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Each child’s accomplishments, no matter how small, are celebrated.  I acknowledge what the child can do and support his/her efforts to try new things at the appropriate ability level.  I help the child understand unique interests and show how writing can be useful.

-- Sheila R. Levine, Head Start Teacher

Maryvale Elementary School, Rockville, Maryland

Writing activities are an essential part of quality literacy practices in early care and education settings.  As children communicate through writing, they learn important concepts about books and other forms of print in the world around them, including writing and alphabet systems.  Writing, like speaking and the creative arts, allows children to actively express themselves and communicate with others.


Young children best understand and appreciate writing when it is part of a meaningful social context (Morrow & Rand 1991; Burns, Griffin, & Snow 1999) – for example, when they make a sign to post on a structure they are building in the block area.  Early care and education teachers can provide opportunities for children to write by (a) organizing the classroom environment to encourage writing in multiple areas or learning centers, (b) supporting writing through adult-child engagement, and (c) building strong home-school links for writing interaction, like take-home journals used in school and at home.  

When planning writing opportunities for children, teachers here should keep in mind that:

1. Children understand writing differently from adults and have confidence in themselves as writers.

2. The interconnections of writing and drawing support children’s active writing exploration.

3. A writing-friendly environment integrates writing into multiple activities and supports broader literacy development that includes experiences with expressive language and book reading.

4. Sensitive adult support encourages writing development.

5. Writing activities support the home-school connection.

Children understand writing differently from adults

Young children brim with self-confidence about their abilities to write, yet have a more restricted idea about writing than adults.  For example:

Adult: Write “a red ball.”

Child (age four) writes something
Adult: What does it say?

Child: You didn’t tell me that I would have to read.

(Tolchinsky 2003, 72)


Young children acquire initial knowledge about writing by interacting with family members and other significant individuals, often by pretending to write in different forms for different purposes (Heath 1983; McGee, Richgels, & Charlesworth 1986; Gadsden 1993).  For example, children may scribble, a common form of early writing, to communicate a message or make a list, as they notice adults and older siblings writing in these ways (McGee, Richgels, & Charlesworth 1986).  Tolchinsky (2003) observed that four-year-olds make longer undifferentiated scribbles when asked to write a sentence instead of a single word.  As children begin to grasp the concept of the alphabet, they may request adults to read their wavy lines (McGee, Richgels, & Charlesworth 1986).


Writing is an important part of a child’s literacy development.  Pretend writing should be as meaningful to young children as pretend reading, so that there will be no fear of writing later on.  Writing should be a natural, enjoyable, successful part of play.

-  Sheila R. Levine


Even though young children comprehend the link between reading and writing differently from adults, when exposed to a literacy-rich environment, they can build a rudimentary understanding that written words carry meaning.  For example, before they can read, children as young as three know we can read certain letter strings, like BOOK, whereas others, like TTTT, are unreadable.  Young children also reliably classify BOOK as a word and 8965 as a number (Tolchinsky 2003).


Children’s confidence in both their writing ability and their print knowledge helps them develop a solid literacy foundation.  When children first protest that they do not know how to write, like the four-year-old quoted earlier, they have become aware of the difficulty of the task (Teale & Sulzby 1986; Clay 1988; Brenneman et. al. 1996).  As they gain experience in reading and writing, young children begin, albeit in uneven steps, to shift their definitions of writing to the one that adults understand.


As their writing becomes more conventional, three-, four-, and five-year-olds demonstrate knowledge of numerous emergent writing principles (Clay 1988).  For example, the child who wrote this sample recognizes that letters recur, that one writes in a specific direction, and that lines of words are generated from a limited number of letters.  Other early writing behaviors include making strings of letters or letterlike forms and writing words or text using invented spelling; children learn spelling conventions long after they begin formal writing and spelling instruction in the early primary grades (Blissex 1980; Teale & Sulzby 1986; Dyson 1989; Invernizzi, Abouzeid, & Gill 1994).

