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Hypotheses

How do young children lean to write? Iswriting the result of
habit formation? Do children nead to master certain skill s before they
begin to write? We know that young children learn to spegk with very
littl e dired instruction. They develop and test ideas abou how their
language works based upon the language they hear aroundthem. Astheir
ideas, or hypotheses about language develop, their spoken language
changes.

Asa dild refines hisideas abou language, he makes mistakes.
These arors are far more helpful than flawless peech to those who study
child language development, because they provide a glimpse of the
understanding that the child has abou the language he spe&ks.

A simple example may help ill ustrate the utili ty of errorsin
research. Most Engli sh spe&king children learn to use the past tense forms
of irregular verbs in the same general way (from Aitchison): initially, a
child usesirregular forms li ke went and broke corredly in her speech.
Aitchison ndes that these ae ammmonwordsin English, and arelikely to
be head and acquired by a young child. Eventually, though, the dild
beginsto ndicethat the past tense in English is often formed by adding
the morpheme —ed to verbs. She leansthisrule abit toowell, because,
besides producing corred forms like walked and played, she will aso
produce goed and breaked. The dild isnat badksliding; sheis merely
over-applying arule that she has recently learned. With time, the dild will
naticethat goed and breaked never appea in English because the —ed rule
does nat apply in some cases, and she will begin saying went and broke
again. Her hypothesis about how past tenseis formed in English at this
point resembles that of the other speakers of English, and sheis
considered to have “learned” the rule withou ever being “taught.”

Is writing acquired the same way spoken language is? All hedthy
humans aqquire aspoken language whether they are schoded or nat, yet it
ispossble for apersonto never learn how to read or write. In fad, many
human languages have no written form. Does that mean that, whil e speech
isaqquired, writing must be taught, skill -by-skill ? Or is the process $milar
for bath? Do children develop, test, and refine hypotheses abou written
language? In this chapter, we'll examine samples of Spanish and English
writing dore by first-grade students in a dual-language immersion
program, and find that their writing does reflea their growing
understanding of how written language works. We'll seethat children
write for many of the same reasons that they speak, andwe'll briefly
consider how the simil arity of writing and speaking may affed how
writing instructionis approaded in the dassoom.



Growing into Writing

Just as gudents acquire the language of their parentsin aregular
sequenceover the ourse of severa yeas, they also aayuire the
conventions of written language in a predictable order, by creaing and
refining hypotheses about how written language works. Marie Clay
devotes her 1979 bookWhat Did | Write? to a detail ed examination d the
writing development of young children. Many other descriptions of the
stages of emergent writing have been developed sincethe pulication d
Clay’sbook. Two of these ae described in tables 1 and 2.The Bladkburn-
Cramp Developmental Writing Scde (Table 1) was developed at Cramp
Elementary Schod in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania for English-language
writers at the first grade level and below. Emilia Ferreiro and Ana
Teberosky (Table 2) developed a similar list of spelli ng stages for students
learning to writein Spanish. Their list is simmarized in Freeman and
Freeman, 1997.

Blackburn-Cramp Ferreiro-Teberosky
1. Scribbling and/or drawing. May 1. Writing does not serve to
be ale to verbalize dout transmit information. No
picture. distinction between writing
2. Lettersand mock letters, often and drawing.
in lines and strings 2. Fixed number and variety of

3. Letter strings that don’t match

intended sounds. Copied print. charaders. Letters of child's

4. Letterswrittenin word own neme often used.
grouping. Student can read back 3. Ead letter standsfor one
message. syllable. Vowels are stable

5. Spaces between words. and conventional .

Invented spelling, initial 4. Children move from syllabic
consonants represent entire to alphabetic hypotheses,
word. Familiar words elled More consonants added to
cpnventlonally. Labelsfor words.

pictures. 5. Children segment subject

6. Simple pattern sentences of 3-4

words. Spelling more and predicate. Children

conventional. notice charaders within

7. Capitaizaion & simple syllables. They begin to
punctuation, often random. make orthographic
Increasingly conventional distinctions between sand z,
spelli ng. Sentences longer, not Il andy, andk, c and qu.
patterned.

8. Logical cohesion among
sentences. More regular use of
conventions.

Table 1. Table 2.

