 Writing in the Young Learner (YL) classroom: a Neglected Skill?

Defining Terms

Writing is an integral part of literacy development and, in some ways; it may seem artificial to separate out reading from writing. However, writing is a complex skill in its own right and so focusing on it, allows us to consider it in more depth. The term ‘ writing’ is , of course, ambiguous as it can refer to both the process or act of writing  and the product e.g. Did you do any writing at school today ?  

Writing – a neglected skill?

When we talk about the use of writing in a classroom, it is worth clarifying  which purpose it is being used for as there are many  in a school setting e.g. to assess understanding, to practise grammar and vocabulary, to control or settle children etc. I am particularly interested in writing as a form of communication and feel that this function of writing is often neglected in classrooms. There may be good reasons for this but I want to argue that if we neglect communicative writing, we are missing a great opportunity for language development.  

Some people refer to writing as the ‘Cinderella’ among the 4 macro skills, reflecting the fact that it often does not figure very prominently in classrooms. Michael Vince expressed one fairly common view of writing when he wrote recently (2004: 4) that ‘nobody seems to like writing. Learners say it is difficult and boring, or that they make too many mistakes or that they simply don’t know what to write.’  

So what are the reasons for the negative perceptions of writing?  Some of the main reasons may be as follows: 

1. Writing is a complex skill to acquire, even for L1 speakers and is not just picked up naturally like speaking. As Vygotsky pointed out, writing is a second order skill. Written language represents spoken words which stand for things or objects in the environment. While initially children’s first attempts at writing may be encoding of what they say, eventually they will need to be able to move directly from meaning or message to written form. Writing is much more than speech written down. 

2. Younger children may not have fully mastered the physical control needed to put marks on paper which makes writing a very tedious and laborious activity, when even transcribing one sentence may take them a very long time.  

3. Writing tends to take time to develop and so progress is slow, particularly in FL contexts. Children may make numerous mistakes which can dishearten teachers and pupils, particularly where there is a heavy emphasis on accuracy.  

4. Where the curriculum is heavily influenced by end of primary school exams, the types of writing can be very formal and unimaginative with little concern for tasks and topics which interest children and give them real or imaginative reasons for ting 5. Many primary school-age children in both Foreign Language (FL) and Second Language (SL) contexts have no real reasons for writing in English.  

Key Questions


Is writing a neglected skill?  


What are the perceptions about writing in English in your context? Is it negatively perceived? 


What are your learners’ attitudes to writing in the L2 ?

Rationale for Including Writing in the YL curriculum

An important reason for including writing in the YL curriculum is that it is a powerful way of developing children’s language. Firstly, communicative writing enables children to experiment with and test out hypotheses about their language which they can then receive feedback on e.g. in one diary entry, a child referring to ‘throat ache’ (probably meaning sore throat). Secondly, as Katherine Perera (1984) points out, writing for a particular purpose creates needs for particular types of lexis and syntax, particular ways of organizing the message. For example, stories create the need for children to use the past tense, to signal a sequence of events through markers, to provide links between parts of the text through using reference devices.  So writing provides a meaningful context for practising a range of lexis and syntax.  Thirdly, it raises children’s awareness about language so, for example, they begin to notice word boundaries when they see words written down. As their writing develops, they may be  encouraged to revise their texts which ‘forces’ them to pay attention to language and notice aspects of it  which  some  current research  (Skehan 1998; Swain 1995) suggests may be an important prerequisite for  particular language aspects  to be   processed and incorporated into the learner’s underlying system.  Fourthly, if children are encouraged and supported to plan and revise their texts, then this will contribute to their metacognitive development, their ability to take greater control over their writing. 

Apart from development of the language, a strong additional reason for including writing is that children can feel very motivated by being able to write in a FL or SL. They may feel very proud of their achievement in being able to write in another language, like older siblings and adults. This feeling may be strongly influenced, in some cultures by parents who place a high value on literacy. Finally, children can gain a great deal of  intrinsic enjoyment and pleasure from writing when they are given interesting reasons for writing and audiences to write to and when they can achieve some success at their level.   

Key Questions


Are there other important reasons for teaching writing in your context?


What, in your view, is the most important reason for developing writing 

       skills?

. 

