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We opened a creative writing centre in 

Dublin’s north inner city in January 2009.  

We called it Fighting Words – a temporary 

name that immediately felt like a good 

idea. We didn’t conduct extensive market 

research to see if it was wanted.  Nor did 

we seek to align it to the formal education 

system.  We took our line from ‘Shoeless’ 

Joe Jackson, in Field of Dreams: ‘If you 

build it, they will come.’

We wanted to address the absence of outlets for children and young 

adults in Dublin to engage with creative writing, and the lack of space for 

creative writing in the school curriculum.  

It seemed daft, in a country that prides itself in being a land of writers, 

that there was so little time for writing. 

From the very beginning, the interest has been colossal.  Since January 

2009, we have been hosting up to 10,000 students each year – mainly 

children and young adults – in free creative writing workshops and 

programmes. We do not receive state funding, and our workshops and 

programmes are all delivered by volunteer tutors. Most of the students 

come with their schools, but we also host sessions with individual 

children and teenagers outside of school time, and with a wide range of 

special-needs groups. We are constantly booked out a year ahead, and 

every workshop or programme is vastly oversubscribed. In short, we 

quickly discovered that there is an overwhelming demand for the service 

we provide. 

Most stakeholders are well aware of the limitations of the current 

curriculum at second level. There has been considerable public 

discussion, much of it led by teachers, of the ill-preparedness of 

teenagers arriving at university for critical thinking, creative thinking, 

independent thinking. 

We believe that the absence of opportunity to properly engage with 

creative writing and related arts is a significant contributory factor. 
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Words ethos are consistent with the key principles of the revised Junior 

Cycle. 

Please note that this is an abridged version of the evaluation report. 

The full report can be obtained from Fighting Words - at  

www.fightingwords.ie 

This report is an evaluation of the Fighting Words creative writing centre. 

The purpose of the evaluation is twofold; firstly, to evaluate the 

pedagogical effectiveness and impact of the model in its current format 

on secondary school students, and secondly, to examine the potential 

transfer of the model to the second level formal curriculum. 

The research, a predominantly qualitative study conducted over a twelve 

month period, presents data gathered from various key stakeholders 

through interviews and questionnaires. 

The report’s findings indicate that the Fighting Words model has 

positively impacted on participants’ personal, social and academic 

development and the analysis highlights specific areas where this impact 

is evident. 

The findings indicate that participants in Fighting Words demonstrate 

increased levels of engagement – with creative writing and with the 

school experience-and motivation, improved confidence and self-esteem, 

recognition of and pride in creative ability, a greater ability to work 

collaboratively, and improved literacy.

The report also finds that the Fighting Words model has considerable 

grounds for inclusion in the revised Junior Cycle curriculum. The areas 

considered most suitable include as a short course in the revised Junior 

Cycle, as part of the revised Junior Cycle English curriculum and/or as a 

module in Transition Year.

The report concludes that the principles underpinning the Fighting 
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The origins of Fighting Words

Fighting Words is a creative writing centre established by Irish writer 

Roddy Doyle and Seán Love in Dublin in January 2009. 

‘Fighting Words helps students of all ages to develop their writing skills 

and to explore their love of writing’. 

Inspired by the creative writing project 826 Valencia founded by 

American writer Dave Eggers in San Francisco, Doyle and Love saw 

potential for such an initiative in Ireland. 

The participants

Between 2009 and 2014, Fighting Words has worked with 45,000 

participants from all parts of the country, but predominantly with 

students from the greater Dublin region and particularly with schools 

based on the North-side and inner areas of the city, where greater social 

disadvantage is more likely to be found. 

84.5% of the participants are of school age between 6 and 18. 

Over those first five years, a total of 90 primary schools and 45 secondary 

schools have taken part in various workshops: to date, Fighting Words 

has worked with a total of 500 primary and 230 secondary school groups.  

Rationale of the evaluation

The current global economic crisis has sparked much debate about the 

need for creativity, innovation and entrepreneurship in a twenty first 

century society. 

While there are many international studies on various aspects of arts 

education, relatively little research has been published specifically on 

the amalgamation of out of school arts based programmes into formal 

education. 

This evaluation has two main purposes:

·	 �Evaluating the benefits derived by secondary school students from 

participation in Fighting Words activities

·	 �Ascertaining whether the Fighting Words creative writing model 

could be translated into the second level curriculum and identifying 

suitable curricular environments for such translation.
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second half of the session they continue writing individually.  At the end 

of the session all participants are given a personalised book containing 

the stories they have written. 

Secondary schools workshops

There are approximately 2,500 places a year for students in the 

secondary school workshops. The workshops can be once-off sessions 

or a series of workshops or can be part of an academic year-long book 

project. These book projects culminate with the publication of an 

anthology of short stories written and edited by the students themselves. 

Since its inception, Fighting Words has supported seven year-long book 

projects.  

The Write Club

Unlike the workshops, which are connected to school activities, the Write 

Club is offered to young people who have manifested a personal interest 

in creative writing and want to pursue their creative pursuits in their own 

time. No tutoring is involved, but professional writers are in attendance 

and offer support when required. A core group of approximately 20-30 

young people aged between 13 and 18 attends these sessions.

The Writers’ Circle

The Writers’ Circle is an opportunity for those who have graduated from 

the Write Club (over 18) and for Fighting Words volunteers who are 

interested in creative writing, to write, and obtain support. 

Such is the popularity of the Fighting Words workshops, they are 

oversubscribed by a multiple of five. 

Due to this oversubscription, Fighting Words applies a selection process 

to ensure that schools in disadvantaged areas or those which have been 

on the waiting list for over a year are given priority. 

Fighting Words also offers its services to special and diverse needs 

groups. Approximately 15 groups from fields of intellectual disability, 

mental health, elderly care and support and children’s hospital support 

avail of its services each year.

The activities

Fighting Words is open seven days a week all year round with the 

exception of one week during the Christmas festivities.  It offers all 

activities free of charge. 

Primary schools workshops

Approximately 5,000 students a year take part in the primary school 

workshops. 

These workshops are offered during the school term and involve 

approximately 20-30 children per session. 

Children work initially collaboratively to construct a story and in the 
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The Verbal Arts Centre - Derry

Also launched in 2013 is a pilot project to offer the workshops in the 

North-west of Ireland in co-operation with the Verbal Arts Centre located 

in Derry. Fighting Words hopes to offer their activities in this location on 

a permanent basis in future.

Special needs activities

Fighting Words also offers workshops for children and adults with special 

needs such as intellectual disabilities and issues with mental health and 

patients in the children’s hospitals. Approximately 15 (300 participants) 

groups a year take part in these specific activities.

The volunteers

Fighting Words relies almost entirely on volunteers. There are now 450 

active1 volunteers of which approximately 100 frequently contribute to 

Fighting Words activities. 

Volunteers are selected through an interview process, subjected to 

reference check and Garda (police) vetting and undergo specific training.  

They come from different walks of life. Among them there are most 

1	  �An active volunteer is a volunteer who participates in at least 2-3 ses-

sions a year. 

Summer camps

During school summer holidays, Fighting Words runs eight week-long 

camps for three age groups ( 6 to  9 year olds, 10-13 year olds and 14-17 

year olds). 

These camps are not connected to school activities - children come as 

individuals. The focus is on developing young people’s ability for writing 

fiction, song-writing, graphic fiction, film and script-writing, film-

making, journalism, poetry and playwriting. 

Similar themes to the summer camps run on a more elaborate scale 

throughout the year at weekends and midterms. Again, these activities 

are not connected to school activities. They are collaborative creative 

projects with professional arts/media organisations such as the Abbey 

Theatre, Brown Bag Films, Yellow Asylum Films, The Irish Times, The 

Science Gallery, The Irish Print Museum etc.  

The summer camps and collaborative projects are attended by 

approximately 750 young people every year.

The cinemobile

The cinemobile is a one hundred-seater cinema which has been leased 

from the Irish Film Institute. Launched in 2013, it offers a mobile venue 

to replicate the school workshops. Over 1,500 students outside Dublin 

were able to participate in once-off primary and secondary school 

workshops as a result.
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commonly current or retired teachers, post-graduate students, writers or 

aspiring writers, journalists and librarians. They range in age from 18 to 

over 60, and are predominantly female.

