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VCOP
Igniting   the  Passion  

to  Write

Mrs Jo Cullen

The cultural divide!

Vocabulary Punctuation Grammar Spelling

Apologies for any mistakes!

We all speak English, but …

Some	   issues	  with	   writing	  …
n Low	  student	  self	  esteem
n Generating	  enthusiasm	  for	  the	  writing	  
process

n Gender	  gap	  in	  achievement
n Dull	  textbooks
n Too	  much	  to	  focus	  on	  
n Giving	  helpful feedback
n Developing	  independence

This approach is NOT …

n About generating ideas for writing

n About how to plan for writing

This approach IS about …
n Making writing fun and student friendly
n Raising students’ self esteem
n Raising expectations
n Involving students by allowing them to see how to 

improve their own work
n Giving effective supports to encourage 

independence
n Encouraging students to be self critical and set 

their own targets
n Providing a common language to discuss writing
n Providing a tool that works across all subject areas
n Targeting all ability levels

Ros Wilson’s   findings
There  are  4  key  elements  that  are  
generic  to  all  levels  of  development  in  
writing  skills:

Ø The  range  of  vocabulary used
Ø The  range  of  conjunctions used
Ø The  range  of openers  used
Ø The  range  of  punctuation used



2

V =  Vocabulary

C =  Conjunctions

O =  Openers

P =  Punctuation

VCOP Does it fit with the Common 
Core Curriculum?

YES!

n Covers many aspects of the curriculum standards 
you have to teach within the writing and language 
sections of the CCSS.

n Vocabulary, transition words (conjunctions), 
sentence variety (good openers), and the ability to 
revise and edit work are of prime importance.
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Table	   top	  pyramid Writing	  Mat
Introducing	  ‘WOW’	  words
n Quality	  vocabulary	  is	  essential	  – sets	  apart	  
great	  from	  mediocre

n Children	   need	  to	  be	  explicitly	  taught	  quality	  
language.

n Must	  be	  surrounded	   by	  a	  word	  rich	  
environment.

n Quality	  must	  be	  the	  expectation.

“The importance of students acquiring a rich
and varied vocabulary cannot be overstated.
It is widely accepted among researchers that
the difference in students’ vocabulary levels
is a key factor in disparities in academic
achievement, but that vocabulary instruction
has been neither frequent nor systematic in
most schools.”

Appendix to the Common Core

Why	  do	  we	   have	  to	  explicitly	  
teach	   vocabulary?
n Children	   need	  to	  be	  exposed	  to	  quality	  
words	  in	  order	   to	  learn	  them

n So	  where	  do	  our	  children	  pick	  up	  quality	  
language?
u TV/film
u Social	  media/video	  games
u Friends
u Books	  – to	  a	  degree
u Round	  the	  dinner	  table
u Teachers	   – it’s	  all	  down	  to	  you!

Words  we  
give  to  
students

Words  we  
allow  them  
to  discover

So how do you start?
n This will differ according to the age 

group
n Need to stimulate children’s interest, 

and give them the desire to extend 
their word use

n Go from the familiar to the unfamiliar
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Superheroes!
NAME	   : Superman

JOB	  : To	  get	   rid	  of	  criminals	  and	  bad	  people
To	  make	   the	   world	  a	  better	   place

SUPERPOWERS:

•Super	   Strength	   – can	  lift	  a	  plane!
•Can	  fly	  and	  hover	  like	  a	  helicopter
•Super	   sonic	  speed	  
•Super	   breath	   – can	  blow	  gale	  force	   winds	  and	  freeze	  
things
•Super	   hearing
•Super	   vision	  – including	  x-‐ray	  vision	  and	  laser vision

Captain Conjunction

Owen, The 
Incredible Opener

Dr. Punctuation

Read
Analyze

Rehearse
Write

Remember …
n You need to be able to see what 

success looks like, in order to 
achieve it.
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The	   monster	  was	   big.	  	  It	  was	  ugly.	  	  It	  was	  very	  strong,	  and	  had	  
bad	  breath.	   	  It	  had	  big	  feet	   and	  big	  hands.	  	  It	  had	  a	  big	  spot	  on	  
its	  nose	  that	  	  looked	  ugly.

