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Handwriting 

It is more useful to help older pupils to improve their own style of handwriting than to 

ask them to change the formation or to learn a new style. A simple step may be to 

encourage pupils to make tall letters taller as those with poor handwriting skills often 

make all letters the same size. 

Tips 

 Ask pupils to write on every second line – it is much easier to read 
 A roller pen can improve presentation 
 If you have higher seats in your classroom, give them to left-handed learners. 

These pupils need to be able to see over their hand and will often sit with their 
foot under them to give them this elevation 

 Praise pupils for content not presentation 
 

Use collaborative strategies 

Pupils can continue to work in mixed ability small groups (3-4 per group) to complete 

a short written task to follow on from a collaborative reading lesson. Again, they are 

working towards the same goal but each person has a defined role within the group.  

Taking responsibility for their own learning  

Ask the pupil how you can support pupils in their writing. Pupils increasingly want to 

take responsibility for their own learning and they are often the best judge of what can 

help. 

Before, During, After: Divide the writing section into before, during and after writing 

and provide strategies for each part of the section.  

 

Before writing 

Teach writing strategies 

It is important for all pupils to be clear about what is expected of them in terms of 

writing and presentation. This means that two learning intentions are required – one 

about the knowledge or content and the other in terms of literacy skills. See below. 

Types of writing 

If, for example, pupils are expected to make notes, then the teacher would discuss the 

features i.e. bullet points, no sentences, quick writing, spelling not vital etc. If however 

they are to write a report, then the literacy features would be very different. A displayed 

check list for that particular type of writing would be of benefit. To provide consistent 

expectations, these checklists can be shared across subjects. 

Modelling Writing 

Use the reading to writing model; the teacher teaches the features of a type of writing 

by using an example of the required genre.  



Literacy outcomes 

Tell the pupils what you are looking for in terms of presentation before they begin to 

write. Try to focus on just one or two main ones. This helps all of them to think about 

the presentation as well as the content but is of particular help to lower ability pupils. 

However, you may need to provide a strategy to allow these pupils to achieve this. 

Literacy Targets  

This is a useful strategy for all pupils and can be set by the pupils as a whole class or 

as individuals or as both. Pupils who struggle with literacy would benefit from setting 

their own goals for each lesson. It may simply be ‘Today I am going to spell the 

common words correctly in my writing’. The teacher and/or pupil would suggest a 

strategy that may support them to achieve this. The focus of correction would therefore 

only be the content/knowledge plus the common words, not the spelling of subject 

specific words or handwriting or grammar etc. Small steps to improvement are the key. 

Writing for a purpose 

If pupils understand the purpose of their writing and appreciate the intended audience, 

it can help to put it into context. Try to connect their writing to a real life situation e.g. 

writing a letter to the local councillor about a local matter or writing a book report on a 

blog for others to read. 

Oral instructions 

Don’t expect poor readers to read instructions from the top of a sheet or from the board 

– they will need to hear it orally. 

Group instructions 

Take two minutes to allow groups to quickly discuss what they are expected to do. 

This helps clarify instructions for all pupils. 

 

During writing 

Differentiation 1: Differentiate the activity given; for example, the class may be writing 

detailed answers while the poorer writer may be asked the same information in a 

multiple choice format. Alternatively, they may be asked to answer only some of the 

questions. 

Differentiation 2: Have different expectations for these pupils e.g. it is better to write 

two sentences well than the pupil give up or ‘act up’ if they are asked to write the same 

amount as the rest of class. 

Differentiation 3: Can they record the information in another form? A poor 

reader/writer may prefer to use diagrams or drawings and using colour may help. They 

may need to be directed to begin with. 

 

 



Planning  

A mind map is a very useful strategy when planning a longer piece of writing. It helps 

to focus on key points. This plain plan can then be more easily used as a tool to writing. 

While the rest of the class is planning, the teacher could support one or two pupils to 

create a mind map. This skill would be useful in all subject areas. 

Prompt card 

Offer them a simple task prompt card to remind them what they have to do. It may also 

contain some key words to use. 

Writing a summary 

A simpler way to write a summary is to use the ‘trash and treasure’ method. Pupils 

‘trash’ first by highlighting in red the information that is not vital and highlighting in 

green what is important. This part may be supported if they are also poor readers.  

Pupils then transfer this green information onto a mind map. The original text is 

removed and each part of the mind map is made into a sentence which becomes a 

summary of the original text.  

Writing Tools 1 

A poor writer may panic at the sight of a blank piece of paper. Using an A5 piece or a 

smaller jotter often helps as the task then seems more achievable. Some pupils may 

benefit from writing on coloured paper and/ or using felt pens. 

Writing Tools 2 

Consider the use of a laptop. There are lots of ‘tools’ that can help a struggling writer 

such as spell check. Think about the colour of the screen on which they are typing. 

This can easily be altered to be in colours other than white. You can find out how to 

do this at:  

http://windows.microsoft.com/en-gb/windows/change-computer-

colors#1TC=windows-7 

Writing Frames 

A basic tool that helps to guide a poorer writer. The paper is divided up into varying 

sections with titles or questions to help them follow a process. If they are encouraged 

to write in sentences, a next step may be to transfer this information onto another 

sheet or computer. This will be a redraft if they are taught how to self-correct. If they 

have written in note form, they would then redraft into sentences. Alternatively, the 

writing frame may be accepted as the finished product. 

Note: writing frames should be kept to a minimum for the rest of the class unless 

used as a guide as they discourage extended writing. 

Displays 

An interactive visual display is one of the best aids for all pupils but especially for pupils 

with poor literacy skills.  Build up subject-specific vocabulary as the topic progresses. 



