:
writing style)

Paired writing/finish the sentence/
Tennis/Concertina
Mind maps

Group/Paired work
Incentives of a final ‘published’ text

Writing Frames
(these can also serve as ‘models’ and

Dice/Images etc.
resources for other classes in the future)

Joint construction

Writing Activities
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Writing Checklist
Do our students display a positive attitude towards writing?

Our students have a positive attitude towards writing

Our students display a high level of motivation when engaged in writing tasks
What is the quality of our students’ writing?

Our students use expansive and subject-specific vocabulary to express ideas and experiences in
their subjects

Our students have proficiency of writing in appropriate genres in different subjects

Our students display the ability to understand, apply, analyse, evaluate and create subject
knowledge in their written work

Our students can edit and refine their own and others’ writing

Our students can use digital media effectively to present their work in all subjects

Our students write with an appropriate standard of spelling, grammar, syntax and punctuation

All students (including those at risk of underachieving and those of exceptional ability) are making
very good progress from their prior levels of achievement in writing
Actions
Are teachers supporting the development of student writing?
At Whole School Level

Our teachers have high expectations with regard to students’ achievement in writing

Literacy-rich environment which displays students’ written work on corridors and classroom walls
At Subject Department Level

Subject specific and individual teacher plans reflect the school’s strategy and action plans for

improving students’ writing skills.

Department Plans demonstrate consistent approaches for the teaching of writing genres that are

relevant to the subject area.

Teachers identify and explicitly teach the features of the various genres relevant to their own
subject areas.

Writing is regularly used in lessons and homework to support students’ learning

Explicit spelling strategies are taught in a consistent manner in all subjects

Word processing packages are explicitly taught and incorporated into writing

A range of structured activities are used to support writing: co-operative learning, differentiated
writing frames, graphic organisers, self-edit/peer-edit sheet/ Learning logs
At Individual Teacher Level?

Our teachers engage in pre-writing activities and provide writing models where appropriate to
engage students in writing tasks

Our teachers teach the skills of planning and drafting

Our teachers set clear and purposeful writing activities and provide clear rubrics for writing when

appropriate

Our teachers link writing activities to the real world when possible

Our teachers explicitly teach students how to summarise and make notes in all subjects
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Eleven Elements of Effective Adolescent Writing Instruction
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

9.
10.

Writing Strategies: planning, revising, and editing written work
Summarisation: explicit and systematic teaching of how to summarise texts and how to make
notes effectively
Collaborative Writing: students work together to plan, draft, revise, and edit their written work
Specific Product Goals: assigns students specific, reachable goals for their writing tasks
Word Processing: uses IT equipment as instructional supports for writing assignments
Prewriting: activities designed to help generate or organize ideas for written work
Inquiry Activities: engages students in analysing immediate, concrete data to help them develop
ideas and content for a particular writing task
Process Writing Approach: interweaves a number of writing instructional activities in a workshop
environment that stresses extended writing opportunities, writing for authentic audiences,
personalised instruction, and cycles of writing
Study of Models: provides students with opportunities to read, analyse, and emulate models of
good writing
Writing for Content Learning: uses writing as a tool for learning content material

Adapted from Writing Next, 2007.

“The idea is not that content-area teachers should become reading and writing
teachers, but rather that they should emphasize the reading and writing practices
that are specific to their subjects, so students are encouraged to read and write
like historians, scientists, mathematicians, and other subject-area experts.”
(Biancarosa & Snow, 2004)
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Setting Targets
•Be realistic. Prioritise two or three targets that you can really work on rather
than ten that will be impossible to implement and monitor
•Targets should be informed by areas for development identified from making
judgments based on analysed evidence
•Ensure targets are SMART. A target is achievable and realistic only when you
can say how it’s going to be achieved (action) in your school, for your students
•Avoid confusing actions with targets
•Targets usually relate to Learner Outcomes
•Actions relate to learning experiences and teachers’ practice
Targets are
measures or
indicators of
what an individual
school wants to
achieve in terms of
school improvement
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Writing Targets

When writing Targets, consider the following:


What specific area are you going to improve?