Noticethe simil ariti es between the two lists. In both, students
move from scribbling to pre-phoretic to single-letter word representations
to increasingly conventional spelli ng. Notice dso that whil e students
writing in English generally use consonantsin their first spelli ng attempts,




those writing in Spanish begin phaetic spelli ng with vowels. This ssems
to be because Engli sh consonants are more regular than English vowels,
while in Spanish, the vowels are more regular than the consonants.

Applying these stagesto red student work takes pradice Often, a
student may seem to be between stages, or may exhibit charaderistics of
two dfferent stagesin the same piece of writing. The examples below
provide agenera ideaof how ead developmental stage of writing may
look, bu since eab child isan individual their writing will probably not
be identica these samples.

The first two samples are from the same dild, a Spanish-spe&king
student named José. In Figure 1., José displays the scribble writi ng typical
of the exrliest stages of emergent literacy. In Figure 2., taken severa
weeks later, José has begun wsing letter-like forms. He includesthe s, €,
and a backwards J from his own name. At this developmental level,
students experiment with the diredionality of letters, words and sentences.
“Mirror writing” is not uncommon. This gudent has moved from a Level
1to alLevel 2 onthe Blackburn-Cramp scde, and isnealy at aLevel 2 on
the Ferreiro-Teberosky scde. Hiswriting is clearly pre-phoretic, but he
has begun to make the distinction between drawing and writi ng.
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Figure 1. Sribbling Figure 2. Letter-likeforms

A more advanced stage of pre-phanetic writing consists of strings
of conventiond |etters that do nd represent sounds, asin Figure 3. Often,
astudent at thislevel can tell the story contained in the letter strings, and
will be aleto retell the same story aday or two later. From the first day
of class it isimportant to record the student’s dory as dictated onthe
student’s paper. This allows rereading of the story later, or by a parent at
home, and it models the ad of writing for the student.
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Figure 3. Letter strings

Another writing strategy that writers at this dage use isto copy
environmental print. A print-rich clasgoom will provide the student with
many opportuniti es to copy interesting words. This copying helps the
student develop her hypotheses abou what words ook like and hav they
are formed. Copying is not the only form of writing that a child at this
level shoud do, bu it is helpful for many students.

Figure4. Copied print

Eventually, the student will begin to conrect letter and sound,and
to record brief sentences that contain letter-soundcorrespordences. At
first, eath word or syllable may be represented by a single letter. While
difficult for an adult reader to dedpher, the student can probably read badk
her sentencewith few problems. As aways, the teacher shoud record the
sentence & dictated below the student’ s writing.

The student whase writing is shown in Figure 5 has meideas
abou how letters represent sounds. She dso has sveral known words,
like “Cecy” and“Papd” that she does nat need to spell out. The phrase
“me enselld amangar” is represented with five letters: m, e, fi, a, and o.
Eadh letter represents an entire syllable, and for that reason this type of




writing is described as demonstrating a “syll abic hypothesis.” Her writing
is consistent with Level 5 of the Blackburn-Cramp Writing Scde, and
Level 3 of Ferreiro-Teberosky.
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a- manejar

Michad and Ceéy were watching T.V. My dad taught me how to drive.

Figure 5. Sngle-letter spelling andknown words
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Esta lloviendo.
It's raining.

Figure 6. Consonarts andthe alphaletic hypothesis

As dudents gain more experience reading and writing, they begin
to ndicethat most words consist of more than ore soundand are
represented by a group d letters. When chil dren begin to represent the
internal structure of syllablesin their writing, they have moved from a
“gyllabic” to an “alphabetic” hypothesis. In Figure 6, another student is
beginning to dscover that aword, and even a syllable, is comprised of
more than ore sound.Although each syll able of “estd” is represented with
asingle vowd (the A isreversed) asin the single letter spelling abowe,
“lloviendd’ is gelled with bah a consonant and avowel. Figure 7 shows
amore advanced example of the dphabetic hypothesis. Each syllableis
represented with avowel and most also contain ore or more nsonants.
This dudent has internali zed the mnsonant-vowel pattern of Spanish. His
use of spadng suggests may be unsure dou the diff erence between a
syllable and aword.



El ratonlepico d gato.
The mouse bit the cd.