After reading or listening, pupils are asked to recall key words. An example could be 

‘holocaust’. The pupils are asked to spell this orally to a partner and between them 

they decide on a ‘correct’ spelling. The correct spelling is written as part of the display. 

The pairs could then be asked to tell their partner what it means (embedding learning).  

Prompt cards 

As above except the pupils write the words on an individual card. This card can be 

used as a spelling prompt/reminder as needed, and is added to throughout the 

topic/unit. 

Spelling Aid 1 

The teacher can provide a subject-specific prompt card for poor writers. This may need 

to be written in different colours or divided into sections to help them locate the words 

more easily. For progression, ask the pupils to learn one word each day which can 

then be removed from the list. It works best if the pupil chooses which word they think 

they can learn first, second and so on. 

Spelling booklet 

The pupils carry a subject spelling jotter with them from class to class. It is divided up 

into different subjects and pupils build up subject-specific words that can be referred 

to when writing. 

Spelling Aid 2 

Provide poor spellers with a miniature white board (show me boards) to ‘have a go’. 

This is teaching them the skill that adults use (‘does it look right?’) without committing 

themselves to paper. If the whiteboards are put on every table, all pupils can ‘have a 

go’ if they find this aid useful. This strategy has been found to improve spelling. A spell-

checker may be used but only after they have ‘had a go’. 

Common words 

Poor spellers could build up personal dictionaries of common words. These could then 

be used in all their classes. 

Teacher correction 

As the pupils are writing, the teacher can simply put a dot under one or two words that 

are spelt wrongly. Most pupils would be expected to self-correct whilst the teacher 

could help the poorer writers/spellers to correct.  

Tip: only correct one or two words at a time or it will detract from the writing. 

Punctuation 

On occasion the teacher may look for punctuation errors rather than spelling but 

should always explain what literacy skill they are checking during that session. 

Punctuation targets should focus on splitting the work into paragraphs and the correct 

use of capitals and full stops before any other punctuation. 

 



Reading to writing 

Help lower ability pupils to make the connection from what they read to what they write. 

For example, if they are to make a poster then give them an example of a poster to 

show the features that should be included. 

Transference  

Transferring information from one genre to another (e.g. a text to a cartoon 

strip/poster/mind map etc.) helps pupils to retain the knowledge and to embed 

understanding. It can either be: 

1. from a published text to another form or 
2. from their own writing to another form 

This could be done collaboratively which will increase learning by, for example, taking 

three individual mind maps, discussing them and then writing one collaborative report 

which takes account of the three initial ideas.  

Presenting information without writing 

There may be occasions where a poor writer can present their work in other formats 

(e.g. by recording onto a Dictaphone, video, podcast or similar). The ‘text’ may be 

typed up by an adult if required. Some computer programmes allow you to speak 

directly onto them. 

Copying from the board 

If pupils are being asked to do this, think about where they are sitting. Poor 

readers/writers would benefit from facing the front, not sitting side on, fairly near but 

not right at the front (they tend to be less confident readers if they are right at the front) 

and away from a window.  

Other suggestions may be to: 

 Give them a paper copy as this is much easier to copy from. 

 As a development, ask them to copy the first half and then give them a 
photocopy of someone else’s notes (the second half only or they will question 
why they had to copy any of it at all). 

 Give poor writers notes in paper format – you could use the time whilst the 
others are copying to check for understanding. 

 Use different colours on the board for different sections/ideas. 

 Put boxes round technical words. These are the words that all pupils will mostly 
likely have to look at more than once and it helps them to locate them again. 
For some pupils, underlining can make it harder to read. 

 Make your own handwriting as clear and easy to read as possible (see reading 
section for hints). 

 

Learning breaks 

Some pupils have to concentrate really hard just to write a few words. A break or two 

during a lesson can help them to refocus on the task. It is best to time the work/break 

ratio with a clock or timers that they can self-regulate e.g. work for 10 minutes with a 



three minute break. Part of the break could be used to check their understanding of 

the task. 

 

After writing 

Peer/self-checking 

In pairs, ask the pupils to put a dot under words they think may not be spelt right. They 

can peer correct or ‘have a go’ on a small whiteboard to test the alternatives. The 

teacher should set a quantity (e.g. a maximum of 8) as some pupils may have many. 

It is better that some are corrected rather than none. This type of correction can be 

done individually as part of a self-improvement and redraft, but poor readers/writers 

would need support.  

Redraft 

Pupils with poor reading and writing skills will find any independent redrafting difficult. 

To help, pupils could work in pairs. It may be better to have just one paragraph 

redrafted and improved properly. This sets smaller achievable goals which will help 

motivation. 

Trading information 

Pupils retain more if they ‘teach each other’. Pupils meet up with a partner and ‘trade’ 

one piece of information at a time. The teacher decides how many pieces can be 

traded. This either clarifies their own thinking or reminds them of something they have 

forgotten to include. 

Goals 

Revisit the literacy goals/targets set at the beginning of the lesson or from a previous 

lesson. This can be done as a class, in pairs or individually. Evaluate and plan for 

improvement. With low ability pupils, this is best done as pupil/teacher. Build on small 

successes e.g. two sentences one week – the goal may be three the next. 

Written homework 

Pupils with poor literacy skills should not be given the same amount of written 

homework as their peers. Homework also needs to be differentiated more than class 

work as there may not be any or the same level of support at home. Use the strategies 

suggested above or ask the parent to scribe. Work may be completed on the computer. 

The teacher needs to be clear that the pupil understands what is expected of them at 

home.  

Pupils with reading and/or writing difficulties will rely on their talking and 

listening skills more than other pupils. Functional talking and listening are life 

skills which help to support reading and writing but they need to continue to be 

developed throughout their schooling. 

 



 

 


