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Learning to write is a long and complex process.  It is not a skill 

that will magically appear over night… lots of time, love, 

encouragement and patience will be required.  

 

Like any kind of learning, each child will come to writing with 

his/her own unique knowledge and skill sets.  And, each child will 

learn in a little different way.  As adults, we need to constantly 

be looking for clues to tell us what our children know, to help 

them celebrate their successes so they have confidence to 

continue trying, and to gently nudge them forward and give them 

new information as they are ready to take it in.   

 

There is a difference between “writing” and “printing”.  “Writing” 

is the ability to put thoughts on paper.  It is a creative process 

that requires taking risks.  “Printing” is the ability to form letters 

correctly.  It is a mechanical skill that requires the child to 

remember what a letter looks like and record it on paper.  There 

is no creativity or “risks” required.  It is a bit of a “rote” skill.  

There is also a difference between “writing” and “spelling”.  

“Spelling” is the ability to put letters together in a particular 

order.  It requires some memorization and the ability to see 

patterns.  Like most other tasks children learn, skill at spelling 

requires time and practice. 

 

When working with children, it is important to keep the processes 

of writing, printing and spelling separate.  When working on 

developing “writing” skills, it is not reasonable to expect a child to 

get all the spelling right or to carefully form the letters.  In 

early primary, particularly at the Kindergarten level, many skills 

we adults take for granted (i.e. reading, letter recognition, fine 



and gross muscle coordination, spelling, printing and much more) 

are not fully mastered or automatic.  They are learning all these 

things at the same time.  When writing, children need to be able 

to focus on the ideas being created in the mind – not the 

mechanics of physically printing letters or spelling words 

correctly.  We need to allow children to focus on only one aspect 

of learning at a time.  Otherwise, it can be overwhelming and your 

child may give up. 

 

Sooo….. 

 

Having said all of this, how DO we work with children to help 

them develop skill at writing? 

 

First, we find as many ways as possible to encourage them, make 

them feel like they “can do it” and try to make the process as 

joyful as possible.  This is perhaps one of the most important 

gifts we can give our children. 

 

Second, we keep in mind that learning to write is much like 

learning to talk.  Children will progress through a number of 

stages.  You have a handout that outlines these stages in your 

package and I have much literature for you to read if you are 

interested in learning more.  Below is a general outline of these 

stages children move through. 

 

The first thing children will do to communicate meaning on paper 

is to draw pictures.  If you ask a child to talk about the picture 

drawn, they will often give you a long explanation of what is going 

on in their “story”.  This is the first stage of learning to write 

and is a legitimate form of communication. 

 



Then, just as learning to speak begins with babbling, learning to 

write moves on to scribbles.  This is the first indication that 

children are beginning to get the idea that the meaning is carried 

in those little “marks” adults put on the page.   

 

In time, the child will begin to realize that those “marks” are 

more than scribbles – they are letters.  So, they begin to put 

down what teachers call “random strings of letters”.  These could 

be any order of letters or use of letters that are familiar to the 

child, such as those in his/her name. 

 

The next stage of writing shows children beginning to connect the 

sounds of the letters to the words they are trying to get down on 

paper.  Since initial consonants are the easiest to hear, the child 

will often begin by writing one letter to represent a whole word.  

So, then, “t” will be written to spell “truck”.  After initial 

consonants come final consonants (i.e. “tk” to spell “truck”). 

Finally, vowels are introduced.  We may begin to see “tim” to spell 

“time”.  As the child becomes more familiar with spelling patterns 

and our English language, we begin to see much closer 

approximations to conventional spellings. 

 

When teaching writing in the early years of school, teachers 

support the writing stages by encouraging children to listen to 

the sounds in the language and help them make attempts to 

record what they hear.  In this way, children begin to make 

connections between letters and sounds, and research shows that 

in this way they can become better writers.   

