
“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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Introduction

All teachers are teachers of literacy. This literacy booklet  is designed to support post-primary
teachers in all subject areas  by  sharing  best practice   in the development  of  students’ literacy
skills. Each aspect of literacy is interlinked with, and dependent on, the other key elements to
develop a full range of literacy skills. Thus the development of skills in one key area, such as
writing, will have a strong impact on improvements in the other key areas of literacy, such as
reading, oral language development and digital literacy. 

Pearson and Gallagher, (1983) based their model of the Gradual Release of Responsibility  (GRR)
on the notion that instruction moves from explicit modelling and instruction to guided practice
and then to activities that incrementally position students into becoming independent learners.
The teacher guides the students from instruction to independence where the child takes
responsibility for the task. The most successful aspect of the GRR is that it is grounded in
Vygotsky’s theory of the Zone of Proximal Development. This is the distance between the actual
development level of a learner as determined by their independent problem solving abilities and
the level of potential development through problem solving under adult guidance or in
collaboration with more capable peers. Using the GRR model, children are given support in the
form of scaffolding and differentiate instruction throughout all four phases of the process.  

The gradual release of responsibility suggests that the cognitive load should shift purposefully
from teacher as model to joint responsibility to independent practice and application by the
learner. Graves and Fitzgerald (2003) note the “effective instruction often follows a progression in
which teachers gradually do less of the work and students gradually assume increased
responsibility for their learning. It is through this process of gradually assuming more
responsibility for their learning that children become competent independent learners.” It is
important to point out that this model is not linear and a teacher may move back and forth
between stages according to the needs of the class/individuals.

Literacy is the business of all teachers (irrespective of subject) and all students (irrespective of
ability). This idea is rooted in the distributive model for leadership – the promotion and
development of literacy is everybody’s responsibility . Literacy in English is not the same as literacy
in Science- a scientist or mathematician does not read in the same way as a student of English
might read a novel. The expectation of teachers is that they are aware of the literacy demands of
their subject- specific to their subject- and that they address these in class as the opportunities
naturally arise. 

“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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The explicit teaching of literacy skills across subjects promotes a consistent whole school approach
to literacy.  The traditional assumption that literacy skills are caught and not necessarily taught has
been widely challenged in recent times and there is widespread agreement that such skills need
to be demonstrated , modelled and shared with students. In the main, this job has resided with the
language teachers but given that literacy permeates all areas of learning, it must be acknowledged
that all class teachers have a role in promoting these skills in a way that is appropriate to their
subject area. Whole- school approaches to planning for, teaching and assessing these skills ensure
that students are receiving consistent messages. Best practice suggests appropriate literacy
instruction is implemented throughout the school day and subject areas to provide continued and
appropriate literacy development in adolescence (Moje, 2007, 2008; Shanahan and Shanahan,
2008).
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Gradual release of responsibility model
(Gallager & Pearson, 1983)

When teaching a new literacy skill to students best practice suggests the use of the gradual
release of responsibility model as outlined below.

Step 1: I Do, You Watch Step 2: I Do, You Help

Step 3: You Do, I Help Step 4: You Do, I Watch

Write the name of the strategy on the board

State why and when you might use it

Read the entire piece first

Using 'think aloud' to model active reading

Highlight the important words

Reduce to 5 - 6 importance words

Remove the original piece of text

Using the prompt words recall the main points of the text

Use the next part of the text or a different piece of text

Explain to the class that this time we are going to do it
together

Read the piece fully first

Explain that nothing will be highlighted unless we are all
in agreement

When students choose a word, ask them to explain why
they chose it

If class agrees highlight the word/ if not ask for other
suggestions

Reduce the important words to 5-6

Remove the original piece

Ask someone in the class to recall the text

Use the next part of the text or choose a different text 

Explain to the class that this time they are going to follow
the steps in pairs

It is important that they read the text fully first 

Students will: 
choose important words together 
reduce these to 5 -6 important words remove the piece 
of text 
will recall the story orally to their partner 

Use the next part of the text or a different piece of text

Explain to the class that they are now going to do it
independently

Students will now follow the steps on their own

Students may write down their account or present it orally

It is important that you ask the students about the trategy
and encourage them to reflect on its uses
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Critical Literacy

Critical Literacy:  A questioning frame of mind

“Critical  Literacy views readers as active participants in the reading process and invites
them to move beyond passively accepting the text’s message to question, examine, or
dispute the power relations that exist between readers and authors. It focuses on power
and promotes reflection, transformation, and action. “ 

Freire, 1970 

“When teachers and students are engaged in critical literacy, they ask complicated
questions about language and power, about people and lifestyle, about morality and
ethics, and about who is advantaged by the way things are and who is disadvantaged.”