Violet’s	   Version
The	   monster	  was	   gigantic;	  it	  towered	   over	  buildings	  and	  
blocked	  out	  the	  sun.	  	  	  It	  was	  repulsive	  to	  look	  at.	  	  Its	  hideous	  
face	   was	  scarred,	   twisted,	  and	  covered	   in	  sprouting	  hairs.	  	  It	  
was	  unbelievably	   strong,	  able	  to	  rip	  apart	   a	  car	  with	  its	  bare	  
hands.	  	  Its	  breath	  was	  vile;	  it	  sent	   out	  a	  revolting	  stench	   every	  
time	  it	  opened	  its	  cavernous	   mouth.	  	  Its	  hands	  and	  feet	  were	  
gargantuan;	   one	  foot	  able	  to	  crush	  a	  tree	   in	  a	  single	  step.	  	  
Mounted	  high	  on	  its	  nose	  was	  the	  most	  disgusting	  spot	  that	  
had	  ever	   been	  seen.	   	  It	  was	  like	  a	  volcano!	  	  Every	   so	  often,	  it	  
burst	  open,	  sending	  a	  river	   of	  foul	  smelling,	  thick	  pus	  down	  
the	   side	  of	  the	  monster’s	  face.

A nas ty sme ll went up my nose, i t was bad . I
put my hand over my nose to keep out the ba d
smell . Then I walked into the room and then the
door shut beh ind me. I was scared and I tr ied to
see what was in the room.

From the back of the room a big vo ice said ,
“Boy, why have you come into my room?”

“Who are you?” I said, and I was very scared.

Suddenly, an evil odor invaded my nostrils; it 
smelt of rotting and decaying flesh.  I gagged for 
breath, thrusting my hand over my mouth and nose 
desperately trying to keep out the vile stench.  I 
stumbled forward into the room, as if I had been 
pulled by an invisible force.  Without warning, the 
door slammed shut behind me.  I was trapped.  
Shivers ran up and down my spine as I strained my 
eyes to see into the gloomy room beyond. 

From the dark depths a deep threatening voice 
boomed, “Human,  why do you dare enter my 
chamber?”

“W-w-what are you?” I stuttered nervously, my 
whole body quivering with terror.
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Practise, Practise, Practise!
n Any work on vocabulary must be reinforced 

and practised.  
n Use every opportunity to say new words
n Constantly pick up ‘WOW’ words from 

books
n Challenge the children to incorporate 

WOW words in their writing
n Collect words and add them to wall displays
n Have a set of thesauruses in the class and 

constantly use them
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Craggy

Crinkly

Aged

Gnarled

Pitted

Wise

Bushy

Lined

Rough 

Crooked

Furrowed

Creased

Wispy

Dimpled

Shriveled

Dry

Friendly

Piercing 

Up-levelling sentences

The dog barked.

The vicious, menacing, bad tempered dog 
barked ferociously.

The wood was scary.

The dark, sinister, shadowy wood was 
terrifying.

Developing	  
characterization	  
through	  dialogue

A	  teaching	  sequence



8

WOW Word Detectives

CC Language Standards

5.   Distinguish shades of meaning    
between closely related verbs and 
adjectives

Demonstrate understanding of words 
with similar, but not identical 
meanings (synonyms)

“I can’t hold on much longer!  
I’m going to fall!  Help me!”

“Shhh!  We’ll be in trouble if 
anyone hears us.”

Using WOW words appropriately 
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Use	   video	   clips	   /	  
freeze	   framing	  
drama	   techniques,	  
to	  identify	   body	  
language	   that	  
accompanies	  
certain	   emotions.
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Your turn …

“Come here, David,” said Mrs. Cullen.

Apply the WWAA rule (Wow Word, 
Adverb, Action) to this sentence.

1. Make Mrs. Cullen very angry
2. Make her excited and happy

“Come here, David!” commanded Mrs. 
Cullen angrily, her face contorting 
with rage.