The purpose-built space and its use

The premises of Fighting Words are located in Dublin’s inner city, an area 

often associated with economic disadvantage. The building is a purpose-

built space and is an integral part of the approach to creative writing 

taken by Fighting Words. 

Sharing the model

Fighting Words was the first project of its kind in Europe but others, 

inspired by the 826 Valencia model and subsequently by Fighting Words, 

have since followed with centres established in London, Stockholm, Milan, 

and Barcelona  - all of which acknowledge the role of Fighting Words in 

their development. 

A further five projects, in Amsterdam, Vienna, Paris, Copenhagen and 

Belfast, are currently in development. Fighting Words is also a key player 

behind the establishment of the Alliance of European Writing Centres 

(AEWC), a European network. The association will aim to protect the 

core principles that have informed the establishment of non-profit free 

creative writing centres for children.
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Curricular developments in second level education in Ireland: 
the potential for greater promotion of creativity?

The Irish second level education system is currently undergoing a 

process of enormous curricular change and reform. In October 2012, the 

government announced a radical reform of the Junior Cycle curriculum in 

its publication, A Framework for Junior Cycle. 

The explicit inclusion of creativity as one of the key principles for Junior 

Cycle education is significant.

The Framework proposes that in addition to English, Irish and Maths, 

which are to remain core subjects, students choose from a range 

of subjects and short courses and also partake in ‘other learning 

experiences’ provided by the school. 

The introduction of short courses is a new component that allows schools 

to design and deliver their own courses based on students’ talents, 

abilities, needs and interests. 

This opportunity in tandem with greater school autonomy and flexibility 

within the curriculum offers strong prospects for real and exciting change 

in Irish second level education. 

In particular, the prospect of schools developing short courses in 

conjunction with external organisations from the cultural, industrial, 

agricultural and business sectors should give rise to the formation of 

dynamic educational initiatives. 

The role of arts based organisations in promoting creativity 
in second level education in Ireland

Despite its international reputation in a range of art forms, Ireland has 

relatively limited arts education provision. 

In January 2013, the Irish government launched the first ever Arts in 

Education Charter 2013. 

This joint initiative between the Department of Arts, Heritage and the 

Gaeltacht and the Department of Education and Skills declares that 

creativity must be Ireland’s primary focus for the future. 

The Arts in Education Charter intention to place the arts at the centre 

of Ireland’s education system certainly signals a new approach to the 

provision of arts education in Ireland. 

UNESCO’s Roadmap for Arts Education (2006, p. 7) advises that, ‘Any 

approach to Arts Education must take the culture(s) to which the learner 

belongs as its point of departure’. Given Ireland’s literary legacy and 

reputation for storytelling, an initiative like Fighting Words appears to be 

of immediate relevance to Irish cultural tradition. 
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The development of partnerships such as these is, in itself, an impetus 

for creativity that may trigger the type of creative response needed to 

address ongoing calls for creativity. 

The next few years may see the emergence of innovative links between 

schools and entities from a wide range of fields. 

Fighting Words is one such initiative and the creative writing model it 

offers has the potential to transfer in a number of ways to the formal 

school curriculum. 
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In addition to the data collection, qualitative data were collected through 

the following interviews:

·	 �Interview with the manager and founder of Fighting Words, Séan 

Love 

·	 �Interview with the artistic director and founder of Fighting Words, 

Roddy Doyle.

·	 �Interview with, the Chief Executive Officer of National Council for 

Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA), Dr. Anne Looney

·	 �Individual interviews with 6 of the 7 principals of  schools which 

participated in the year-long book projects (one principal had since 

retired and was not contactable)

These key stakeholders were selected because of their understanding of 

both the Fighting Words model and the current and new developments in 

the secondary school curriculum. 

Responses to the questionnaire: benefits and challenges of 
being involved in Fighting Words

Purpose of evaluation

This evaluation provides an evidence-based account of the pedagogical 

effectiveness of the Fighting Words creative writing model. The purpose 

of the evaluation is to evaluate the Fighting Words model, firstly, in 

terms of its impact on participants’ academic, cognitive, personal, and 

social development and secondly, in terms of its suitability for translation 

into the main curricula for all secondary schools. 

Data collection methods employed

The evaluation was carried out over a twelve month period and the 

following data collection methods were used:

·	 Questionnaire distributed to 116 book project students 

·	 Questionnaire distributed to 7 book project teachers 

·	 Questionnaire distributed to 41 Fighting Words volunteers 

·	 Questionnaire to 120 once off workshop students

·	 Questionnaire distributed to 20 Wednesday afternoon students   
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Despite the different initial impetus for participating, there are strong 

similarities between the motivations mentioned by students and 

teachers.  

“Love of English” and a “hope that participation in Fighting Words would 

help with writing skills” are the most commonly mentioned factors 

emerging from the analysis.  

Motivations and expectations about participating

Book Project students Once off workshop students

·	 I thought it would help me to become a better writer/ I enjoy 

writing

·	 I love English

·	 The opportunity to publish a book

·	 I hoped it would help me to increase my vocabulary

·	 I hoped it would help me to become more confident

·	 I thought it would help me with the Leaving Certificate

·	 To improve my language skills (I am not a native speaker of En-

glish)

·	 I originally was very anxious because I find it difficult to write

·	 I initially did not want to get involved but I really liked it once 

involved

·	 I thought it might be fun

·	 I love English

·	 I wanted to see how this would benefit my English writing

·	 To improve my writing skills

·	 It sounded interesting

·	 I like reading and find people’s thoughts and stories interesting

·	 I thought it would be a great opportunity

·	 I was hoping that Roddy Doyle would be there

·	 My teachers recommended it

·	 I wanted to improve my story planning and writing

·	 I heard it was good from students who had participated the previous 

year

·	 I was looking forward to the break from school

·	 I had already participated in primary school and enjoyed it.
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All questionnaires asked the various stakeholders to comment on the 

benefits that participating in Fighting Words activity may offer. 

Best aspects of being involved in FW

Teachers (commenting on benefits for students and teachers) Tutors (commenting on benefits for students and tutors)

·	 Seeing confidence developing in students

·	 Sense of achievement in producing and publishing a book 

·	 Break from routine

·	 Inspiration and creativity enhanced in both students and teachers

·	 Interacting with young people/supporting them and building relation-

ships

·	 Seeing young people developing and learning

·	 Becoming aware of young people creative potential

·	 Enriching sense of mutual service (both parties gaining from the 

exchange)

·	 Meeting other volunteers
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Best aspect of being involved in Fighting Words (according to students)

Book Project students Once off workshop students Wednesday afternoon students

·	 Having mentors  supporting 

me

·	 Freedom of creativity/

being able to write what I 

wanted

·	 The space: light and friend-

ly

·	 Relaxing atmosphere

·	 Being able to express 

myself

·	 Working with others

·	 Publishing a book

·	 Being able to share my 

ideas

·	 Working with Roddy Doyle 

and established writers

·	 Nobody judges you 

·	 Being away from the class-

room

·	 Constructive criticism

·	 Having my say

·	 It did not feel like school

·	 Improving my English

·	 It was fun

·	 Writing a story with peers

·	 Hearing other people’s stories

·	 Working in groups/ interacting 

with the class

·	 Different ideas from different 

people/sharing ideas

·	 Helpful and relaxed environment

·	 It got me to think outside the box

·	 Being allowed to do our own thing

·	 Getting the confidence to speak 

out/ not feeling intimidated

·	 No right or wrong answers

·	 Help from volunteers

·	 Made creative writing less scary

·	 Constructive advice on my writing 

·	 Nice atmosphere for writing

·	 It gives you a chance to think more about writing

·	 It makes you work harder

·	 Being around people who enjoy writing

·	 Opportunity to interact with established writers 
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Benefit/Impact of Fighting Words on students 

Teachers Tutors

·	 Develops creativity and imaginative skills

·	 Perseverance and commitment to a project

·	 Working with established writers and not being taught

·	 Develops confidence

·	 Sense of freedom generated by being allowed to write their 

own stories

·	 Develops planning skills

·	 Develops writing and editing skills

·	 It offers real education [source quote from questionnaire]