 

It is also interesting to note that in looking at a child’s writing 

much information can be gained about what s/he knows about 

language by looking at the letters chosen.  If you look carefully at 

your child’s writing you can begin to see exciting connections 



being made.  Please see me if you would like more information 

about how to see these connections. 

 

Spelling and neatness are important – of course!  And, children 

need to understand that there IS a correct way to spell words.  

BUT… to let out the creativity and natural thought process, we 

need to give children permission to let spelling and neatness go 

for at least the time they are focusing on making meaning.  They 

need to be able to focus on one thought process at a time in 

order to become successful.  As children move into older grades, 

greater emphasis will be placed on correct spelling and neatness.   

 

In Kindergarten, the goal is to help children learn to feel 

comfortable taking the risks to try to record their ideas, without 

worry about the “mechanics”.  We want to build their confidence 

and make them believe they are “writers”.  It is only with 

confidence and joy that they learn. 

 

In about January of the Kindergarten year in my classroom a 

“journal” is introduced.  In each Kindergarten classroom this will 

look a little different but in my classroom children are 

encouraged to draw a picture, copy the date, and begin “writing”; 

keeping the above strategies in mind.  This is what some call 

“invented spelling”, others call “temporary spelling”, and yet 

others call “kid writing”.  Children are taught to slowly say the 

words they want to spell out loud and write down the letters they 

can hear.  When they cannot hear any letters, they are asked to 

draw a line to represent where the letters they don’t know would 

go.  With time and practice children will eventually begin to 

substitute letters for lines, and then they are on their way!  It is 

fascinating to watch children develop new skills and to record the 

learning taking place.  The most important thing we can do for 

children when they begin this form of “writing” is to accept their 



approximations and keep them from feeling wrong; which blocks 

the creative process.  When the children have finished their 

“writing” I have them read me their “words” and I write what 

they tell me directly under their work so they can see what the 

conventional spellings look like and also so I can see the stage of 

writing they are at.  By comparing their approximations to what 

they are intending to “write” we can learn much about how much 

they know and more importantly, how we can support them in 

their learning journey.  It is amazing and exciting to watch their 

excitement, confidence and skill grow once they get going. 

  

Parents often ask if it is okay to write down correct spellings of 

words for their children to copy.  The answer is generally, yes, 

particularly if your child asks you how to spell a particular word.  

Children can learn much from copying and from having an adult 

work alongside them.  It is important, though, to refrain from 

always doing this and never giving them the opportunity to 

explore writing on their own.  If we always do “for” them they 

learn not to take risks to try and it is important that they *do* 

try.  Research tells us that children become better writers and 

readers when they go through the process of writing down the 

letters they hear and go through the natural writing stages.   

 

The best thing to do is go with the knowledge of your child and 

where you know s/he is in the learning process.  If s/he is asking 

for words, provide the words - just not all the time.  Spend some 

time sitting with your child, helping them say the words they want 

to write slowly out loud and asking them what letters they hear.  

Ask them to write down that letter and *do not* correct them.  

Tell them this is their “kid writing” – you will write the “adult 

writing” below when they are done.  They are learning about 

language and this is important! 

 



From time to time you can have your child draw a picture on paper 

and have him/her tell you the “story” that goes with the picture.  

Write this “story” down as s/he tells it, word for word.  This will 

allow your child to concentrate on the meaning and get his/her 

ideas out quickly and easily…  a welcomed break for many young 

ones for whom the process of printing letters and words are 

painful as the muscles in their fingers are not yet ready.  The key 

is variety. 

 

It is important, as well, to read many stories, poems and rhymes 

to your child so s/he begins to get a sense of the elements of 

story and the way grammar works.  We want to fill them up with 

as much knowledge as possible to they begin to have many ideas 

they can later write about.  Reading and writing development are 

very closely related and go hand in hand. 

 

There you go – that is an overview and a start.  Please see me if 

you have questions!  And remember, having fun is always and 

important key to success!   

 

 

 

 