Comber, 2001

Critical literacy skills allow our students to engage actively with text and discussion in a way that
promotes a deeper questioning and understanding of socially constructed concepts such as
power, inequality, and injustice in human relationships. Critical literacy encourages students to
examine, reflect on, question and challenge the attitudes, values, and beliefs of written texts,
visual applications, and spoken words. Becoming critically literate means that students have
developed and mastered the ability to read, analyze, critique, and question the messages
inherently present within any form of text.  

“Kids need to be taught to never take things
at face value. Examine. Interrogate.
Investigate. In the real world, the solution
isn’t a cute, neat answer at the back of a
textbook.”

Goyal, 2012
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“Critical literacy does not necessarily involve taking a negative stance; rather, it means
looking at an issue or topic in different ways, analyzing it, and hopefully being able to
suggest possibilities for change and improvement.”

Vasquez, 2004

“We are constantly assaulted by language that is not just unclear, but often deliberately
deceptive and manipulative. Students need tools for unmasking the true purposes of
language within a particular context so they can both understand its true meaning and, as
necessary, free themselves from its pernicious effects.

Temple, 2005

Central concepts of Critical Literacy
•        The world is a socially constructed text that can be read.
•        No text is neutral.
•        Each person interprets texts differently.
•        Critical literacy practices can contribute to change.
         Freire, 1968; Wray, 2006; Ontario Ministry of Education, 2009; Vasquez, 2010

Why should we teach Critical Literacy?
•        The teaching and learning framework requires schools to recognise that they are more 
         than academic institutes, where providing real and meaningful learning environments 
         encourages the students to think more critically and creatively
•        Curriculum / programme reform encourages a more critical approach within the classroom
•        Critical literacy is a central element of formative assessment and reflective practice
•        The development of digital technology and the central role of the internet in information 
         access has led to a shift in control over the authenticity of texts. The support of critical 
         literacy skills will empower students to engage more critically with IT
•        Students are social and active agents of learning and teaching. The development of 
         empathy is central to the development of critical literacy

How do we create a classroom culture of critical thinking?
•        Questioning / Dialogic Approach
•        Discussion and Student-Focused Structured Talk
•        Reflection
•        Focus on Inquiry-Based Learning / Active Learning Methodologies / Co-operative Learning
•        Scenarios
•        Teacher as Facilitator and Guide
•        Peer Sharing
•        Experimentation / Risk-Taking
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Casting a critical eye - key questions
•        Why did the author write this text?
•        What techniques did the author use to influence my thinking?
•        What are the author’s beliefs?
•        What makes the author credible?
•        Whose voice is represented here? Whose voice is missing?
•        What did I learn about myself?
•        What action should I take having read this text?
                  Maiers, 2008; Ontario Education, 2005

The CARS Checklist, Wray, 2007
The CARS Checklist provides some criteria to assist in evaluating the quality of a text.

Credibility

Author’s credentials

Quality control

Accuracy

Reasonableness Support

Timeliness

Audience / purpose

Fairness

Moderateness

Documentation

Corroboration
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Oral Language Development

Speaking and Listening

Being able to speak a word of phrase confidently or epxress an idea coherently is
a crucial foundation for using the language and ideas of learning appropriately
when writing, or for understanding them when reading. Every curriculum area is
dependent on the spoken word.

Julia Strong

Why support speaking and listening in my subject?
•         Promotes higher order thinking
•         Develops subject specific vocabulary
•         Provides teachers with information about student thinking
•         Provides teachers with feedback to help them decide next steps
•         Provides teachers with opportunities to give feedback to students
•        Supports the growth of students as independent learners
•         Develops students’ confidence and self-esteem
•        Effective communication is a life skill

Useful Websites
http://www.pdst.ie/post-primary Literacy Tab

http://www.talk4writing.co.uk

“You cannot write
it, if you cannot 

say it; you cannot
say it if you 

haven’t heard it.” 