Figure 7. Alphaketic hypothesis

Figure 8 shows what Engli sh writing of approximately the same
level looks like. This gudent prefers gelli ng with the more regular
Engli sh consonants, yet his writing does contain some vowels.
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My picture is 1i ] e a monkey picture.

Fléure 8. AIphabetlc hypotheﬂsm English ertlng

Students at this level (aroundLevel 6 onthe Bladkburn-Cramp
scde and 4 onthe Ferreiro-Teberosky scde) are ableto label their
drawings. Often these labels demonstrate more conventional spelli ng than
the sentences these students write. A single word dces not impaose the
memory demands that an entire sentence might. The students gpend more
time onthe single word, and as aresult are ale to record more of the
sounds in the word. Some examples of picture labels can be seenin Figure
9.



Dinaosaur Bike

Figure 9. Labeling drawings

Toward the end d bath the Blackburn-Cramp and the Ferreiro-
Teberosky developmental writi ng scdes, student writi ng approades the
standard for the language they are using. Students begin to apply spacing,
punctuation and cgpitali zation regularly, and spelli ng concerns change
from merely representing all the sounds in aword to representing them
conventionally. Engli sh writers begin to pay attention to corred vowel use
and Spanish writersto distinguish between Il andy, or ¢, kand qu.

| like flowers and also cloudks.

Figure 10. Conventiond Spansh writing

Writing like that in Figures 10 and 11is easy for nealy anyone to
read. Some idiosyncrasies of purctuation and spelli ng remain, bu writers
at this gage ae aleto clealy communicae simple messages in writi ng.
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Figure 11. Conventiond English writing

Beyondthis paint, the focus of writing instruction keginsto
change. Thelast level of the Bladkburn-Cramp scal e describes the next
step: students begin to conned simple sentences into arganized paragraphs
and stories, asin Figure 12. This expansion d focus beyondthe sentence
continues through the primary yeas and beyond.

It was the best day of my life, becwge nobady bothered me. That
night, in the warm bed, afleabit usal ...
Figure 12. Beyondthe sentence

Learning Two Systems at Once

Students who begin their literacy education in two languages at
once have spedal challenges, aswe dl know. Most of the students who
recave instructionin two languages are not equally proficient in bah, and
their writing will probably reflect this. Y et, there are advantages to being
bilit erate, even at the exrliest stages of literacy. Many of the skill s of
writing are not exclusive to ore language, and orce leaned (in either



language), can be transferred to the other. In Figure 13, the English and
Spanish writing of a single first-grade student is compared.
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Two littl e rabbits were hungry and _
thirsty but abird shookthetree ad | MY favorite part was when the
an apple fell out and they ate. cat got the dog.

Figure 13. Transfer of writing knowledge from Spansh to English

In Spanish, this gudent uses conventional spelli ng, and writes
complex sentences that progresslogicdly to tell asimple story. Her use of
cgpitalization and purctuation are still experimental. In English, this
student writes smpler sentences. Her unconventional spelli ng obscures the
fad that her English syntax is quite cnventional, even despite several
false starts and repetitions: “the cd got, what the cat got the dog.” She
uses bath the present tense “is’ and then, withou erasing, adds the past
tense “was.” She dso corredly uses ancther irregular past-tense verb,
“got.” Her spelling isvery phanetic, showing clear Spanish influence,
particularly in her use of vowels: “dacat gat dadag.” (The cd got the
dog.). Yet, other aspeds of her Spanish writing have transferred more
succesdully to English. She uses conventional word spadng in English,
and poductively uses many consonants that are identicd in Spanish and
English, such asthaose foundin “cat” and “ dag.”

A child's oondlanguage writing can reveal agreat ded about her
growing understanding of that language, as in this sample of the work of
an Engli sh-dominant student writing in Spanish, Figure 14.
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Yo fui al Iago.Nds encontramos unacosa paa pescar.
| went to the lake. We founda thing to fish with.
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Figure 14. Transfer from English to Spaimsh



This dudent leaned to write in English first. The feaures of her Spanish
writing reved agreat deal abou her hypotheses about writing in Spanish,
and even her understanding of the Spanish language itself. She uses
spelli ngs based on Spanish pronurtiation (“gui”), rather than its written
form (“fui”), and she dso uses English orthography, asin the K of “Kosa”
and “Paneskar” (para pescar). Clealy, sheistransferring her knowledge
of English spelling and her knowledge of spoken Spanish to her Spanish
writing. She uses punctuation semi-conventionally, with a period at the
end d the last sentence, but her use of capitali zation, like that of the
previous gudent, is gill experimental.