“Come here, David,” beamed Mrs. Cullen 
happily, her eyes shining with 
excitement.

music scenery

Tone of 
voice

facial 
expressions

body 
language words

lighting

sound 
effects

Rehearse it like a movie

Act it out, bring it alive, play 
‘freeze-frame’

Taking  it  one  step  
further  …

Adding ‘Voice’
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CC Writing Standards
3. Use dialogue and description to develop 

experiences and events, or show the 
responses of characters to situations.

Use concrete words and phrases and 
sensory details to convey experiences and 
events precisely.

CC Language Standards
5 Consult reference materials (dictionaries 

and thesauruses) to find and clarify 
precise meanings of words

6 Acquire and use words and phrases that 
signal precise actions, emotions or states 
of being (e.g. quizzed, whined, 
stammered).

P	  =	  Punctuation



12

11

22

3

4

5

No Harry heard Riddle screaming leave the bir d
leave the bird the boy is beh ind you you can st il l
smell him kill h im the blinded serpen t swaye d
confused st ill deadly blood pouring from its r uine d
eyes help me help me harry screamed wildly
someone anyone but who could help him now kil l the
boy leave the bird the boy is beh ind you sniff smell
him ordered Riddle the bas ilisks mouth was stretche d
wide w ide enough to swallow harry w hole lined w ith
fangs long as his sw ord thin g lit tering venomous it
lunged blind ly harry dodged and it hi t the chamber
wall and lunged again and its forked tongue lashe d
harry’s side he raised the sword in both hands

“No!” Ha rry hea rd Riddle screaming. “Leave the
bird! Leave the bird! The boy is behind you! You can still
smell him! Kill him!”

The blinded serpent swayed, confused, still deadly;
blood pouring from its ruined eyes.

“Help me! Help me !” Harry screa med wildly,
“Someone … anyone!” But who could help him now?

“Kill the boy! Leave the bird - the boy is behind you.
Sniff! Smell him!” ordered Riddle.

The basilisk’s mouth was stretched wide, wide
enough to swallow Harry whole. It was lined with fangs as
long as his sword; thin, glittering, venomous …

It lunged blindly. Harry dodged and the basilisk hit
the chamber wall and lunged again. Its forked tongue
lashed Harry’s side . He raised the sword in both hands …
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Punctuation Analysis / Record Chart / Target setting
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22

3

4
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CC Language Standards

2 Demonstrate command of the  
conventions of standard English 
capitalization, punctuation and 
spelling when writing.

O	  =	  Openers
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I opened my eyes suddenly; something had woken me up. I heard 
a loud explosion and jumped out of my bunk.  The floor 
underneath my feet was sloping downwards – why? The ship was 
anchored in the harbor, so I couldn’t understand why I was sliding 
forwards. I heard the general alarm being sounded, we were 
being called to battle stations.  It could only mean one thing, we 
were under attack! I ran quickly to the anti-aircraft gun and 
dropped in to the seat. I could see smoke and fire from the other 
ships in the harbor; the air was filled with the sound of gunfire. I
could hear screaming from men who were injured, but I tried to 
block it out. I had to concentrate; I had a job to do. I scanned 
the sky above watching for the enemy. A Japanese plane 
screamed towards us from out of the clouds, its guns strafing the 
ship. I swung my gun around, aimed, and opened fire on the 
enemy.  

Jerking upright, my eyes opened wide; something had abruptly woken 
me. Jumping out of my bunk, I realized the floor was sloping 
downwards. Confused, I wondered how that could be…  Anchored
in a calm harbor, the ship should not listing.  Something was terribly 
wrong.  Without warning, a massive explosion rocked the ship. 
Horrified, I listened as the noise of the general alarm pierced the 
interior of the ship.  Battle stations!  Although I found it hard to 
believe, I knew it meant only one thing – the ship was under attack! 
Immediately, I sprinted to the anti-aircraft gun, and dropped in to my 
seat. Gazing around in disbelief, I saw fire and black plumes of smoke 
rising from the other ships in the harbor; the staccato sound of gunfire 
filled the air.  From across the deck, I could hear the agonized screams 
of injured and dying men.  Desperately trying to block out the 
nightmarish sounds, I concentrated on the job I had to do. Scanning 
the sky, I watched for the enemy.  Seconds later, a Japanese plane 
accelerated out of the clouds and screamed toward the ship, its guns 
strafing our sides.  Swinging my gun around, I aimed and opened fire 
on the enemy. 