Varied Contexts for Teaching Writing

Some of you may find it hard to reconcile some aspects of the rationale I have given above with the realities of your teaching situation which raises the issue of context. Contexts for learning determine how much importance is given to writing, what and how it is taught and how much time is spent on it.  Contexts for TEYL vary widely on a continuum from: ‘acquisition-poor’ foreign language classrooms with 1-2 hours of English a week, through limited type of bilingual or CLIL type programmes as we currently find in Europe, to immersion contexts like Canada and submersion contexts like the U.K or Australia where minority language children are studying alongside L1 speakers and are surrounded by the L2. 

In typical FL  state school contexts e.g. Vietnam, Taiwan,  writing  is often relegated to a kind of support use where it primarily functions as a way of getting children to practise grammar and vocabulary, as a means of  assessing children or of settling them i.e. a form of class control. The goals for writing are usually very limited.  In the private language sector, however, some institutes who are not bound by the national syllabus often provide some opportunities for developing children’s communicative writing abilities. 

The FL contexts above provide a stark contrast to ESL situations like Kenya, South Africa, Bhutan, and the Maldives where children are learning all their curriculum subjects through the medium of English. In such situations, writing is a critical skill for immediate school success as examinations are usually conducted through pen and paper tests which include the ability to be able to write various curriculum genres e.g reports, procedures, instructions etc. Writing skills may also be needed for future jobs in such countries where English plays a major role in society. There are, of course, many other contexts between these two extremes e.g. some form of limited CLIL type teaching where writing may play a more important role than in a type EFL classroom.

Other variables which are significant for writing and  help to create complexity in the overall picture include whether children’s L1 uses a roman script, whether the children’s L1 is relatively close to English e.g. French, Spanish , whether children’s L1  has a different script from English e.g. Hindi, Arabic, Chinese, whether children are becoming literate in the L1 and English simultaneously  or whether children are already literate in their L1 or a national language( which may be different from their L1). 

Key Questions


How does your teaching context affect the way writing is perceived and 

       taught? 


How much writing is done and of what type?


Are children in your teaching context learning to write in more than one 

      script simultaneously ?   How does this influence their attempts to learn to 
write in English?  Does it delay their progress? How does it affect the way?    

      you teach ? 

What develops in children’s writing? 

In considering how children’s writing develops in the FL/L2, it is important to reflect the multi-dimensional nature of writing.  A written text, at one and the same time, represents a linguistic product, produced for a particular purpose and audience within a particular social context, which has involved a number of processes in its creation.  So there is a need to consider development along a number of different products and process dimensions.  Development involves change.  It is not a smooth linear process but is messy and characterized by fits and starts and often doing things worse before getting better. Particularly in FL contexts writing can take a long time to develop because of limited opportunities to practise. The points below are mainly based on research into L1 development backed up by some L2 source material. Research into children’s writing in ESL or bilingual settings is far more limited but more plentiful than research into FL writing which is very scarce.   (see references at end)

Some Dimensions of Writing Development   

PRODUCT 

Mechanical


Punctuation: learning how to use basic punctuation e.g. commas, full stops, question mark apostrophe, capital letter with greater accuracy. Whereas use of capital letters, question marks and speech marks are relatively easy for children to acquire, use of commas and full stops  may take longer for children to acquire as they are more complex and require an understanding  of syntactic units.(Cazden et al 1985)

Spelling: initially children literate in their L1 may have difficulties with spelling because of sound differences between their L1 and English which may influence spelling. They need to become aware of these differences and how the sounds are represented orthographically  in English. Young children becoming biliterate may move through some of the stages suggested by Gentry (1981) for L1 children in which early strategies include the use of letter names, semi phonetic or phonetic strategies where children realize that sounds in words can be represented by letters e.g. monstur and finally moving to more visual or orthographic strategies and awareness of common strings/ patterns (Buckwalter & Lo 2002).  


Handwriting: this involves the co-ordination of fine muscle movements in co-ordinated patterns with visual monitoring and continues to develop through childhood (Laszlo & Bairstow quoted in Meadows 1993). Children need to develop increased control and fluency and to improve flow need to learn to write in larger units than letters.  At early stages, the slow rate of writing can affect children’s ability to remember what they wanted to say.