This gudent’ s use of word spaangis particularly interesting. She
systematically separates nours and noncliti ¢ pronours from the rest of the
sentence asin “Yo/ fui al laga” suggesting that she recognizes them as
separate words. Verb plhraseslike “fui al lagd’ and prepositiona phrases
like “para pescar” are written withou spaces, suggesting that she
recognizes them as syntactic units, bu has not yet analyzed their internal
structure. Edelsky (1982) notes that this type of segmentationis common
in inexperienced writers who are till developing an understanding of
Spanish syntax, and the Ferreiro-Teberosky scde aso mentions the
segmentation d subjed and predicae a afeaure of Spanish writing that
occurs rather late in the developmental process

The Social Context of Writing

All language is 2ocid; that is, al language is intended to
communicae amessage. Writi ng, along with spe&ing, li stening and
reading, isamodality of language. When we teach emerging writers, we
must never lose sight of the essential purpose of all language activities.
Part of our job asteachersisto help ou young students understand the
purpases of writing, and this means that the writing students doin our
clasgooms must always be purposeful.

Thelinguist M.A.K. Halli day studied the emergent language of
children, and proposed that the language of chil dren as young as nine
months old could be dassfied as fulfilli ng one of seven functions, asin
Table 3:



Instrumental | want Child seeksto satisfy needs
Regulatory Do that Child attempts to control
behavior of others
Interactional Me and you Child interads with others
Per sonal Herel come Child expresses self
Heurigtic Tell mewhy Child learns about and
explores environment
Imaginative Let’s pretend Child creates imaginary
environment
Informative | have somethingto  Child conveys information
tell you

Table 3. Halli day’ s Functions of Child Languag (Adaped from Halli day,
1979

Just as children who are leaning to spe&k already have purposes
for their utterances, children who are learning to write will have amessage
to communicate even before they can write mnventionally. Freeman and
Freeman (1997) examine student writing in Engli sh and Spanish, and find
that children all owed to choase their own writing topic do, indeed, write
for the purposes described in Table 3. Edelsky also naes that the fedures
of children’s writing change & their purpases for writing, and their
audiences, change.

A Writing Community in the Classroom

So, what do ou young students need to thrive & writers? The
evidence presented above indicaes that students neel to have areason for
communicaing, they need an audience, and they need asgstance to ensure
that their message will be understood and appredated by its intended
target. The psychadlinguist Frank Smith describes emergent writers as
junior members of aliteracy “club.” Thisclub, like any other, has bath
apprentices and experts who interad, read ead other’ s work and comment
onit. A student’s progress from noviceto expert writer occurs within this
social matrix. A student writing for no audience, or for no self-motivated
purpose, won't develop a self-image s a‘red’ writer, and the quality of
writing he produces will be negatively aff ected.

Eff edive writing approades take the social aspeds of writing very
seriously. In many balanced literacy models, the writer’s workshopis the
cornerstone of writing instruction. The writer’s workshopis a process
approad to writi ng, where aparticular pieceof writing is chasen and
developed by the student, with many oppatunities for interaction with
peeas andinstructors. The writer’s workshoptakes gudents through the
same writi ng stages that mature writers passthrough when preparing a
writing project for pulic consumption. These stages are explained in
Table 4. Note that these steps do nd necessarily have to occur in the



sequencethat they are presented here. Writing is areaursive process and
sometimes deps are repeated and accur out of order.

Prewriting Se&king ideas for writing Brainstorming, journaling,
graphic organizersandlists

Drafting Prodwcing afirst draft Unedited, uninterrupted
writing

Conferencing | Seeking inpu from others | Teacdher conferences, peer
response, author’s chair

Revising Improving the draft Rewriting to improve
organization, clarify focus
Editing Correcting errors Chedking the writing for

purctuation, spelling,
capitali zation mistakes

Publication Producing and sharing a Word-processing or other
final draft electronic publicdion, pubic

realing, creating abodk

Table 4. Sages of the writing process Adapted from Freamnan (1998).

