Stages of Children’s Writing

Educators look at writing very differently than they did a generation ago. The things that young children seem to do naturally when given paper and markers are now viewed as true forms of writing. 

There are at least six different stages of writing:

Drawing. Children draw and "read" their drawings as a form of communication. They may draw an unrecognizable form and say, "I played in the home center today with my friends." Or they may draw a treelike form and say, "This says remember to take me to the park."

Scribbling. Young children believe they are writing when they scribble and often "read" what they have just scribbled. Children often will move the pencil like adults, making their scribbles from left to right.

Invented letters. Many young children make up their own letters. A circle with a line drawn down from the bottom (resembling a lollipop) is a common invented letter. Again, children believe they are writing.

Random letters. As children become more aware of the alphabet, they often write the letters in long strings, usually at random.

Invented spelling. Invented spelling takes many forms but is related to the sounds the child hears in each word. At the beginning of this stage, children may write one letter to represent one word. Later, words are represented by two letters, the initial and ending letter sounds. As the child’s writing continues to mature, most sounds are represented in their invented spelling.

Common spelling. The child begins writing more and more words spelled correctly.

Developmental Stages of Writing

Writers are made as well as born. Teachers who give time and energy, lots of practice and stimulus and who foster good writing will reap great reward in the classroom. The management of the writing class needs to be flexible and meet the needs of the developmental stage of writing of the children. It is most important therefore to understand those stages. They can appear to have different labels in academic writing but are basically similar in description.

Pre-Emergent Writing 

The child at this stage has no great alphabetic understanding and so cannot decode letter-sound relationships. He will mainly scribble and use symbols and signs and very often will show evidence of letters in various places on the page. At this scribble stage the child will have a good understanding that communication of a message is at work. Knowledge of story content and structure will also be present at this stage. Personal stories, sentences or phrases for pictures will be based on experiences both real and imaginary. Most children will begin to develop phonemic awareness and begin to write some letters but will use reversals and other common mistakes. As he progresses to word writing, spacing, directionality and even invented spelling the confidence grows. Some basic sight words will be used from memory. Children at this stage will greatly benefit from teacher modelling of this process and a consistent use of the Language Experience Chart. 

Emergent Writing

At this stage the child will have had experience of the different stages of phonological awareness and will have the ability to replace phonemes to make new words e.g. cat to mat. The letter order within words may not be fully developed and reversals may still occur. The child will write full sentences but very often the pattern is the same and each sentence will have the same beginning or ending. Very often at this stage it is difficult to maintain a topic and so the sequence may vary. Experiences with literature and use of books will begin to change the way in which the child writes and so style will develop and an experimental use of punctuation. Ideas and opinions are evident at this stage and a variety of genres should be explored.

Early Writing

At this stage sentence construction develops further and more complete thoughts are evident. Practice at expanding sentences and use of descriptive words will help here. The maintenance of the topic has improved and the related sentences will be seen. The length of the piece of writing will have changed. Approximate spelling will still be used but evidence of spelling patterns will also help the child to attack difficult words. Work done on story structure will show here, as character, setting and action will form the basis of story writing. A good grasp of the “who,” “doing what”, and “where” will become habit. Pictorial recording will still be common. Help will be needed with simple editing and use of editing symbols will foster independence in this area.

Developing Writing

Expanding story writing will include character, setting, plot, time and very often a personal response. Greater evidence of fluency in spelling will be a feature here including knowledge of silent letters and homonyms. Punctuation will be seen here also but it will not be fully developed. Greater detail and more descriptive writing will develop.

Exploration of a greater variety of writing styles and genres will begin and lots of practice is needed here. Constant practice at editing and redrafting will continue to develop independent writing.

Established Writing

At this stage beginning, middle and endings are clear. A greater sense of audience and purpose influences the writing. Sentence construction has developed even further and more complex sentences will be found. The use of paragraphs will show good sequence as a piece is introduced, developed and concluded. Editing and redrafting should be well developed as the child revises use of grammar and punctuation, but also revisits written ideas. Spelling will be more consistent and use of dictionaries and a thesaurus will be evident here. Story-writing elements will be more developed here, as resolution of problems and dialogue will be mixed with persuasive writing and clear personal responses.