Pie Corbett 
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Speaking and Listening Checklist

Do our students display positive attitudes towards speaking and listening?
Our students have a positive attitude towards listening and speaking. 

What is the quality of our students’ speaking and listening? 
•        Our students display confidence when engaging in listening and speaking activities
•        Our students communicate ideas and experiences fluently and clearly, using an expansive 
         vocabulary
•        Our students display skill in framing higher order questions
•        Our students justify and defend their opinions and present a coherent argument
•        Our students display a command of grammar and syntax
•        All students (including those at risk of underachieving and those of exceptional ability) 
         are making very good progress from their prior levels of achievement.

Actions 
Are teachers supporting the development of student speaking and listening? 

At a whole school level 
Our teachers have high expectation with regard to students’ achievement in speaking and
listening. 

At a subject department level: 
•        Subject-specific and individual teacher plans reflect the school’s literacy strategy and action 
         plans for improving students’ listening and speaking skills
•        Agreed approaches to support the development of students’ listening and speaking skill that 
         are relevant to their own subject
•        Norms are agreed within subject departments for structured group work.

At individual teacher level:
•        Our teachers provide repeated exposure to new vocabulary and encourage student use of 
         same
•        Our teachers demonstrate an appropriate balance of teacher and student talk
•        Our teachers provide opportunities for structured co-operative learning activities
•        Our teachers engage in appropriate use of ‘wait time’
•        Our teachers provide opportunities for open, extended discussion
•        Our teachers’ questioning is clear, includes lower and higher order questions and stimulates 
         students’ response
•        Our teachers explain concepts clearly and model the effective use of language
•        Our teachers provide students with helpful feedback which supports the development of 
         speaking and listening
•        Our teachers provide opportunities for peer and self-evaluation of listening and speaking 
         tasks
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Methodologies that support speaking and listening 

“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

Jigsaw
Jigsaw groups are a very effective way of organising group work. In
this scenario, students are arranged into groups and each group is
given a different subtopic related to the one topic. They must
become ‘expert’ on their subtopic and agree how they are going to
teach it to their classmates. When they are ready, the groups are
mixed up so that there is now one expert on each subtopic in each
group. They now take turns ‘teaching’ their subtopic to each
person in the group.

Think-Pair-Share
Think-Pair-Share can be used as a before or during or after
reading/viewing/ listening activity. It incorporates elements of
strategies that have been proven to increase learning: 
•        summarising
•        comparing/ contrasting
•        restating an idea in a new way
•        collaboration
•        think time
•        using different learning modalities.

Steps in the Think-Pair-Share Process:
1.      Teacher asks a question or provides a prompt.
2.      Students are given time to think about their responses.
3.      Students pair up and discuss their responses.
4.      Students share with the wider group

Peer Teaching
Peer teaching is a method of instruction that involves students teaching each other subject
content. By getting students to peer teach, teachers can afford students the opportunity to: 
•        Reinforce work knowledge through repeated usage
•        Reinforce/ Develop subject knowledge.

How do I do it?
•        Get students working in pairs. Student A is given some written information pertaining to a
         key concept. They are also supplied with 4 headings for a semantic map. Student B is given
         a  different word, different information and a different set of headings.
•        Each student works on his/her own word initially and considers what information might go
         under each heading.
•        When ready, student A acts as teacher to student B and encourages student B to fill in as 
         much information about the word as possible. Student A then fills in and explains any gaps
         in knowledge. The opposite then happens.
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Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy - Some questions/activities
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Bloom’s Taxonomy - questioning
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The SMOG (Simplified Measure Of Gobbledygook) test provides a measure of readability of a text.
Readability is an attempt to match the reading level of written material to the "reading with
understanding" level of the reader. It does not necessarily equate to a "reading age" of the text.  

The easiest way to assess readability is to use an online SMOG calculator, which will calculate the
readability level of any text that is pasted into it. It is based on research into different readability tests
commissioned by NIACE (National Institute Adult Continuing Education), now known as the Learning
and Work Institute and carried out by Professor Colin Harrison at Nottingham University. 