·	 Got students interested in story-writing

·	 Provides a great sense of achievement

·	 Enriched the lives of students

·	 Offers a space alternative to school/ no-judgmental space allows stu-

dents to make mistakes

·	 Builds self-confidence

·	 Builds creative potential 

·	 Allows self-expression

·	 Being creative outside the formal school environment

·	 Meeting likeminded people for those who are interested in writing

·	 Offers a student-centred approach

·	 Students are given a voice 

·	 Gives an outlet to  those who are shier and less comfortable with self-ex-

pression

Most stakeholder groups refer to the relaxed and supportive atmosphere 

they have experienced in Fighting Words.  In addition to the physical 

space, the non-judgmental ethos is clearly perceived even by students 

who only attend a once-off session.
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The most important thing learned from participating in Fighting Words

Book Project students Once off workshop students Wednesday afternoon students

·	 Being surprised at my own ability

·	 Not being afraid of sharing my ideas / it is 

good to share ideas

·	 I am more confident

·	 I can be creative

·	 I can write

·	 I had a good story in my head and I did not 

know about it

·	 To respect other people’s imagination

·	 No idea is bad/stupid

·	 Teamwork is helpful

·	 Speaking out

·	 There is no right or wrong answer

·	 Listening to others is important

·	 Thinking outside the box is beneficial

·	 I value my own creativity more

·	 I am more willing to share my ideas

·	 Teamwork is helpful

·	 Anybody can write a story

·	 Not to give up when stuck/resil-

ience 

·	 Writing is a really worthwhile 

activity

·	 My skills have improved and as a 

result I am less hesitant sharing my 

work with others

Having published a book is the most frequently mentioned 

accomplishment by the students who engaged in the year-long project. 

One of the teachers when asked to comment on students’ achievement 

recalls how he came to realise the impact that participation in Fighting 

Words had on a particular student: 

“Reading the stories the students published in the published book, I 

knew how much of an achievement it was for some of them….I had 

the pleasure of dropping off a copy of the book to a student who due to 

cultural pressure had decided to leave school. He was from the travelling 

community. His story was all about the adventures of a boy on Junior 

Cert. night. This was my best memory, handing the book to his mother 

who looked proud of him. He had told her all about it”
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Four out of five teachers strongly agreed on the impact of Fighting Words 

on literacy and on the strengthening of students’ interest in literature. 

All teachers also either agreed or strongly agreed that students 

developed their ability to analyse texts of varied nature.

The biggest achievement from participating in Fighting Words

Book Project students Once off workshop students Wednesday afternoon students

·	 Writing my own story

·	 Working with Roddy Doyle

·	 Having my story published in a book

·	 Being able to complete a story

·	 Improving my creative writing skills

·	 Being more confident in my own thinking

·	 Understanding how a story is planned and 

constructed

·	 Being able to communicate my ideas more 

clearly

·	 Being more confident to ask questions even 

in school

·	 It made me more confident

·	 I am able to speak in front of people

·	 I am able to complete a story and to persevere

·	 It is important to think outside the box

·	 I has helped me to become a better listener

·	 I learned to be more creative

·	 I trust my imagination

·	 I learned how to express my opinion better

·	 I learned how to write a story

·	 Having produced novels and 

being published 

·	 Having achieved a high score in 

my Leaving Certificate thanks 

to my involvement in Fighting 

Words

Students who have attended once-off session seem to derive a similar 

sense of accomplishment at having been able to complete a full story in a 

very short period of time.

Students academic benefits

In addition to benefits in terms of students’ personal development the 

evaluation attempted to ascertain whether some benefit of an academic 

nature had also been derived from participation in Fighting Words 

activities. 
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Transfer of the model to second level curriculum

While no teacher considers the translation of the model impossible, 

tutors are less optimistic about the feasibility of such translation. 

The majority of teachers and of tutors express some reservations and 

believe the model could not be transferred without modifications. 

Teachers are primarily concerned with recreating the atmosphere 

generated by Fighting Words and the “out of school experience”, which 

allow the students to take a break from school related activities.  

To some extent tutors echo the comments presented by teachers 

regarding the setting and the implications for the experience. One tutor 

comments: 

Much of the beauty of it is difference from the norm of school… so maybe 

a specific ‘creative room’ would need to be set aside in the school so that 

students don’t view it just as another class.

Tutors also emphasise the importance of the type of support they are 

able to offer which from the comments emerges as characterised by 

personalisation and equality. 

Teachers and tutors identify similar modifications. Essentially they 

advocate that the school environment accommodates some of the core 

features of the Fighting Words model such as the creation of a dedicated 

space for creative interaction, the support of tutors and the involvement 

of established writers. 

Additional benefits

Teachers were asked to comment on whether the involvement had an 

impact on the relationship with their students. Here are some of the 

recurrent comments made by teachers. 

Changes in the teacher-student relationship as a result of the involvement in 

Fighting Words

Teachers

·	 Greater bond with the students and among the students them-

selves
·	 New-found respect for each other
·	 Improved relationship with parents
·	 Students more likely to approach teachers with new ideas
·	 Better appreciation of how students learn

All teachers acknowledged the positive influence of the Fighting Words 

experience on students and one teacher also comments that this has also 

resulted in a “very healthy classroom environment” thus suggesting that 

the supportive and respectful atmosphere which had been experienced in 

Fighting Words had also transferred to the school environment. 

There is a sense that teachers and students are equals in the enjoyment 

of the experience. 

One teacher states: “it helped us to bond as a group of people who love 

stories”. 
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Republic Michael D. Higgins at an event organised by Fighting Words to 

celebrate the launch of a stamp by the national postal system containing 

a short story written by a Fighting Words former student. 

On 16th May 2013 President Michael D. Higgins visited Fighting Words 

to unveil a stamp capturing the essence of Dublin city in a brief story 

written by one of the students who had participated in the Fighting 

Words year-long book project. On this occasion Seán Love chose to 

encapsulate the main purposes of Fighting Words in the following quote 

by President Higgins.

“When we learn to read and to write, to understand letters on a page and 

to create our own sentences using those letters we are handed a great 

gift, a gift that allows us to engage fully in society, to educate and inform 

ourselves to open our minds to realise our possibilities and to discover 

new worlds and new ways of thinking.”

Along with the overtly declared intent of encouraging creative writing, 

a civic and social purpose also implicitly emerges from the choice of this 

quote. 

More frequently Seán Love and Roddy Doyle describe Fighting Words 

exclusively as a creative writing centre with two main characteristics: 

making writing accessible and giving an opportunity to participants to be 

creative by compensating for what they perceive as a lack of creativity in 

the Irish education system.

Openness, creativity-as the opposite of rote learning and empowerment 

Therefore their suggestions imply that the school system should 

introduce a little more flexibility in terms of the physical space, but also in 

terms of the parties involved in supporting and mentoring students. 

Locating  a suitable space within the curriculum

Three out of five teachers see the model more suited to be incorporated 

in the English syllabus.  

This view is also shared by two of the six principals interviewed and by Dr. 

Anne Looney, Chief Executive of the NCCA. 

Those teachers in favour of a translation within the English syllabus bring 

as reasons more time available for the development of stories compared 

to the duration of a short course. 

Perceptions of Fighting Words

This section outlines the outcomes of the analysis of dialogues with some 

key stakeholders. These are the founders of Fighting Words, Roddy Doyle 

and Seán Love; the Chief Executive Officer of the NCCA (National Council 

for Curriculum and Assessment), Dr. Anne Looney; principals of 6 of the 7 

schools which participated in the year-long book projects. 

The section  also draws on the transcript of an interview carried out by 

Irish radio station Lyric FM with several Fighting Words stakeholders and 

on the transcript of the speech by Séan Love and by President of the Irish 
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other nice bright space” (Principal B)

Opening up of a new bright space through a door made of books is a 

metaphorical image that can be interpreted as representing a broadening 

of perspective through creative writing.  

The physical space however has also a further symbolic connotation 

which is recurrently and consistently brought up by all interviewees. 

It represents an “out-of-school space” and an “out-of-school 

experience”. 

Anne Looney comments that the “out-of school” dimension is a key 

constituent of Fighting Words and emphasises how the physical space is 

also a vehicle for a different type of experience for the students.

We’re taken out of that into a space that’s much freer, quite different, we 

interact with different kinds of adults, they’re not teachers who tend to be 

a particular class, type, so they interact with different people…now is that 

integral to the Fighting Words experience? Is that experience of coming 

out of school into a different kind of space where everything is different, 

there’s no desks…the organisation of the space is different.

The “out-of-school space” is a space that does not reassemble a 

classroom. Three out of the six interviewed principals affirm that if the 

model were to be replicated in the formal school environment the school 

library or even a space outside but close to the school would need to be 

rented for this purpose. 

are cited as defining purposes of the activities offered by Fighting Words 

by both of its founders. 