Linguistic 


Increase in Length of text  

Linguistic complexity e.g. combining information through use of subordinate clauses, use of co-ordination with ‘and/but’; more complex adjectival phrases e.g. the tall man with the red hat; use of varied tenses.  

Lexis: lexical variation -increase in number of different words used; increase in variety and range of vocabulary not just basic level lexis but more specific  terms  e.g. ‘walk / run/skip ’ rather than just ‘ go’,  ‘armchair’ rather than ‘chair’ , ‘parrot’ rather than ‘bird’, More  use of superordinate terms e.g. furniture, animals, food. Use of high interest words; specialized vocabulary in subjects areas like science e.g. stomach vs tummy.

Greater confidence and accuracy over time  in using morphological features e.g. ‘ed’ endings, plural endings, ‘ing’ endings; possessive ‘ s’   
Interpersonal 


Audience Awareness: this develops gradually and depends on experience of writing for real audiences e.g. In stories, some children begin to use a range of evaluative and stylistic devices to create effect e.g. use of special characters  ( demons, ghosts ),  use of direct speech, repetition for effect, adjectival phrases, contrast., evaluative adjectives e.g. good,  sad;( Moon 2000a) ;  taking account of status and relationship to reader in choice of language e.g. use of formal salutation and ending  in letter to headmaster e.g. Dear Mr/Mrs X,   
TEXTUAL 


Development in the use of grammatical reference e.g. use of pronouns (he/she/they) and the to indicate second mention of the sentence topic.  


Use of  lexical links to create cohesion  e.g. use of synonyms( river -water ), antonyms ( sad- happy,)  superordinate -hyponym (food -meat )


Development and awareness of text structure e.g. of story moving from simple action sequences or recounts to more complex stories which contain elements of goal directed behaviour, involving cause and effect.  Growing awareness of the structure of other genres e.g. instructions, report 

PROCESS


Accessing Ideas: Learning how to get access to ideas for writing rather than relying on prompts or help from teacher


Internal Planning: children gradually learn how to distinguish between a plan and an actual draft and begin to develop more complex internal representations of text and the ability to hold a plan constant in the head across more than one draft. Younger children had problems retaining story plans when asked to produce another draft  ( Moon 2000a) 


Revising: children gradually extend the range of things they , if they do any revision limit it to cosmetic changes  and do not revise spontaneously; they need to become  aware of other aspects of text to consider when revising e.g. ideas, organization/ structure, style 


Developing strategies for managing the writing process: learning how to cope with the many demands on them and how to reduce demands; knowing what to do when they get stuck with a word etc 

Key Questions 


What changes do you notice in children’s writing over time?  


To what extent does the teaching process/ approach taken by the teacher affect what develops in writing?  


What are the implications of what we know about writing development for assessing children’s writing?

Influences on children’s writing 

The development of children’s writing is shaped and influenced by many factors, both internal and external.  Given the complexity of writing, motivation or interest is a key factor in getting children to write in the first place and then sustaining the effort which is clearly important if children are to make progress. In FL contexts, this may be even more critical as there is no obvious need to learn to write beyond the very basics. Closely linked to a child’s own motivation are teacher and parental interest and enthusiasm which can have a huge impact on children’s own interest in writing. Teachers’ beliefs about writing will influence the way they teach e.g. if they believe that accuracy and neatness are paramount in writing, then this tend to be reflected in what children pay most attention. Socio-cultural factors may influence what type of  writing is done in school ( e.g. school genres like letters, instructions, reports vs more imaginative types of writing ), how they regard writing  and also what they choose to  write about e.g. fights with hi tech guns and aeroplanes vs  everyday events in a village. 

The influence of the L1 is also often evident in what children write which confirms the active nature of children’s learning as we see in this diary extract from an 11 year old Malaysian boy where he has used many local words for words he perhaps does not know in English

e.g. . . . Dear Diary 

I went to school because kem motivasi .At kem I played station game and then I pray magrib after that  I go to cantin than I go to dewan for Malam Kebudayaan.