Reading

Reading continues to be a skill central to the teaching and learning process. Many students struggle
when they enter post primary school. They are now using textbooks that rely on discipline specific
vocabulary, texts are longer and vary widely across subject areas. Word complexity increases; more low
frequency words are used. Sentences are now longer and more complex and there is a greater
importance placed on graphic presentations. We need to be aware that the literacy skills that our
students bring with them from primary school will require support and scaffolding so that they further
develop these skills in order that they can cope with the literacy demands of all subjects. The good
news is that we can support our students in the process of reading and in further developing this skill.

In the post-primary setting, there are three key components of reading that combined, support a
student in the process of reading; fluency, vocabulary knowledge and text comprehension. These
must be taken together, as individually they may not necessarily support students in reading. For
example, while fluency and vocabulary knowledge are integral to comprehension, they don’t in
themselves guarantee understanding. Likewise, vocabulary knowledge and fluency don’t in
themselves guarantee comprehension. We have all met students who can read with great fluency but
do not necessarily comprehend what they have read. 

How can I assess the readability of my document or write more clearly?
(This can help evaluate the suitability of school textbooks)

“Education and reading are circular - the more one has of one, the better the
development of the other”, 

Bozo and Simpson, 2003
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There is also a manual method you can follow to calculate a SMOG level (see below) on longer texts
such as books. To get an accurate level, most people recommend taking at least three samples - for
example, one each from the beginning, middle and end - and taking the average of the three scores.
The formula was developed to help librarians categorise their stock more easily for learners and
practitioners and to act as an indication of level of difficulty. There are no simple answers about
relating readability levels to adult literacy levels: they do not equate exactly and are not meant to.
The adult literacy standards were designed to indicate what specific skills functioned at particular
levels, unrelated to age.

As a rough indication, SMOG 9–10 = Entry Level 3, 11–12 = Level 1 and 13–14 = Level 2, but this is far
from an exact science and SMOG should only be taken as one indicator among many for the
suitability of a text. All readability tests rely on a very rough gauge of the level of reading vocabulary
people can expect to acquire by a certain point in their development - they stop generally around
the 20 mark. But successful reading is about far more than word recognition - it's about style,
content, physical presentation, complexity of intellectual engagement required, learner interest,
confidence and skill. 

Calculating the SMOG level of a text

1.   Select a page of a book
2.  Count 10 sentences
3.  Count the number of words which have three or more syllables
4.  Multiply this by 3 
5.  Circle the number closest to your answer 

6.  Find the square root of the number you circled 

7.  Add 8 = Readability level 
Most people will understand a readability level under about 10.  

Analysis undertaken by Niace has shown average scores for newspaper editorials as follows:  
The Sun: under 14 
The Daily Express: under 16 
The Telegraph and The Guardian: over 17 

NB: The original SMOG formula gave a score related to US school grade levels. In this version, the
constant added at the end has been changed from 3 to 8, to give a readability level. 
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Methodologies that support reading

Think Aloud

The ‘think aloud’ strategy asks students to say out loud what they are thinking about
when reading, problem solving, or simply responding to questions posed by teachers
or other students. Effective teachers think out loud on a regular basis to model this
process for students. In this way, they demonstrate practical ways of approaching
difficult problems while   bringing to the surface the com-plex thinking processes that
underlie reading comprehension, problem solv-ing, and other cognitively
demanding tasks. By verbalising their inner thought process (silent dialogue) as they
think their way through a problem, teachers model how expert thinkers solve
problems.  Getting students into the habit of thinking out loud  enriches classroom
discourse and gives teachers an im-portant assessment and diagnostic tool. 

Pre-Reading Activities / Comprehension Strategies
         •         Activating Prior Knowledge (KWL, Anticipation Sheet, Effective 
                   Questions)
         •         Setting a Purpose for Reading
         •         Vocabulary Instruction (Semantic Maps / Visual Word Square)

Semantic Map
The semantic map is one way of pre-teaching concepts that are integral to the
topic that you are about to teach whatever the subject. Their use can enable the teacher to: 
         •         Actively engage students with new vocabulary
         •         Reinforce word learning with repeated usage (getting teacher and student repeatedly using 
                   the word)
         •         Acknowledge the word in other contexts while at the same time establishing what it means 
                   in my subject
         •         Engage student with a subject concept which should increase likelihood of comprehension 
                   when reading about the topic

HOW DO I DO IT? 
Step one:  Identify the words 
Identify what are the key concepts that underpin the topic you are teaching. These will be the words you invest
time in pre-teaching.  