Self-esteem is also mentioned as a recurrent outcome resulting from 

engagement with Fighting Words. 

Similarly one of the principals describes Fighting Words as an “outlet for 

students to develop their talents” and offers an opportunity that –while 

seen as valuable- it is also rarely offered in a school environment. 

Fighting Words as a physical space

The premises of Fighting Words are an embodiment of the principles 

that animate the creative writing centre, with open and bright spaces and 

minimal use of physical barriers such as doors. In an interview with the 

radio station Lyric FM, Orla Lehane, Fighting Words former Educational 

Co-ordinator affirms:

“The building itself is quite magical and I think the space is an important 

part of what we do...We are lucky to have a magic door at Fighting Words 

and the magic door is a bookcase that opens up so when the kids are 

ready to go through they come up with a couple of magic words and the 

main part of the centre is a big bright space. “

One of the principals recalls:

“the setting, the setting is superb it’s a wonderful place to go down and 

visit. I remember being blown away the first day going into that first 

reception space walking through the wall of books if I’m  right into the 
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The empowerment that results from supportiveness of the environment 

opens up a creative space where participants are not afraid to experiment 

with their imagination, but also to express their views in a broader sense. 

Students are given full control over their stories and no teaching takes 

place. Roddy Doyle in the interview with Lyric FM speaks of students 

feeling comfortable with taking charge of the activities they carry out 

in Fighting Words and suggests that this leads to generating a sense of 

community and of mutual respect. 

“They’re making up their own rules, swapping work with each other 

although they’re very, very gentle with each other which is a good thing 

as well and they just have that common cause, so to speak”.

Similarly, Seán Love speaks of “creating something that is entirely 

theirs, from their own imagination” and adds that this is largely possible 

because of the freedom that students experience and the lack of 

judgmental activities like assessment. 

Furthermore, President Michael D. Higgins in his speech at Fighting 

Words stamp launch highlights that the co-operative atmosphere 

generated by Fighting Words has implications beyond its overt aim to 

enhance creativity. It also gives students an experience of empowerment 

and active participation that might they feel encouraged to reproduce in 

a broader sense in society.

It is so important making the provision of a space for exploring and 

nurturing creativity as Fighting Words has done…eh…it’s a powerful 

The “out of school experience” is also space with less defined boundaries, 

both physical and metaphorical. 

In the case of Fighting Words the “out of school experience” is also 

an educational experience, but education becomes dissociated from 

schooling. 

As a principal commented the educational boundaries dissolve and the 

student rather than the syllabus becomes the centre of the educational 

experience. 

Another principal comments that the out of school experience offers a 

memorable experience precisely because it offers an alternative from 

what is normally done in schools.

Fighting Words as an emotional space

Recurrently in the interviews, Fighting Words is described as an 

emotional and nurturing environment that supports without judging and 

in so doing creates a safe place in which to thrive both academically and 

personally. 

The participants come to own the space. A young participant in the 

interview given to Lyric FM comments:

“It’s just something about it that I can’t even describe but is just gives the 

kinda feeling that this is your world. What you want to happen, happens 

and it’s just great.”

FW_1a.indd   28 14/10/2014   09:49



29

quiet or withdrawn, and those with poor language skills or behavioural 

difficulties. It was also noted that participants took enormous pride 

in their creative achievement and for many it was the highlight of the 

school year.  

Having a voice

The opportunity to express their views and have their voices heard was 

identified as a significant factor in building participants’ confidence and 

self-esteem. Some stakeholders observed the value of Fighting Words in 

providing a platform for the student voice. 

According to NCCA, CEO, Dr. Anne Looney, voice is at the core of the 

initiative:

“Fighting Words to me is about voice so it’s about giving students the 

tools to articulate views, opinions, ideas, concepts, questions even if 

they’re challenging…giving them the tools, giving them the space and…

giving them the confidence as well to find that voice.”

An outlet for students who are shy, students with behavioural 
challenges or poor language skills

While all the stakeholders agree that those who participated in the 

Fighting Words project benefited in numerous ways, a significant 

number of the stakeholders also commented on the impact of the project 

on students with special needs, students with behavioural difficulties and 

students with poor language skills. According to Seán Love, this was one 

contributing to a future generation to develop their imagination and 

to explore their potential and possibilities within a truly, truly decent 

society and a fair society.

He also adds that through working together with others students develop 

a tolerance and ethics than enables them to respecting other people 

through respecting in first place their imagination.

According to all the principals interviewed, in Fighting Words different 

dynamics from those existing in schools are generated. Key to the 

establishment of such dynamics and contributory factor to the creation of 

an “out of school experience” is the support of Fighting Words volunteer 

tutors. 

Anne Looney considers volunteers so integral to the Fighting Words 

model that she questioned whether the same experience could be 

replicated without them. 

Students’ personal benefits

Stakeholders identified a number of personal benefits for participants 

of the Fighting Words project. Students who participated in the project 

were perceived to have increased levels of engagement and motivation, 

improved confidence and self-esteem, and a strong sense of their 

creative abilities. 

Being given an opportunity to have their voice heard was seen to be an 

empowering experience for participants, particularly for those who were 
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even though she was not from Ireland and couldn’t speak English, she too 

could write her story. To then have it translated so that it was printed in 

both languages in the book… I think was an amazing thing.” (Principal B)

The opportunity to have their voice heard was also particularly significant 

for notably quiet students and students with mental health difficulties. 

Another principal provides a further example of how the project 

particularly benefited a student with poor social skills who had been 

seriously bullied in primary school.

Participating in the project was good for him, good for his parents and 

has helped him develop that little bit of extra confidence that wasn’t 

there before. (Principal A)

An outlet for creativity and imagination

One of the obvious strengths of Fighting Words is that it provides 

participants with an outlet for creativity. Stakeholders identified its 

capacity to stimulate the imagination and engage the creative skills of 

participants as a significant opportunity for students to develop their 

creativity. 

The lack of opportunity for creative expression in the present formal 

curriculum is also highlighted by a number of the principals who 

comment on the noticeable absence of the arts and the consequent 

neglect of young people’s talents. 

of the unanticipated benefits of the project and he remarks that some 

of the workshops with special needs students have been particularly 

engaging.

“Some of my favourite workshops are with children and adults with 

special needs. The feedback from themselves and from their parents or 

teachers or whoever is with them is that it can have tremendous benefits 

for all of them… particularly, I ‘m struck by parents of children with 

Aspergers about what it has done for their children… and for the visually 

impaired… I think the workshops with those children are just the best fun 

ever… a few days ago we had a group up from Cork of adults with a range 

of intellectual disabilities and it was just the most fantastic session. They 

had a fantastic time, they wrote a fantastic story together, they wanted 

their books and so they waited and… got a late train home.”

A number of principals also remarked that one of the major benefits of 

the project was its impact on special needs students. 

One principal noted that participating in Fighting Words “would have 

done absolute wonders for their self-confidence and their self-esteem” 

(Principal A). Another principal observed that it was a hugely affirming 

experience for non-national students to have the opportunity to tell their 

stories and have their voice heard. 

“One of our girls was a non-national student who was very poor at 

English, she wrote a wonderful story which Fighting Words kindly 

translated from Polish into English. It was good to show that, that girl, 
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Confidence, empowerment and self-efficacy

Having a voice and an opportunity to develop the imagination raised 

students’ awareness of their creative potential, this - in turn – had a 

positive influence on students’ self-image. All of the key stakeholders 

commented on the tremendous sense of empowerment and confidence 

that participants gained from the Fighting Words experience.  

Principals observed a noticeable improvement in participants’ self-

confidence and self-esteem. 

“Their esteem shot through the roof… some of those girls may have 

certain issues at home, broken backgrounds… alcoholism at home… 

coming into school is almost a relief for them… they never get the praise… 

the merit in anything because they’re average students… but going out 

there every Thursday… they were coming back having been praised by 

the volunteers in Fighting Words… told they can do this, that they were 

wonderful human beings, that they were brilliant creative beings and I 

could see over the course of the year, their shoulders were physically up 

more. “ (Principal F)

Another principal remarked, that engaging in the writing process and 

seeing the final output of their collective efforts was a hugely affirming 

experience that raised participants’ self-perception.

