How writing develops

Many people feel that young children need to be able to read before they can write – in fact recent research shows that young children are developing all the varied skills they need to become fully literate – listening, speaking, reading and writing - at the same time. Thus to encourage their early efforts at mark-making it is important to understand the stages of development that lead to this literacy.

If fostering literacy is approached in a developmental way, then all skills in this area are allowed to develop naturally within each child so that they will learn to speak, read and write in a way that is comfortable and non-threatening for each individual child. This will then add to their confidence and self-esteem, which are very important aspects of a successful personality.

Promoting children’s writing

It is incredibly easy to encourage your child to begin to make significant marks in the home. Involve them in making shopping lists, let them see you taking or leaving messages, involve them in choosing, writing and sending cards or invitations, explain what you are doing as you write letters etc. Make sure they have supplies of paper (of all sorts, a good use for all that junk mail!), clipboards (children love these), pencils, pens, felt tips, paints of various types, chalks, pots of water with large decorating brushes for outside play, and encourage them to use them. Whiteboards and markers can take the fear of making a mistake away with the facility to simply wipe them clean – they are easily made by simply laminating plain sheets of paper – try different colours for variety. Try to resist the temptation to ‘dot’ words for them, this really has nothing to do with pencil control and certainly doesn’t prepare them for proper letter formation in future. However, lots of fine manipulative play will, by developing the muscles of the fingers, hands and arms – finger paints, clay, playdough, plasticine, cornflour gloop, puzzles, threading and linking type toys are all good activities to promote this.

Encourage your child’s creativity

Talk to your children about their pictures, sharing with you what they have imagined – this helps them to organise their thoughts ready for the day they begin to compose and write their own stories. It may be that your child would like you to write a brief comment they dictate about it, so they will do this themselves when they are ready.

Imaginative play

This is a good base for later creative writing, if you

encourage them to share their ideas with you, siblings and friends, ideas will be exchanged and different viewpoints can be explored. Don’t be too concerned about the content of their play, the less fuss you make about aspects you don’t feel too comfortable with, the quicker their focus will move on.

Stages of children’s writing

· Scribbling: Random marks as the child explores the materials for uses other than drawing

· Mock Handwriting or Wavy Scribble: The child produces lines of wavy scribble as they attempt to imitate adult cursive writing. This is often returned to in imaginative play even when they can write conventional letters

· Mock Letters: The child will attempt to make alphabetic representations, sometimes more vertical than horizontal.

· Conventional letters: The child will begin to produce occasional conventional letters, often from their own or a family member’s name. They may produce strings of these and attempt to read them back

· Invented spelling: Once the child is comfortable with producing conventional letters they will begin to cluster them together to form a ‘word shape’. Often they do not even vaguely resemble a ‘real’ word and a child will ask ‘What have I written?’

· Approximated (Phonetic) Spelling: The child will begin to listen to the sounds of the word they wish to write, writing the letters they think represent the sounds they hear. Often produced in capital or a mix of capital and lower case letters, whichever they are more familiar with or is easier to draw

· Conventional Spellings: Gradually their spellings become more conventional until they are confidently writing and spelling correctly