Step two:  What do I want the students to know? 
Consider four things you want the student to know about the word and write these down. These can become
the headings for your semantic map. If the students are familiar with the word in other  contexts, it is advisable
that this should be acknowledged as one of the headings i.e. Where have we met the word before? / This word in
other contexts.  

Step three:  Working with the students 
Place the four headings on the board. Invite students to contribute what they know already about each of the
headings. Fill in gaps in their knowledge as they arise. Once the four aspects are completed, you could
collectively write a definition of the word or get the students to write their own definition. 
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“Literacy is like a plant that grows in a garden–
the soil must first be cultivated before the seed is
planted. Once the environment is ready the seed
will flourish”.  

J.D. Dreissen

During Reading Activities / Comprehension Strategies:
•         Explicit Instruction Model
•         Determining Importance
•        Making Connections
•        Monitoring Understanding
•        Generate Questions
•        Reading to Learn
•        Directed Reading Activity

After Reading Activities / Comprehension Strategies 
The teaching of key comprehension strategies (making connections, questioning, visualising,
inferring, determining importance,      summarising, synthesising and self-monitoring comprehension)
can 
help students become more purposeful, active readers and learners.

•         Graphic Organisers 
         http://pdst.ie/publications/ppprogrammes
•        Determining Importance
•        Summarise
•        Question
•        Reflect
•         Discuss
•        Respond to Text
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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.
They should note the words that they are consistently misspelling and work on learning how to spell
these words. 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 startof 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 students’ 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 sound 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

Adapted from www.nala.ie

Spelling

“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



 
  

   
   

20

Post-Primary Literacy:  Resources for Teachers

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 ‘c’ and two ‘s’s’, (in necessary) 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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Explicit Vocabulary Instruction

“Subject literacies are best taught by subject experts who apprentice students into
meaning-making in their disciplines, as well as engaging in explicit instruction in
order to empower students to learn interactively with texts.”

Brendan McMahon, 2014

Once a definition has been established it is not directly entered into memory.
Students need multiple opportunities over an extended period of time to
encounter the new term in a variety of normal contexts. They need to read,
hear, write, and speak words, so that they are internalized and become part of
their usable vocabularies. 

In content vocabulary instruction, there are at least four factors to keep in mind when 
making instructional decisions:  
•        the students we are teaching
•        our instructional purposes in teaching each of those words
•        the strategies we employ to teach the words

Types of Words
Known word - New Concept Attract (Science) 
Known Concept - New Word Avarice
New Word - New Concept Biotechnology

Considerations when Teaching Vocabulary:
•        Stimulate students' interest in and awareness of words
•        Begin by working out what you want students to know
•        Make it a regular activity
•        Teach more by teaching less (2 - 4 words per lesson)
•        Multiple exposure to new vocabulary (12 - 18 times)
•        Teach synonyms, antonyms and alternate meanings of words
•        Teach specialized vocabulary in the content areas
•        Show students what to do when they come across new words
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Vocabulary Instruction

(Shanahan and Shanahan, 2005)

This model from Shanahan and Shanahan 2005, demonstrates how important it is to build a literacy
progression and the development of specialised reading skills within subjects, utilising explicit
vocabulary instruction. 

Tier 2 words are important for students to master and understand deeply. 
Whole school vocabulary.
Why? Because academic words such as justify, expand, maximum, and barren are found in many
content area texts such as social studies, Science, Mathematics, English, and History texts.
Understanding these terms greatly increases comprehension of academic texts. – whole school
approaches. 

Accountable word consciousness – what words do we want to implicitly teach them and why?
Morphemic analysis, Etymology e.g. Aqua. 