The potential for positively boosting students’ self-esteem and giving 

students a sense of empowerment through creative expression is the 

impetus behind the Fighting Words initiative. 

The freedom to imagine and the opportunity to be creative are central 

tenets of the Fighting Words initiative. 

Seán Love sees these as essential elements in the development of the 

individual and argues that the formal education system is not providing 

young people with this opportunity.

Another principal refers to the impact of the group dynamic and the 

fact that the Fighting Words experience is different from what students 

might usually encounter in school. In her view, students learn from 

this and “learn to be more creative or at least open a door to their 

creativity”(Principal E). According to one principal, the development of 

creative skills is more important now than ever and therefore Fighting 

Words is a timely initiative. 

“I think it’s more than just short story writing, I think it’s about 

developing the creative skills, the mind-set in young people today; 

they’re so tuned in with their i-phones and TV programmes, sometimes 

to get into that creativity the students don’t realise that they actually 

have…I just think the idea…get in there, something so simple and basic 

yet I think we fail to do that in schools, at times within the mainstream 

curriculum. I think they found a niche, a fun way of developing those 

creative skills because they are skills we’re looking for in young men and 

women leaving school. We’re looking at one of the key skills in the new 

Junior Cycle Framework as well, so I think they’re hitting the nail on the 

head and this can only go further. “ (Principal F)

FW_1a.indd   31 14/10/2014   09:49



32

achievement is understandable. 

He observes: 

“It’s one of the measures of independence really isn’t it? The ability to 

write something that is your own and to actually take the next step and 

let other people read it.”

For many participants the feeling of success was heightened by the 

reaction of others to their work and the fact that other students in the 

school now looked up to them. 

“They were so proud of themselves to have their book launched, to be 

sold, to become writers, published writers – a lot of those girls - their 

self-esteem has just blossomed and they hold their head up high and 

they’re kind of role models now to the other students, the other students 

in their year group thinking, wow, you did that, pure role models.” 

(Principal F)

The night of the book launch was also described as an enormously 

uplifting experience for students and their parents and a cause for great 

celebration in the school.  

“When we had the launch night here and when parents came in they 

were very proud of their children - any opportunity where parents are 

proud of their children is obviously a good thing, you know. It was a very 

positive experience for the students who took part… We took photos and 

you could see all the happy faces… some of those kids were quite shy so it 

really was a great achievement for them “ (Principal D)

While they claim to be nothing more than a creative writing centre, they 

are cognisant that providing young people with an opportunity to engage 

in creative self-expression can positively influence lives.      

“It is about self-esteem, self-confidence and empowerment. We’re 

not looking to create the greatest writers of all time. We can see them 

passing through here, but that’s not our purpose.”

(Seán Love)

Seán Love highlights the importance of encouraging people to 

experiment, take risks and search for answers. 

Another principal argues that enabling students to discover their 

creative potential not only promotes self-efficacy, it also results in the 

development of transferrable skills. 

Sense of pride and achievement

A number of the stakeholders referred to the tremendous sense 

of achievement that students experienced from their involvement 

in Fighting Words. In particular it was noted that students were 

enormously proud of the fact that they had created something entirely 

from their imagination. 

This outcome was especially significant for those students who had 

previously lacked confidence. For Roddy Doyle, participants pride in their 
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Both Doyle and Love emphasise the importance of the group working 

together at the beginning of the writing process. They see this 

collaborative approach as an integral part of the creative process and 

have found it to be a highly effective strategy for enabling writing. 

Roddy Doyle and Seán Love state that adopting a collaborative approach 

enables participants to overcome the fear of the blank page as they have 

already began the story before they start to write individually. 

Doyle remarks:

 “I like the notion, the collective start. I do think it rids it of a lot of its 

terror… and it’s, ye know, it’s… dare I say it… fun!”

Starting with a scenario based role play, participants are given the 

opportunity to develop dialogue, create characters and establish a 

setting, all of which gives participants the inspiration and confidence to 

start writing immediately.  

Doyle remarks, “It’s the blank page that terrifies people more than 

anything else”. 

Love agrees, emphasising that this process not only allows them 

overcome this obstacle; it also enables them to take ownership of the 

work.

Simple as it may appear, the screen is a hugely significant element of 

the model both in terms of the collaborative creation of the story and the 

powerful effect it has on the participants. Love and Doyle emphasise that 

A couple of principals compared the Fighting Words opportunity to 

engage in creative arts to the opportunity other students get to partake 

in a sport.  

Roddy Doyle makes a similar comparison in relation to the Wednesday 

and Saturday Write Club

“I suppose Write Club is where teenage writers can be anonymous, 

where…a kid with an interest in football has no difficulty asserting that 

and finding other people who play football and it’s great. On Wednesday 

afternoons a lot of schools get half days and this room is full of kids who 

want to write on Wednesday afternoon and some of them weren’t aware 

that anybody else wanted to write and they love it here.” (Lyric FM)

All of the principals remarked that the project was a positive, educational 

and enjoyable experience for students and some principals pinpointed 

Fighting Words as the highlight of the school year for many participants.

Students’ academic benefits

The key stakeholders identified numerous academic benefits including, 

learning to work with others, participating in a collaborative process, 

developing a love of writing and improved literacy.  

Learning to work together and participation in collaborative 
processes
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Another principal agreed that the project helped promote literacy in 

the school and was also cognisant that the model caters for all levels of 

literacies and abilities.

Participants, irrespective of their level of literacy, were confident in 

their ability to write and continued to draft and redraft their work until 

they were satisfied with what they had produced. All the principals 

commented on the quality of the work produced and Seán Love remarks: 

The consistent, extraordinary high quality of writing by children from 

every background, from every ability, would blow you away 

Additional benefits

Improved teacher student relationship and enhanced capacity 
to engage in dialogue

A number of the stakeholders observed that participating in Fighting 

Words tended to foster improved teacher/student relationships and 

enhance students’ capacity to engage in dialogue with teachers, peers 

and other adults. 

Anne Looney makes a similar point in relation to dialogue. She also 

remarks that the collaborative approach adopted by the Fighting Words 

model engages students in a dialogue that enables them to manage 

their own learning. This dialogical approach to learning, she observes, is 

for the participants the simple act of seeing their own words being typed 

on the screen is incredibly liberating and hugely important confidence 

building experience. 

The method is particularly striking in that it appears to work for 

everyone, especially those who do not consider themselves as writers.

Love of writing 

A number of the stakeholders commented on the potential of Fighting 

Words to spark a love of writing that would remain with some 

participants for life. 

Development of literacy

Doyle and Love make no reference to developing literacy skills and while 

levels of literacy may improve as a natural follow on, this is certainly not 

the primary purpose of the project. 

Nevertheless, some principals see this as an important component.

“The primary purpose is to help students express themselves in English 

and to write and to develop their confidence and improve literacy” 

(Principal D)

In many instances, principals see Fighting Words as an important vehicle 

for raising the profile of literacy among participants and the wider school.
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Students displayed behaviour and attitude that indicated they had 

developed an understanding of deferred gratification and an ability to 

persevere with a course of action even when they encountered challenges 

that they would have previously considered insurmountable. 

This change in behaviour and attitude was most noticeable among 

students who would be considered at risk of leaving school early. These 

students showed increased resilience and determination and went on to 

complete school. 

A principal singled out one student in particular whom he felt surpassed 

all expectations in her achievements. 

“Well, one of the girls there she had the best, she’d the best Leaving Cert 

last year you know and got her first choice in college right and she would 

not have always been an obvious person for that.” (Principal D)

Students more likely to take leadership and mentoring roles

One of the principals observed that Fighting Words participants were 

more likely to take leadership and mentoring roles in the school. 

Significantly, most of the Fighting Words participants in this particular 

school went on to play active leadership roles in the school with one 

participant becoming head girl of the school. 

The principal felt this trend was partly due to both the practical skills but 

similar to the assessment techniques that will form part of the reformed 

Junior Cycle. 

“The phrase we’re using instead of assessment criteria, because that’s 

hard for students to understand, the phrases we’re using are features of 

quality. So in conversations with students, we’re saying… before we start 

this piece of work we want to agree what are the things that would make 

this a really good piece of work? What are the quality features here?... 