I sang song one two three and I make a paper dress up

I make dress tarzan 

I shought 000000000

Aizuddin (year 3)   (In Moon, J 2000b)
Athough this is sometimes viewed negatively as interference, currently we are more likely to view it as a resource or support in the early stages of language learning as illustrated by early attempts to write in the SL/FL (Edelsky 1982, Lasagabaster & Doiz 2003, Moon 2000b). However, though children with languages related to English e.g. French, Spanish, can make greater use of their L1 through cognates, the alphabetic system and related syntax, this can also create challenges as learners may over-generalize  and simply not notice more subtle differences between languages. There is some evidence that older children may make greater use of their L1 due to their more developed analytical abilities. 
Key questions/Issues


How important are the influences mentioned above in your teaching 

      context ?  How do they affect writing?


What other important influences have you noticed on your children’s 

       writing?  (e.g. IT, gender)

Difficulties children face in writing 

The work of the writer has been likened to that of an air traffic controller in terms of how much information it requires the writer to handle at any one time (Bereiter and Scardamalia 1985). This can seem overwhelming if we think of the task for children as it requires the ability to use a large number of interdependent skills, for example, the physical production of text i.e. handwriting which also involves spelling, punctuation, the need to find ideas relevant to purpose and then shape them into a piece of discourse which is appropriate to its reader, using appropriate and accurate language and the need to manage the process of producing the piece of discourse. Of course, children do not necessarily attend to all these things and they find ways of coping by simply ignoring what they can’t manage.  Bereiter and Scardamalia (1985) who have done extensive research on L1 children’s development in writing suggest that the main problems which children face are as follows:

How to keep going 

When speaking, children have a face to face audience and human interest to sustain and motivate them to talk. They are involved in taking turns and know that when their turn comes they have to say something and they are prompted and supported by adults when they get stuck. However in writing, these external and human prompts are taken away and children often find it difficult to sustain writing.

Access to Memory- What to write about

Conversation provides many prompts to memory but in writing such prompts are absent and children often find it very difficult to know what to write about or to be able to get access to their memory to retrieve ideas. The use of brainstorming and other devices e.g. pictures can be helpful in enabling children to access their memory store and stimulating ideas.

Access to Discourse/ Genre Structure

Experienced writers typically draw on their underlying knowledge of genre structure when writing e.g. knowledge of how a formal letter or report is structured and often do so explicitly in planning and organizing their writing. Although children have usually developed some experience of story genre, they do not always seem to be able to draw directly on this knowledge when writing. There is also the additional problem that they may have little experience of other genres in the primary classroom.

Goal Directed Planning 

Younger children (up to 10) seem to make little distinction between planning and generating text and when asked to plan simply rehearses orally what they want to say. By early adolescence, students are able to create a plan for a text but they tend to be entirely focused on what to say rather than on how to convince or create some effect in their reader. Younger children are able to do some simple planning but need assistance.
Revision

Unassisted children tend to limit revision to surface changes and do not tend to think about larger problems related to the reader-related concerns or organization of ideas. Experienced, more mature  writers ( Flower & Hayes quoted in Bereiter & Scardamalia 1987 )  may operate on a variety of mental representations of text in their heads at different levels of abstraction while children `s mental representations are all at  a low level of abstraction and are mostly concerned with operations related to  language or content.  This makes it difficult for them to overcome the saliency of existing text when they are revising and may explain why, for example, their changes tend to be at the local level, involving minor additions of information rather than transforming or recasting the sentence. (Bereiter and Scardamalia 1987). 
The first two problems above apply to most children writing in an L2 but the last three are probably more applicable to ESL than FL children as the former will develop their writing to a much higher level of proficiency. An additional problem for all second language children is access to language. Whereas most L1 children can draw on a wide repertoire of linguistic structures and lexis by the time they are 7 or 8, a child writing in his/her L2 will have a much narrower range to exploit and it may be far less automatic therefore requiring more cognitive effort to retrieve. Some people may argue that children need a threshold level of competence in the L2 before they are encouraged to create written text. 

Key Questions


Are the problems mentioned above ones which you have noticed in your own teaching context?


What other challenges/ problems do your learners face in writing in English?  


Are there differences between FL and SL teaching contexts in terms of the type of problems learners face?


Do you agree that children need a basic threshold of English competence before they are asked to compose simple written texts?