Background - Beck & Mc Keown (2005) 

Tier One - Basic words
•         E.g. chair, bed, happy, house

Tier Two - Words in general use, but not common
•         E.g. concentrate, absurd, fortunate, relieved, dignity, convenient, observation, analyze, 
         persistence 

Tier Three - Rare words limited to a specific domain
•         E.g. tundra, igneous rocks, weathering, totalitarian, cellular respiration, genre, foreshadowing

For further examples, refer to JCSP  website: www.jcsp.ie
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Vocabulary Strategies

1.      un
2.      re
3.      in/im/ir/il
4.      dis

5.      en
6.      non

7.      in/im
8.      over

9.      mis
10.    sub

1.      Not
2.      Again
3.      Not, without
4.      Removal of,
         negative
5.      Put into or on 
6.      Absence, 
         negation of
7.      In or into
8.      Excessively,
         completely
9.      Bad, wrong
10.    At a lower 
         position or nearly

11.   pre
12.   inter
13.   fore
14.   de
15.   trans
16.   super

17.   semi
18.   anti

19.   mid
20.    under

1.      Before
2.      Among, between
3.      Front, superior
4.      Down, away
5.      Across, beyond 
6.      Beyond, over and
         above
7.      Half, partly
8.      The opposite,
         against
9.      The middle of
10.    Beneath, below

20 Most Frequent Prefixes in School Texts
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Writing

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

“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, 200)
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Possible Connectives for Writing Tasks
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Forms of  Writing - Checklist
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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  would be of significant benefit to all students of 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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The Writing Process
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Scaffolding Writing

“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 

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.      Joint construction
4.      Independent writing

Stage One: Building Knowledge of the Topic

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 
Helping students to organise their writing before they begin can 
clarify their thinking and improve the quality of their writing.

“[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  
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“Simply allowing students to write a lot will not necessarily provide 
sufficient practice in the various types of writing required”  

Reppen, 2002

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

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)

“What they can
do collaboratively

today becomes
what they can do

independently 
to-morrow.” 

Lewis & Wray,
2000 

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

“The joint
construction

stage is 
teacher-guided, 
it should not be
seen as teacher

dominated” 

Pauline Gibbons

Adapted from Scaffolding Language, Scaffolding Learning,  Gibbons, 2002.



 
  

   
   

31

Post-Primary Literacy:  Resources for Teachers

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, etc.

•        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

Writing Strategies
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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 a 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 Writing Instruction

Cross-Curricular Approaches to Writing

1.      Writing Strategies: planning, revising, and editing written work
2.      Summarisation: explicit and systematic teaching of how to summarise texts and how 
         to make notes effectively
3.      Collaborative Writing: students work together to plan, draft, revise, and edit their 
         written work
4.      Specific Product Goals: assigns students specific, reachable goals for their writing tasks
5.      Word Processing: uses IT equipment as instructional supports for writing assignments
6.      Sentence combining: involves teaching students  to construct more complex, 
         sophisticated sentences
7.      Prewriting: activities designed to help generate or organize ideas for written work
8.      Inquiry Activities: engages students in analysing immediate, concrete data to help 
         them develop ideas and content for a particular writing task
9.      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
10.    Study of Models: provides students with opportunities to read, analyse, and emulate 
         models of good writing
11.    Writing for Content Learning: uses writing as a tool for learning content material

Adapted from Writing Next, 2007

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

Useful Websites: 
www.pdst.ie (graphic organisers) 

www.jcspliteracy.ie 
www.adlit.org (comprehension strategies)
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List of Whole School Initiatives
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The Wellread National Award is an initiative designed and organised by the Professional
Development Service for Teachers (PDST). It aims to create heightened awareness about the
importance of creating a culture of reading in school communities for our young people as part
of their personal and academic development.  

The Wellread National Award is an initiative that seeks to involve all relevant stakeholders who
impact on student learning including students, teachers, ancillary staff, parents, board of
management and the wider community in a range of reading and associated activities.  

This national award is aimed at fostering and nurturing a reading culture in your school and will
bring about an overall improvement in students’ literacy skills in a fun and engaging way. 