You’ll find that they can identify the ones you would want, ye know, as a 

teacher. Once you’ve got those features of quality out there and students 

know what they are and they’re shared with students… that dialogue 

around assessment is actually quite in keeping with the Fighting Words 

spirit… you know about empowering students to take control of their own 

learning and also to have some peer input. So if you’re, as a teacher in 

the English classroom, if the class has decided that one of the features of 

quality that it has to, that your dialogue or your interview or your speech 

has to keep our attention well one of the ways a teacher can assess that 

is to ask the other students… well did it keep our attention? Does anyone 

want to suggest how they could’ve got our attention more? That kind of 

dialogue is very powerful for students in an assessment context.”

Increased resilience and perseverance among students 

A couple of principals remarked that they noticed an increased resilience 

and perseverance among students who had participated in the Fighting 

Words project. 
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Whether Fighting Word can infiltrate the more traditional school 

experience remains debatable. 

Roddy Doyle argues that the model has “worked with so many different 

types of kids, so many different types of people so many different 

varieties of ability and backgrounds” and it presents a flexibility that may 

allow for some translation model beyond the less traditional Transition 

Year. 

Seán Love cautiously refers to hope that the Junior Cycle reform could 

act as a springboard for future linkages of the Fighting Words model with 

the formal school curriculum.

“Teachers at the second level are so driven by the system, the curriculum, 

they need at the moment to deliver the Junior Cert and the Leaving Cert 

and so… “I don’t know” is the honest answer to whether what we do can 

really infiltrate the system unless there is, as there is at the moment, a 

whole reforming of the Junior Cycle and the Leaving Cert and hopefully 

it does accommodate as promised a much greater emphasis on creativity 

and individual thinking. I’m hoping that’s where it goes.”

All interviewed principals responded positively about the translation 

of the Fighting Words model in the school curriculum and four out six  

concur that the revised Junior cycle may offer greater opportunities for 

such translation. 

Roddy Doyle argues that the model would fit anywhere in the school 

system:

also the confidence, initiative and sense of agency students acquired as 

part of the Fighting Words project.

Transfer of the model to second level curriculum

This report investigates whether the translation of the Fighting Word 

model in second level schools in Ireland is possible and beneficial.  It also 

aims to indentify to what curricular context the Fighting Words model 

might be best suited.

Whether Fighting Words is compensating for a creativity deficiency or 

providing a complementary activity to what can be offered in the formal 

education system, it nevertheless represent a model for encouragement 

of creativity among a range of students, including secondary school 

students. 

Locating a suitable space within the curriculum

The majority of the teachers surveyed and of the Fighting Words tutors 

were only partially convinced that the model could be translated in the 

school curriculum and that the transfer would entail some modification 

of the model which might compromise its integrity.  

Transition year offers an ideal environment for exposing students to the 

Fighting Words model in a curricular environment allows them to break 

away from the more traditional school experience.  
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She is otherwise not fully convinced that the model in its entirety can be 

translated because such its integral features such as the “out of school 

experience” cannot be replicated in the formal school environment. 

Challenges to the transfer of the model

While the majority of the interviewees regard the translation of the 

Fighting Words model in the school curriculum possible, they also refer 

to potential challenges which may affect the transfer or result in a loss of 

integrity of the original model.

Roddy Doyle expresses concern in relation to assessment which would 

add a pressure that would take away from the enjoyment of the Fighting 

Words experience. 

Seán Love expresses a similar sentiment. He acknowledges that 

assessment is part of the formal education system and that the extent to 

which the model can be compromised by assessment is dependent on the 

form of assessment utilised.

Factors that would help facilitate the transfer of the model

While some of the stakeholders indicated that the transfer of the model 

to the formal school curriculum could present some challenges, most of 

the stakeholders, nevertheless, agreed that the transfer would bring a 

“I don’t see why it wouldn’t work, if we’re talking about secondary school 

kids, at any particular level. Obviously Transition Year is the easiest one 

to fit with because that’s the nature of transition year and they’re looking 

out for you know I don’t think there’s any school approached that said no 

we’re too busy.

They all jump at it, they love the idea so it’s the easiest one to do but if 

creative writing was to be a part of the Junior Cert following the model 

that we use, I think would be very doable very, very doable.

I can see nothing to get in the way other than the usual things that 

get in the way of any project. By and large none of them are ever 

insurmountable really.”

Some principals argue the Fighting Words model should be developed 

as a short course: others believe it is best incorporated in the English 

syllabus. 

Anne Looney, NCCA CEO, emphasises that Fighting Words model 

promotes verbal interaction and that this element, if incorporated the 

English syllabus could potentially allow to introduce assessment of oral 

competence. She further explains that what can be translated from 

Fighting Word rather than the model in toto is the methodological 

approach.

“Well, the kind of methodology that Fighting Words uses is, is good 

teaching and learning I mean it’s the kind of teaching and learning you 

want teachers to be using not just in English but in other subjects.”
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of key factors would help support the transfer of the model to the formal 

school curriculum. Further detail will be provided in Chapter 3.

A few of the stakeholders expressed an interest in seeing the model being 

fully developed into a short course. A couple of principals suggest that 

Fighting Words should design a short course in accordance with NCCA 

guidelines.  

Fighting Words appear to be amenable to such suggestions.

“I think we’d be happy to design a course. Our only issue is assessment. 

How closely we would be connected to the assessment [we would have 

to consider], but designing a course – absolutely. Yes, why not?” (Seán 

Love)

Several of the principals remarked that the delivery of the model should 

not necessarily be confined to English teachers. It was felt that any 

teacher who had a passion for writing or a creative flair should be given 

the opportunity to teach the model. 

number of benefits. 

Chief among these was the fact that the presence of the model on the 

school curriculum would give it wider access. 

A principal felt that if the model was to transfer to the formal school 

curriculum it would give the school a greater insight into the work, more 

teachers might get involved and it would be a source of motivation for 

younger students who would look forward to having the opportunity to 

participate as they moved up the cycle.

Seán Love argues that the model provides students with the opportunity 

to think critically and creatively, skills he hopes the proposed curricular 

reform will actively promote and “accommodate, as promised, a much 

greater emphasis on creativity and individual thinking”. 

He contends that “whatever system the reformation of the moment 

creates it has to allow for freedom to think” and expresses concern at 

what he see as a lack of ‘real’ education in western society. 

“There’s no freedom to think in secondary and, you know, I think if you’re 

really educating children they have to have the freedom to think. It’s not 

just an Irish issue, this is why the model that we have and that’s now in 

other countries and which we have adapted from the U.S. it’s the same 

thing being said… that the education systems in so many of the countries 

of the developed world is so restrictive. There’s little opportunity for 

anyone to be creative.”

There was a general consensus among the stakeholders that a number 
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Concluding  comments

Despite the self-denomination ‘simply’ as a creative writing centre, 

Fighting Words appears to go well beyond its overtly stated remit. 

Key to the success of the Fighting Words model for the promotion of 

creativity is a workshop format that is flexible, based on co-operative 

principles and informed by a non-judgmental ethos. 

The benefits for students outlined by the key stakeholders range from 

the development of some academic skills such as literacy and writing 

skills to personal benefits such as the development of self-confidence 

resulting from a strong sense of achievement derived from their creative 

writing achievements. 

All key stakeholders indicate that a translation of the Fighting Words 

model in the secondary school system is possible, albeit one that may 

require substantial modifications to the original model. The translation in 

curricular environments other than that of Transition Year is necessarily 

associated with the introduction of some form of assessment, which is 

potentially one of the most substantial threats to the integrity of the 

original model. 

FIGHTING 
WORDS 
MODEL

Non-Judgmental ethos The Methodology

A Publication

Endorsement by 
established writers

Volunteers

Purpose-bulit space and 
“out of school” experience
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the benefit of a professional publication. Bringing a creative task to 

completion therefore emerges as a positive outcome even if dissociated 

from a high profile publication.  

The methodology utilised by Fighting Words in their workshops is 

regarded by the teachers who have participated in the workshops as an 

inspirational form of teaching and a teacher has commented: 

“I feel I was lucky to have witnessed real education and have had this 

opportunity”. 

Similarly, in her interview Anne Looney refers to the Fighting Words 

approach as an example of good teaching. 

The support of volunteers is consistently mentioned by all stakeholders 

as fundamental to the success of the model. The tutors themselves 

highlight the importance of their often arduous motivational role in 

helping students to build self-reliance and resilience.  

The association to Fighting Words of several established writers along 

with Roddy Doyle is quoted by the students, teachers and principals 

involved in book project as giving prestige to students’ publication. The 

introduction to all the books has been written by different high-profile 

published authors who comment on each individual short story included 

in the book. 

