
 

 

 

 

 
                             The Writing Process – a Background and Philosophy 

 

The Focus of Writing – a Shift in Emphasis 

 

The focus of writing in schools today has changed based on current research. It 

used to be that writing was rarely taught – it was assigned and then corrected. 

Teachers gave students a topic to “write about”, the students wrote and the 

teacher took out his/her red pen and “corrected” the work.  A lot of emphasis was 

placed on spelling and grammatical “correctness”.  Weekly spelling tests were given, 

accompanied by phonics and grammar worksheets.  Teachers spent time looking for 

activities that were “motivating” for their students, and the red pen ruled when 

judging how successful student’s writing attempts were.  

 

Many children learned to write well thought out and grammatically correct stories 

and essays, but many children came to view themselves as failures.  For some 

children, writing was an exciting endeavor.  But for others, it was a painful process 

that lowered self-esteem.  

 

In today’s classrooms, a shift in emphasis has occurred.  Teachers have begun to 

ask themselves “What process do writers use?”   Researchers argue that knowing 

the characteristics of ideal finished products has little to do with developing the 

skill to produce a good product. Teachers want to find ways to give students 

effective writing strategies.  They have generally moved away from the “red pen” 

approach to teaching writing, which focuses on mechanics (i.e. spelling and grammar) 

and have moved toward a focus on meaning, and on finding ways to give students 

new writing strategies to help them improve their writing skills.  Teachers have 

begun to leave a focus on the mechanics of spelling and grammar for writing to be 

taken to a published form. 

 

Writing in Today’s Elementary Classrooms – Some Thoughts to Ponder… 

 

A Focus on Spelling and Grammar vs. A Focus on Meaning 

 

The focus of writing in today’s classrooms has shifted from an emphasis on spelling 

and grammar to an emphasis on finding meaning.  This does not mean that spelling 

and grammar are unimportant.  Of course they are!  This does not mean, either, 



that teachers no longer teach spelling and grammar.  Of course they do!  It does 

mean, though, that teachers encourage children to focus on meaning first.  Later, 

once the ideas are on paper, children are taught to go back and “fine tune” their 

ideas by “editing” and “proofreading”.   

 

It is at the final stage of the “writing process” that children are asked to check 

grammar and spelling. At this final stage, teachers give lessons on the mechanics of 

grammar and spelling – in context.  Children use their own writing as the tool for 

learning – not worksheets that have no investment in.  Research has shown that 

when spelling and grammar are taught to children in context (i.e. in the context of 

meaningful text), the learning stays with them much more readily than if they are 

taught in isolation (i.e. through grammar worksheets and spelling lists).   And, if we 

ask children to focus on spelling and grammar while they are getting their ideas on 

paper, the meaning suffers.  The students are trying to focus on too much at once. 

 

Think about this for a moment.  When you write a note or grocery list for yourself, 

do you make sure that the spelling or grammar is correct?  Are notes you write to 

yourself always neat and tidy? Think, too, about the days when you had to write a 

story or essay for school.  Were your first drafts neat and tidy? Was the first 

draft grammatically correct?  Did it have correct spelling the first time around?  

If you had to attend to all of these things every time you went to write something 

down, not only would it take a long time – you would also have a hard time attending 

to the meaning of what you have to write.  It is the same for young children.   Only 

for young and developing writers, the task is more difficult, as they do not yet have 

a built up bank of knowledge about letters, words and grammar or life experiences 

to draw upon.  For them there is still much to learn, and they have much practicing 

to do.    

 

When children begin to write, they are processing a large amount of information.  

And, the younger they are, the more they have to process.  Kindergarten children 

are learning to recognize the letters of the alphabet and their sounds.  They are 

learning, among other things, that writing moves in a left to right progression 

across the page.  Grade One children are learning how to put simple words such as 

cat and dog together.  They are also learning, among other things, that there are 

spaces between words and that we put words together to make sentences.   Grade 

Two children are learning about letter patterns in words, and continue to learn how 

sentences are put together on paper.  As children get older, they begin to learn 

what a sentence is, how to use punctuation, and then, as they move into the 

intermediate years they begin to learn about more subtle aspects of language that 

will eventually (we hope) allow them to develop into articulate writers.  When we 

teach children to write, we want to give them time and the skills they need to help 



them be successful in their efforts and not become overwhelmed.  A feeling of 

success is SO important to developing writers. 

 

If we tell children that they must spell all of the words they write correctly, and 

that their work must be grammatically correct while they draft, then their writing 

either becomes limited, or they give up because the task is too daunting.  Because 

they are searching their limited bank of knowledge of what they know about 

spelling and how print works, they learn not to take risks.  Either that or they learn 

to rely on the teacher for the correct spellings.  And guess what?  In a class of 20 

to 30 children, the teacher cannot give one-on-one help.  So what happens is 

children write what they know they can put down correctly.  As a result, what could 

be a very interesting piece of writing becomes watered down and uninteresting.  It 

also does not give them the opportunity to develop their own ideas and become 

independent, confident writers.  Lucy McCormick Calkins writes, “By the time many 

unskilled writers have written three words, they already believe they have made an 

error.  They interrupt themselves to worry about spelling, to reread and to fret.  

This destroys fluency.”   

 

Helping Students Find Their Own Voice 

 

Teachers today want to help children develop and build on their own ideas.  They 

want to encourage children to learn to think for themselves.  When teachers invite 

students to choose their own voice, audience and subject, they then have ownership 

of their writing and take responsibility for it. 

 

There are three “essentials in writing” as pointed out by Lucy McCormick Calkins: 

 

1. That children are involved in writing 

2. That children share text with others and 

3. That children perceive themselves as authors 

 

These are key elements that teachers want to give to their students. 