For more information please visit www.wellread.ie and you can follow us @LiteracyLink1 
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Common Greek and Latin Morphemes
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Common Latin Morphemes

Common  Greek Morphemes
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Common Greek Morphemes
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Some Examples of Greek and Latin Morphemes in Science
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Some Examples of Greek and Latin Morphemes in Science
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Keyword Journals

Key Word Journals are a highly effective resource for students, so long as they are used as
a support and consolidation of vocabulary instruction strategies in the classroom across all
subject areas. The following strategies all support and enhance the use of Key Word
Journals: 

•        Semantic Map 
•        Peer teaching 
•        Active demonstration of meaning/concept Matching words 
•        Use of dictionary 
•        Finding a synonym or antonym 
•        Multiple opportunities to engage with the keywords 
•        Use of visuals (where appropriate)
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Sample Cross-Curricular Active Literacy Strategies
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See ‘Graphic Organisers and other Literacy, Numeracy and
AfL Strategies in Teaching and Learning’ for further details,
exemplars and templates.

Graphic Organisers in 
Teaching & Learning

Post-Primary Resource
This resource is available to download from www.pdst.ie/publications and www.pdst.ie/pedagogy
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Improving Oral Literacy
Placemat Technique

The Placemat Technique can be used with a wide variety of questions and prompts or for a
wide range of learning goals, e.g. 

•        To encourage students to share ideas and reach a consensus about a topic/idea 
•        To activate the prior knowledge of a topic among students 
•        To help students share problem-solving techniques 
•        To take group notes during a video or oral presentation 
•        To summarise learning after the class and/or to be used as an opening review for the 
        subsequent lesson 

Groups of four students are ideal for the placemat technique but it can also work with 3 – 6
students by amending  the template. 

Tips
1)     Discuss, record and post a labelled diagram of the Placemat on the board so that 
        students always have a visual reference of the organisation and required actions. 
2)     Consider the composition of the small groups and vary the membership according to 
        the students’ learning styles and interaction, subject-matter expertise, etc.  Some groups
        will require more teacher support in carrying out the task in other groups. 
3)     Use the placemats as a record of collective student thinking and post the ideas for other
        groups to see. 
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Placemat
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Graphic Organisers

Graphic Organisers provide a visual method of developing, organising and summarising students'
learning. They help  to structure disjointed information. They facilitate the learning process by
providing a scaffold for the development of ideas and the construction of knowledge. Visual,
auditory and kinaesthetic learners all benefit from using the organisers.  High quality teaching  in
mixed ability classrooms is also facilitated. 

Highest quality results are achieved when one organiser is shared by a small group of (2/3/4)
students  with diverse abilities and learning styles. Leadership is distributed in the group with each
student having a leadership role to fulfil. Roles of Recorder, Timekeeper, Turntaker, Summariser,
Reporter, Clarifier, Checker etc. are distributed among the group. 

Some organisers are more applicable to the different aspects of the learning process than others, for
example: collecting information, comparing and contrasting, developing ideas, sequencing
information, summarising and extending thinking and learning. Some are also more relevant  to
different subjects and topics than others. They can all be used at the various stages of the learning
process: 

•         Pre-teaching
•        Introducing a topic 
•         Teaching a topic 
•         Independent learning 
•         Study and revision
•        Preparing answers to examination questions. 

They scaffold learning and help to build students’ confidence. Graphic organisers also facilitate
formative assessment as students can clearly see how much they understand.  

Some examples follow e.g. Ranking Ladder, Double Venn Diagram. 
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Ranking Ladder
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Double Venn Diagram
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Double Venn Diagram



 
  

   
   

53

Post-Primary Literacy:  Resources for Teachers

Websites & Links



This resource is available to download from www.pdst.ie/publications

Other books in the series:

Free to download from pdst.ie/publications and pdst.ie/pedagogy

An Integrated Approach to Learning,
Teaching & Assessment

Post-Primary Resource

This resource is available to download from www.pdst.ie/publications and www.pdst.ie/pedagogy

Graphic Organisers in 
Teaching & Learning

Post-Primary Resource
This resource is available to download from www.pdst.ie/publications and www.pdst.ie/pedagogy

Improving the Teaching &
Learning of Numeracy

Name:

School:

The PDST is funded by the  Teacher Education Section (TES) of the  Department
of Education and Skills (DES) and is managed by Dublin West Education Centre

Professional Development
Service for Teachers

An tSeirbhís um Fhorbairt
Ghairmiúil do Mhúinteoirí 

info@pdst.ie |