The endorsement of writers has generated a sense of validation of 

students’ creativity among the students themselves and those students 

who have continued to keep in touch with Fighting Words through the 

Perceptions of Fighting Words

The consultation with Fighting Words stakeholders has produced a 

description of the core features of the model and of the principles that 

animate the activities offered by the creative writing centre. As shown in 

figure 1 six core features have emerged. 

Core features of the Fighting Words model

The Fighting Words model creates an environment and generates a 

process by which both individual and groups of students, regardless of 

their initial aptitude become capable of producing short stories that 

demonstrate a level of originality and creativity often unexpected by their 

teachers. 

The overwhelming majority of students who took part in the Fighting 

Words book projects speak of the publication of a book as their greatest 

achievement. 

As pointed out by the principals of the schools that participated in the 

year-long book project, the launch of the book has been a highlight of the 

school year not only for the students but also for the schools themselves. 

The publication of a book has increased the visibility of schools and 

- according to the principals - their profile has been raised thanks to 

the association with Fighting Words. Nevertheless, the responses to 

the questionnaires by the students who have attended only a once-off 

workshop show a proportionally comparable sense of achievement 

derived from completing a story in a short period of time and without 
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represented by not being able to move students physically out of school 

but also by the difficulty in moving schooling –and its associated roles, 

behaviours and dynamics-out of the educational experience.

The non-judgmental ethos of Fighting Words plays a significant role 

in the establishment of a supportive and safe environment for students 

but also in the development of creativity and in particular of “possibility 

thinking” and divergent thinking.

The fundamental belief that anyone can be creative permeates Fighting 

Words’ activities and this is clearly perceived by the students who have 

attended the centre.

Students speak of the freedom that being creative offers and a sense of 

perceived validation of individual and collective imagination emerges 

from the responses to questionnaires by all three surveyed groups. 

Some form of assessment of the students work takes place as students 

receive feedback on their creative efforts. However the feedback is 

formulated in formative terms and does not present a summative 

dimension. 

Write Club confirm that this factor has influenced their decision to 

continue to write creatively. 

The importance of the Fighting Words space – both physical and 

emotional- has been mentioned consistently by all stakeholders surveyed 

and interviewed for this evaluation. 

The physical space is represented by the building per se and by its 

openness, brightness and minimal use of physical barriers. 

The emotional space is the lived experience of the space, the atmosphere 

and the ethos as experienced by the students. 

Tutors are fundamental to the creation of a safe and supportive emotional 

space as they embody the Fighting Words’ values in their interaction 

with the students. 

The space has a symbolic connotation as it represents an ‘out of school’ 

experience for the students. The students themselves have commented 

on breaking away from the school routine and teachers and principals 

have suggested that the dynamics and student behaviours witnessed in 

the Fighting Words centre are different from those normally witnessed in 

school, such as for instance a greater willingness to verbalise their ideas 

and to actively contribute to the development of the story. 

The ‘out of school experience’ has been described by Anne Looney as 

the most problematic aspect of the Fighting Words model to recreate 

in a school environment. If the Fighting Words model were to be 

offered within the school environment, the major challenges would be 
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Benefits of the Fighting Words Model

The consultation with Fighting Words stakeholders has revealed a wide 

range of personal, academic and additional benefits for students. 

Personal Benefits

Responses to Fighting Words were overwhelmingly positive in terms of 

the project’s benefits to participants. All the stakeholders agreed that 

Fighting Words had a positive impact on participants’ personal and 

academic development. All stakeholders indicated that participants had 

increased levels of confidence, empowerment and self-efficacy and 

some of the stakeholders attributed this to participants having a voice. 

Benefits for students

The data reveals that Fighting Words provides student with a much 

needed outlet for creativity and imagination. This was also considered 

to be an important factor in boosting students’ self-esteem particularly 

for students who are shy, difficult or with poor language skills. 

Some stakeholders indicated that the participants’ sense of creativity 

was boosted by the fact that Fighting Words considers all students to be 

creative. 

Other stakeholders indicated that the increased levels of confidence and 

empowerment were a result of the sense of pride and achievement 

participants felt at having completed a task and having created a piece of 

work solely from their imagination. Participants’ positive self-image was 

attributed to a change in attitude – participants viewed themselves as 

writers, as creative beings capable of overcoming a challenge. 

Academic Benefits

The majority of students commented on their improved confidence in 

writing. Some students discovered a love of writing and expressed 

surprise at their ability to write and the sense of achievement that came 

from having completed creative work. Teachers agreed that students’ 

writing had improved and principals remarked that the project supported 

the development of literacy in participants but also promoted literacy in 

the school.

All of the stakeholders felt that one of the benefits of the model was 

that students were learning to work together, to share ideas and to 

listen to other people’s views. Participation in collaborative processes 

was considered to have a positive impact on learning and the quality of 

student writing. 

Additional benefits

Principals and teachers reported improved teacher student relationship 

arising from the Fighting Words experience. Teachers and students 

developed a new-found respect for each other and developed a greater 

bond. Principals also remarked that students were more likely 

to take leadership and mentoring roles in the school. Principals, 

participants and teachers all commented on an increased resilience and 
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perseverance among students. Some principals observed that this was 

especially true for potential early school leavers who, prior to Fighting 

Words, had a negative perception of school and difficult relationships 

with teachers but subsequently went on to complete second level and in 

one case third level. As can be seen from the findings that emerge from 

the data, the benefits arising from Fighting Words are closely related to 

the key skills of the Junior Cycle. 

The following table correlates the benefits gained by participants of 

Fighting Words to the Junior Cycle key skills.

The Fighting Words model and the Junior Cycle Key Skills 

Key Skills for Junior 

Cycle (Source:  NCCA 

(2012) A Framework for 

Junior Cycle)

Benefits gained by participants of Fighting Words as emerging from the consultation with stakeholders

Managing Myself Students demonstrate increased perseverance and resilience

See a task through to completion

Look for new and different ways of answering questions and solving problems

Staying Well Students display increased levels of self-confidence and self-esteem

Recognise and celebrate their achievement Develop positive relationships

Find enjoyment and fun in learning
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Communicating Students express themselves more readily Speak in front of others

Listen to others 

Respect others’ views and ideas

Edit, correct and improve writing

Participate confidently in class discussion

Being Creative Students develop their creativity and imagination and an appreciation of their ability to be creative

Try out different approaches when working on a task and evaluate what works best

Seek out different viewpoints and perspectives and consider them carefully

Imagine different scenarios and predict different outcomes

Working with Others Students learn to work together in a collaborative process

Show respect for different positions and different points of view 

Contribute to decisions as part of a group

Managing Information and 

Thinking

Students learn to develop planning, writing and editing skills 

Think creatively and critically

Manage their own learning 

Look for new and different ways of answering questions and solving problems

Transferability of the Fighting Words model to the second 
level education

The Irish second level education is currently undergoing a process of 

enormous change and reform. Such process is opening new opportunities 

for the integration of a broader range of disciplinary domains. It also 

places greater emphasis on creativity which emerges as one of the core 

principles informing the revised Junior Cycle. 

Fighting Words – as a model for the promotion of creative writing- has 
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shown during the past four years how creativity can be enhanced and 

encouraged among secondary school children. 

Here is he potential contribution of Fighting Words to the Junior Cycle 

with specific reference to its principles.

The potential contribution of Fighting Words to the Junior Cycle curricular 

environment

Principles for Junior Cycle

(Source:  NCCA (2012) A Framework for Junior Cycle)

Possible contribution of Fighting Words as emerging from the con-

sultation with stakeholders

Quality 

All students experience a high quality education, characterised by high 

expectations of learners and the pursuit of excellence. 

All  students are considered capable of being creative

Students gain self-confidence and achieve beyond their originally expect-

ed performance
Creativity and innovation 

Curriculum, assessment, teaching and learning provide opportunities 

for students to be creative and innovative. 

Offers a teaching methodology  example for the integration of creativity in 

the classroom

Offers a model development of creative writing

Engagement and participation 

The experience of curriculum, assessment, teaching and learning 

encourages participation, generates engagement and enthusiasm, and 

connects with life outside the school. 