Later chapters will examine many of these stages in more depth, and
suggest activities to asgst students at ead stage of the writing process In
the remainder of this chapter, we'll ook at conferencing, and examine the
important roleit playsin the writer’s workshop.

Conferencing all ows a student to recave thoughtful feedback from
others before the writing projed is complete. Student writers are aleto
incorporate this feedback into their writing when they revise and edit their
work. Teachers and aher clasgnates both can be helpful reviewers of the
novicewriter’ swork. In addition, conferencing provides the teater with
valuable information about the strengths and wegnesses each student is
fadng in her writing.

Teaders usually conferencewith oreto four students at atime.
The aonference may focus on any stage of writing, or may focuson a
singletarget skill that needsto bereinforced. A log of teacher
conferences, such asthat in Figure 15, provides areoord o student
progresswith a specific projed, and dauments particular needs of each
student.

Figure 15. Writing conferencerecord

In the sample log abowe, the teader has met with threestudents. Each
student is at a different point in the writing process and eat conference



topic isfocused onthe needs of the particular student. The first student,
Barbara, is sarching for a new writing project. Together, they reread the
student’sjournal for an interesting ideathat could be expanded. The
teader may help Barbara develop the idea with anather brainstorming
idea such as alist or a semantic web. The second student, Walter, isrealy
to complete his latest writing projed. The teacher may asgst him in
choasing afinal format for hiswriting, or help him asemble the materials
(paper, computer time, binding) he needsto producethe final copy. The
last student here, Samuel, is at the editing stage with his poem, therefore
teader’s conference goals ded with editing skill s, such as his use of
punctuation. Goodreaord keeping also makes it posgble for the teacher to
identify students who have not conferenced recently, and those who are
not moving from stage to stage.

Conferencing istime-consuming, andin large dasses the teader
may fed that sheisnaot giving each student the dtention he deserves. Pee
conferencing is ancther way for student writers to gain feedbad abou
their writing. Peer interaction may in fact be more helpful in many cases,
becaise the intended audience for many student writersis other students,
not teaders.

Pee conferencing neads to be modeled. Students may nat know
how to read a peer’ s writing critically, and provide helpful comments. The
time spent in modeli ng helpful feedbadk (and reminding students of the
Golden Rule!) will be rewarded by increased student independence, and
increased enthusiasm for sharing written work with athers.

Teaders can guide what feaures of writing are aldressed using a
pee revisionrubric. Thisrubric will change over time, as dudents begin
to control some aspeds of writing and wrestle with athers. A simple
rubric, appropriate for beginning readers and writers, Figure 16, comes
from Freaman. Thisform asks gudentsto verify that the writing (usually a
single sentence 4d thislevel) begins with a capital | etter, ends with a
period, andthat the author’s name iswritten onthe page. The reviewer
chedks which features are present, then initials the rubric onthe line.
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Figure 16. Smple pea review rubric

A more alvanced rubric, like that in Figure 17, can help more fluent
readers ook for more sophisticated feaures like varied vocabulary, and
allows the reviewer to respondto the story itself.



Figure 17. Pee editing/revisionrubric

The nature of the writing assgnment itself (if all students are
writing in the same genre) may determine what is included onthe rubric.
A letter-writing assgnment may prompt peer reviewersto look for a
salutation, baly and closing, while astory rubric may ask the reviewer to
identify the problem and solution contained in the student story.

These peer resporse sheds can be stored with the drafts of the
writing project, and dscussed with the teader during conferences. If
portfolios are kept, al the drafts and resporse sheets shoud be included
aong with the pubished projed, because the entire process and all the
student’s growth, is displayed in them.

Conclusion

Marie Clay has pointed out that “the ealy months of schoding
[are] crowded with complex leaning.” Children in the primary grades
demonstrate an immense anourt of growth in their reading and writing
abili ty each year, perhaps more than at any other time of their schod
caeer. Asprimary-level teaters, we ae privileged to witnessthis
awesome development, and chall enged to guide our students through it.
Our efforts determine what kind d writers our students beame later on.
Our truest compassmay be our understanding that students cometo us
wanting to communicae, and willi ng to dothe work necessary for growth
if it offers them the opportunity to interact and communicate more
effectively.
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