Do you have baseline data in order to set a target that is directly responding to the priority (ies)
identified in the report?



How achievable, relevant, practical, and realistic is the target in this school’s context?



Can this target be set on a whole school level or does it target a particular student cohort?

“Improvement targets…may relate to any aspect of students’ achievement,
including their knowledge, skills and their attitudes
…are clearly linked to relevant baseline data”
(SSE Guidelines p.61 )
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Actions
When deciding upon actions, consider the following:


Will this action directly relate to the achievement of the identified target?



Does this build on what we are doing already? If so, how does it build on it?



Do we have the resources to carry out this action in terms of time, expertise, practical
physical resources, etc.?



Who will lead the implementation of this action?

Actions are required to achieve the targets.
•Actions are directly linked to the targets set
•Actions relate to learning experiences and teacher practice
Actions can relate to:




Areas needing further investigation
Learning more (CPD)
Implementing new practices

•Teacher PD must be ‘strategic’ to facilitate the journey
from school self-evaluation to school improvement (Bubb
and Earley, 2008)

“Teacher PD must be ‘strategic’ to facilitate the journey from school self-evaluation to
school improvement”
(Bubb and Earley, 2008)

Page 19

Key Reflections

Possible Actions for my School
What
Who

Timeline for Steps 1 to 5

School
Improvement
Plan 1
School
Improvement
Plan 2
School
Improvement
Plan 3

When

Timeline for Step 6
(Implementation
and
Monitoring)
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A School’s Experience

A framework of scheduled meetings was developed, including roughly what would be discussed at each
one, and these were facilitated through Croke park hours and other hours.
The SSE process was used, and the tracking of progress and surveys helped us to see if what we were
doing was having an impact. It also helped us plan for the weaknesses and make any necessary changes.
Each subject department was scaffolded with a pack containing templates, recommended websites,
relevant documents and suggestions for meetings.
CPD was obtained wherever and whenever necessary; this is paramount as you move forward; I send
teachers out to CPD as much as possible and encourage them to do online courses- leading learning!
A Gmail system was set up for staff and the easy sharing of information began; this also helped provide
more time at subject department meetings, as quick decisions could be reached via email, leaving more
time for discussing teaching and learning at department meetings.
We ensured that parents and members of the BOM knew exactly what we were trying to achieve and
why; this was very important, and meant that we always had their support.
Committees fed back to whole staff and gave presentations; it has given all staff an opportunity to share
what has worked for them.
As we developed our ideas, we began to ask subject departments to look at the findings and to discuss
how their department would work with what was asked. This began a collaboration process that has been
the foundation stone of all that has happened. My advice would be that no matter what the initiative you
are working with, it must always be situated in the subject department.
We were all learners on a journey, we all knew we were pioneers and therefore could make mistakes, but
that they could be fixed. We need to be supportive of each other to try things out.
Constant listening to what everyone is saying is imperative; ask individual staff and students on the
ground how it is, what exactly the issues are and how they can be overcome- sometimes they are simple
logistical issues that are easily solved!
There will be times when people feel overwhelmed and particular times of the academic year are
especially busy; be ready for this and have practical support ready for staff.

Cross Curricular Approaches to Writing

The following are some Writing activities that schools have employed that
encourage and support cross-curricular collaboration in the area of writing.

•Wild Writing Week

•Make-A-Book
•Six Word Story
•Cliff-Hangers
•Props, Prompts and Purpose
•How Do You Do That?
•School Speeches
•My Subject Blog
•Presentation Portfolios / E-Portfolios

“Literacy arouses hopes, not only in society as a whole but also in the individual
who is striving for fulfilment, happiness and personal benefit by learning how to
read and write. Literacy…..means far more than learning how to read and
write…...the aim is to transmit…..knowledge and promote social participation.”
UNESCO Institute for Education, Hamburg, Germany.