Through group-based component of the workshops students develop an 

ability  to work with others

Students actively  and collaboratively participate in the initial develop-

ment of a story and this enhances their ability to relate and respect others
Continuity and development 

Curriculum, assessment, teaching and learning enables students to 

build on their learning to date, recognises their progress in learning and 

supports their future learning 

The year-long book project is a process–oriented learning activity that en-

courages students to improve through continuous feedback and construc-

tive criticism on students’ creative efforts. The process offers an example 

of how writing skills can be progressively developed.
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Wellbeing 

The student experience contributes directly to their physical, mental, 

emotional and social wellbeing and resilience. Learning takes place in 

a climate focused on collective wellbeing of school, community and 

society. 

One of the core features of Fighting Words is the supportive atmosphere 

that characterises all interactions between students and tutors. The 

emotional space created by Fighting Words exemplified the importance of 

establishing a co-operative and safe climate in which students can thrive 

both personally and academically.

Choice and flexibility 

The school’s junior cycle programme is broad enough to offer a wide 

range of learning experiences to all, and flexible enough to offer choice 

to meet the needs of students. 

One of the core features of the Fighting Words creative writing model is 

its flexibility which has made it adaptable and suitable for different age 

groups.  This characteristic offers opportunity for integration of the model 

in different curricular environments within the Junior Cycle

Inclusive education 

The educational experience is inclusive of all students and contributes 

to equality of opportunity, participation and outcomes for all. 

Fighting Words practice is informed by a democratic and inclusive ethos. 

The structure of the workshops favours co-operation and fosters respect 

for all voices

The outcomes of this research show that Fighting Words in particular has 

given a voice to those students with poor language skills, students with 

mental behavioural issues and students at risk of dropping out of school. 

Learning to learn 

High quality curriculum, assessment, teaching and learning support 

students in developing greater independence in learning and in meet-

ing the challenges of life beyond school, of further education, and of 

working life. 

The outcomes of this evaluation show that sustained learning has resulted 

for students who have engaged in the year-long book project. As reported 

by teachers and school principals, the confidence and skills developed by 

these students during this project have also motivated greater engage-

ment with learning in the school environment.

The analysis evidenced a strong consistency of the principles and process 

that characterise Fighting Words with the principles that inform the 

revised Junior Cycle. Such consistency offers a fertile ground for a 

potential mainstreaming of the Fighting Words model in the secondary 

school system. 
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·	 �The translation is likely to require some modification of the 

original model. 

Concerns were raised in relation to the compatibility of the model 

with specific aspects of the secondary school curriculum. In particular 

the necessity to associate summative assessment to the model, the 

unavailability of volunteers to deliver workshops and support students, 

and the unsuitability of the school environment to recreate the ‘out of 

school’ experience and  the physical/emotional space created by Fighting 

Words are among the shared concerns expressed by the stakeholders. 

·	 �Fighting Words should be involved in the translation of the 

model in the secondary school system. 

School principals and teachers interviewed have indicated that if the 

Fighting Words model were to be translated in some form in the school 

curriculum they would regard as important the opportunity to avail of 

Fighting Words support through training for teachers and support in the 

development of short courses inspired by the Fighting Words model and 

designed locally by various schools.

Future directions

It seems clear from this evaluation that Fighting Words is a worthwhile 

project both in terms of the benefits derived and its potential impact on 

the curriculum. 

Some of the stakeholders (Dr. Anne Looney, Seán Love, Roddy Doyle, 

school principals, tutors and teachers) were consulted on the possibility 

of a translation of the Fighting Words model. The following four key 

findings have emerged:

·	 �The translation of the model in second level education is 

possible.  

The majority of the stakeholders regarded the translation of the model in 

the second level school system as part of the Junior Cycle. 

40% of the tutors were opposed to such translation primarily because 

of their concern for the difficulties in recreating the “Fighting Words 

experience”, with a purpose-built space and with individual attention 

given to students by tutors. 

·	 �A mixed response emerged in relation to what is the best 

curricular environment for the translation. 

The revised Junior Cycle has introduced in addition to the traditional 

subjects also 100 hour short courses which can be designed by schools to 

introduce new subject areas. 

The stakeholders are almost equally divided between those who see a 

translation of the Fighting Words model to be suited to the incorporation 

in the English Syllabus and those who indicate that a short course could 

be entirely devoted to the development of a book based on the process 

and format devised by Fighting Words. 
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It is therefore worthwhile examining possibilities for the translation 

of the Fighting Words model in the school curriculum even if this 

translation might entail some loss of integrity. 

The revised Junior Cycle English curriculum has been finalised and 

the consultation carried out by the NCCA has been completed and, at 

present, there is no opportunity to influence the content of the syllabus. 

However, the methodological approach adopted by Fighting Words could 

be integrated in the Continuous Professional Development offered by the 

NCCA to English teachers thus achieving some partial mainstreaming of 

the model.

Short courses designed by schools themselves are also an option for the 

translation of the model. 

The self-contained nature of short courses offers greater flexibility in 

terms of content and format of the activities that might be included in 

the syllabus. 

Some suggestion about replicating some of the core features of the 

model can however be advanced as shown below: 

Challenges and suggestions for the integration of the Fighting Words model 

in a Short Course

·	 �Assessment – Assessment perhaps remains one of the biggest 

stumbling blocks for the translation. However, if the majority of the 

Fighting Words offers a curriculum project which has unique attributes. 

·	 �It brings together interesting and innovative approaches to 

teaching and learning that can be easily replicated in the classroom. 

·	 �It provides a vehicle for project-centred learning, subject 

integration, team teaching and collaborative and co-operative 

learning. In so doing it offers a way to deliver some of the key areas 

and processes of the revised curriculum. 

·	 �Fighting Words is consistent with the key principles of the revised 

Junior Cycle and as such offers a model that combines the key skills 

of the Junior Cycle. This makes it an attractive option for schools 

seeking to include short courses in the curriculum. 

·	 �Fighting Words may also be of special value to students with 

special needs, students with poor language skills and students with 

challenging behaviour. 

·	 �The project allows opportunities for self-direction, peer 

collaboration, empowerment and the development of self-esteem 

and self-efficacy for all students.

Despite various activities outside Dublin, the core of the offering is to 

schools in the greater Dublin area. 

Yet its activities could benefit students nationwide if some alternative 

form of mainstreaming was possible. 
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·	 �A publication- Partnership with local newspapers could be 

established by schools for the publication of short stories written 

by students. Furthermore web-publishing of an anthology of short 

stories written and illustrated by students could potentially harness 

the interdisciplinary expertise of English, Art and ICT teachers.

assessment of a short course inspired by the Fighting Words model 

is of a formative nature, this is likely to impact less negatively on 

the students learning experience and on the development of their 

creative writing skills.

·	 �Purpose-built space and ‘out of school’ experience - As suggested 

by a principal a partnership with local libraries, but also community 

and art centres could offer suitable venues for recreating an ‘out-

of-school’ experience.

·	 �The method. The Fighting Words model utilises a team of 

volunteers for each of the workshops. It is not realistic for a teacher 

working along to attempt to replicate the model. It is suggested 

that teachers working in teams could be engaged in these sessions. 

·	 �The Volunteers - Teachers remain assessors and therefore this 

would only be an approximation of the possibility of replicating a 

non-judgmental atmosphere that emerges as very strong feature of 

the emotional space created within Fighting Words. For this reason, 

in addition to teachers - support of locally based tutors trained by 

Fighting Words might be sought.

·	 �Access to established writers – While some schools might count 

among their contacts writers who are willing to lend some of 

their time to endorse a student publication, it is unlikely that this 

opportunity would be available to most schools.  Fighting Words 

might consider establishing a network of established writers who 

might lend their support to local schools.
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Volunteers

The method

Purpose built space and 
out of school experience

A Publication

Access to established 
writers

Training for teachers, local volunteers 

and librarians (either in Fighting 

Words premises or locally). 

Interdisciplinary teaching (for 

instance English in tandem with Art 

and ICT) 

Post-training support for teachers

Fighting Words to provide support to 

teachers wishing to develop a school-

based short course as per revised 

Junior Cycle.

Recruitment  and training of local volunteers to support teachers.

Use of local libraries, community centres and art galleries to generate “out of school experience” and 

familiarise students with local culture-related facilities and prompt lifelong engagement with the arts.

Fighting Words to help establish a network of locally based established writers willing to support and 

endorse local school-based publications 

Local and community based newspapers publishing students’ creative work in addition to school-based 

publications
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