Approaches to Teaching Writing in the TEYL classroom

Approaches to teaching L2 writing tend to be influenced by developments in L1 but changes are slow to happen. More traditional approaches to teaching writing tend to be concerned with the end product or form and with grammatical correctness. There are many classrooms around the world where a focus on product is still strongly evident. However in recent years, more communicative approaches have had some influence on the type of writing tasks teachers use, leading to the use of more interesting and purposeful tasks e.g. writing a description of someone in your class so that others can guess. 

In the last few decades, there has also been interest in   process -oriented approaches to teaching writing used with young L1 learners through the work of people like Donald Graves in the States and the National Writing Project in the U.K. In general, process based approaches appear to be characterized by a concern for helping learners to understand and engage in the writing process as writers, for giving them an authorial voice and an encouragement to express their own meanings, to raise their awareness about the different constraints that normally concern a writer e.g. the ideas and their organization, the reader, making appropriate choices for a situation etc. The focus is on the process of producing a text which involves various stages of writing and rewriting. However, there is little empirical evidence available of how emphasis on process assist L2 children’s language and writing development or how far such ideas have filtered through into YL classrooms. 

More recently, there has been considerable interest in genre-based approaches, arising out of the influential work done in Australia on developing L1 children’s formal awareness of different genre and enabling them to write within different genres (Cope & Kalantiz 1993). This approach has been quite influential and one off-shoot has been the use of writing frames which contain the main elements of the structure of the genre as prompts e.g. How To…, You will need…., First….., Second….. 

Finally, the increasing use of computers and IT has been a great boon for young learners, making revising less of a chore and helping to motivate less willing writers. In addition, the increase in access to and use of email by younger learners has also created the possibility of writing to real audiences. However, it is not clear how extensively computers are available in primary classrooms or what impact the use of computers has had on second language writing development. 

Key Questions/ Issues


How do you teach writing in your context? What are the main influences on your approach? 


Do you feel that some approaches are more suitable for certain type of learners e.g. genre – oriented approaches for ESL learners? 


What do you think should be the main characteristics of an approach, appropriate for young FL/SL learners? 

How do you respond to children’s writing?  

When we receive a text like the following from a child: 

Once upon a time there was a bird (called) in (baby) night bird was slept on the tree This morning bird's. are fly in the sky in evening bird's are sitting On the thee?

 bird's are eat And?

 the dog eating bird?

one day dog came to the tree?

the bird's are fly?

 the bird's are no sitting on the tree

(Bhutanese ESL learners (dyad) Year 2 -8-9 year old)

it can be viewed  in two ways: it can be seen as an imperfect  product containing many errors  or it can be viewed as a window onto the child’s writing development, full of clues as to what the child already knows about writing and can do, and about what he /she still needs to learn.  For example, the child above knows how stories begin and she seems to know that stories are written in the past tense.   Sometimes the text may need to be viewed in the first way when there is a need to assess or evaluate the child’s work but it would be unfortunate if a child’s work was always viewed in this way.

How do we respond to children’s writing and what do we do when presented with a text like the one above?  I prefer to use this broader term ‘respond’ which includes the idea of marking or correction but indicates that there are many ways of approaching a child’s writing. The way we respond depends on our beliefs about writing and our purpose which may be to praise or value a child’s efforts, to help a child  to revise his/her work, to show interest in his/her ideas, to identify strengths and weaknesses or to assess. 

Key questions/ issues


What are the different ways you respond to children’s writing in your 

      context? 


Are you required to assess children’s writing formally in your context?  If yes, how do you assess writing?  


When assessing or evaluating children’s work, what aspects of writing do you think should be focused on ? 


Does marking or correcting children’s work help their writing to improve? In what ways?


How does the way you respond affect children’s attitudes and motivation? 

Some final thoughts

Writing can be a powerful way of assisting children’s TEYL development if it is appropriately staged and supported.  All TEYL children are capable of producing some form of simple text, even if it is just a caption or label for a picture or artefact and this achievement can be very motivating for children.  However, children’s writing develops gradually so it is important for us to take a long term view and not to be disheartened by what can seem slow progress at times.  We can assist the pace of development by providing sufficient opportunities for writing, developing children’s awareness of different aspects of writing and providing appropriately tailored support.
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