The interconnections of writing and drawing support active writing exploration


Children often combine art and writing in the same product – for example, drawings and paintings as part of  a thank-you letter to the firefighter who visited the classroom.  To assess understanding of writing conventions and knowledge of speech sounds, teachers can examine the changes in the types of writing principles children use in their drawing and writing.


In learning to write there is a time when children combine drawing with writing.  When children are writing, their scribbles, letterlike forms, or letters may be all over the page or strung together.  When they are writing they are usually speaking their words out loud.

-  Sheila R. Levine


Young children do not reliably differentiate drawing from writing until around age four (Levin & Bus 2003).  However, some three-year-olds do distinguish print from drawing in very basic ways (Brenneman et al. 1996).  For example, when asked to draw, they produce unique types of scribbles not resembling letters, and they use more colors, fill in outlines of objects, and rotate their paper more.  In contrast, when asked to write, they form letters or symbols that look like letters.


Four-year-olds are more knowledgeable; they are more consistent in writing in lines and from left to right.  They continue to use devices such as color, placement, and number to assist in communicating meaning through their written work.  For example, when asked to write sun, they might produce a scribble in yellow at the top of the page; when asked to write three flowers, they might produce three distinct scribbled lines to convey the meaning of three (Levin & Bus 2003).


Preschoolers approach the tasks of writing and drawing differently.  For instance, a child may always scribble words from the left to right but when drawing, begin by placing a picture in the middle of the page.  This serves as more evidence that children are aware of print before receiving formal instructions (Schickedanz & Casbergue 2004).  Their different approaches to writing and drawing – writing from left to right but drawing in various directions – underscore the importance of children’s regular and active involvement with print.  For example, teachers can make available paper and markers in all learning centers or ask children as young as three to “make your mark” on a white board as a way of signing in to begin the day.


One way to help children connect speaking, reading, drawing, and writing as forms of communication is to offer to take dictation: “Tell me about your painting, and I will write your words on the paper.”  The teacher can act as the child’s scribe to label drawings, communicate a message, or document oral stories.  Teachers can help children learn that writing differs from drawing by encouraging children to choose the exact spot on the paper to write (or dictate) their names: “Would you like me to write your name at the top, next to the red sky, or at the bottom, near the green grass, or somewhere else?”

A writing-friendly environment supports broader literacy development

Successful early literacy writing programs support children’s phonological awareness, examine the functions of print through play, and connect reading with writing in everyday experiences and environments (Burns, Griffin, & Snow 1999; Strickland et al. 2002).  Children learn to write through meaningful activities to accomplish social and personal goals (McGee, Richgels, & Charlesworth 1986).  For example, children might write their names on a chart to indicate which classroom job they want to do.


Interestingly, Burns and Stechuk (2004) observe that teachers’ professional development focusing on literacy promotes a much greater use of books and other print materials (as well as toys for sociodramatic play) than of writing materials.  Future studies may determine why.  The importance of writing warrants a closer look at how it can be meaningfully integrated into all early childhood activities and learning centers so children write their observations of fish swimming in the aquarium, record how many acorns they collected on the playground, and make traffic signs to use on the roads created in the block area.

As preschoolers discover that writing helps them understand and control the environment and communicate with others, their interest in writing increases (NAEYC & IRA 1998; Neuman 1998).  Children best learn the joy and power of writing when it is integrated into various themes and by writing for varying purposes (Bowman, Donovan, & Burns 2000).


A well-stocked writing center is an excellent place to start developing a writing-friendly classroom.  Children can visit the writing center when they want to write or when they are looking for writing supplies.  The writing center becomes a hub of literacy activities.  In addition to the items on Sheila’s list (see “Writing Materials for Centers”), writing media might include various textures and weights of paper and envelopes as well as a picture dictionary.  Children can create literacy products – books, letters (mail), cards, and envelopes – using stamps with rotating letters and numbers, staplers, hole punches, and tape.  An alphabet strip mounted on the table or hung on the wall at children’s eye level provides easy access to letter models.


A writing-friendly environment features many types of writing around the room (environmental print), including print and text generated by adults and children alike.  Indeed, it is essential that children’s written work be displayed and used throughout the room and program.  Post children’s dictations; put child-created books in the library center 
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