Openers Analysis
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Practice  changing   sentence  
structure  with  openers.

I  ran  up  to  the  door  and   knocked   on  it.

n Running up  to  the  door,   I  knocked  urgently  on  it.
n Racing up   the  steps,  I  hammered   loudly  on  the  door.
n Angrily,   I  leapt  up  the   steps  and  thumped  my  fist  
repeatedly  against  the  door.

n Furious,   my  blood  pounding,  I  stomped  up  the   steps  
and  beat   on  the  door.

n Although the  house  was  dark,   I  climbed  the  steps  
and  knocked  firmly  on  the  door.

I  opened  the  curtains  and  looked  
out  the  window.

n Leaping out  of  bed,   I  yanked  back  the  curtains  and  
gazed  at  the  scene  outside.

n Excited at  what   the  day  would  bring,  I   pulled  back  
the  curtains  and  smiled  out  at  the  glorious  morning.

n Hesitantly,   I  stretched  out  my  trembling  hands  to  
gingerly  open  the  curtains.    Who,  or  what,  had  made  
that  terrifying  noise?

n Miserable,   I  stumbled  to  the  window  and  grasped   the  
curtains.    Slowly,  inch  by  inch,  I    let  the  daylight  in.

C	  =	  
Conjunctions

CC Writing Standards
1 Link opinion and reasons using words and phrases 

(e.g., for instance, consequently, therefore, 
specifically)

2 Link ideas within and across categories of 
information using words and phrases (e.g. in 
contrast, especially)

3 Use a variety of transitional words and phrases 
to manage the sequence of events
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Conjunctions

Despite
Compared to
In addition
Secondly
All of which
Consequently

Set challenges for the children

n In this piece of writing, you must:
Ø Use the WWAA rule at least twice
Ø Use as many WOW words as possible
Ø Use ‘said’ a maximum of once
Ø Use sentence openers from at least 4 different 

categories
Ø Use at least 5 different types of punctuation

When you have finished your work, go through and 
check for the above.
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What   is  the  outcome?
n Children   find   writing   more   enjoyable
n Children   gain   confidence   in   their   own   ability
n Children   become   genuinely   engaged   in   the  
writing   process   and   can   see   how   to   improve  
their   own   work

n Teachers   have   a  clear   structure   to   teach   with
n Writing   results   improve   dramatically

It  works  best  if  it  is  a  consistent  approach  across  the  
whole  school

Where   do  you  go  from  here?
n Set  up  display   area   in  classroom   – preferably   at  front  of  the  class
n Introduce   the  children   to  VCOP  and   the  pyramids.     (I  would   start  with  
vocabulary   ,  then  punctuation).

n Encourage   the  children   to  contribute   to  your  wall   display   by  collecting  
examples   of    WOW  words,  openers   etc

n Start  highlighting   VCOP  things   in   their  writing,   in   class  books   –
constantly   reinforce   the  concepts   being   taught

n Use  VCOP  activities   at  the  beginning   of  the  day,  when   they  line   up,  
waiting   for  specials

n Have   a  WOW  word  of  the  day  – see   if  the  children   can   use  it,  either  
verbally   or  in  writing

n Use   DOL  time  to  up-level   a  sentence   /  apply   the  WWAA  rule
n Play   lots  of  games   and  make   it  fun  – children   love   dictionary   and  
thesaurus   races.     All  classes   need   a  set  of  thesauruses

n Analyze     pieces   of  writing   for  VCOP  features
n Give  the  children   a  ‘word   bank   book’   or  folder   to  collect   VCOP  
examples

My  contact  details  …

If  you  want  to  email  me,  I  will  send  copies  
of  the  pyramids  and  other  useful  
documents.

jocullen1969@gmail.com

I  can  also  do  whole  school  training  and  
teach  demonstration  lessons.


