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ABSTRACT
Surveying the current scene in the teaching ofcomposition at the elementary level, this leaflet examinps theresults of% recent research, the materials produced .by four curriculumcenters, and the opinions of respected authorities.in English. Itthen describes some of the never teaching practices stimulated by therecent emphasis on the individual and.each person's unique cognitive4evelopment and acquisition of language arts skills. A summaryderived from reflection upon recent research specifies fifteen new 0'"directions in writing and composition education. A brief bibliographyconcludes the leaflet. (JM)
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Unless a child begins to feel that language is his, to
record and shape his ovirn experience, he will not only
never come to write something vital and.complex and
mature enough to be literature; he will not live as he
stsould. His education will have failed him.

H. 1. Eh. In in Talking and Writing, p. ix (1)

tVi. are ail LeAtir that w,i sof enc ouraging children to
rite. 'are highk, incit ttlualistit . No single method for

teat him; riting ensures that all boys acid girls will he-
t time aifults c apable of writing c lean, Cont /se
prose or gintr4 that iiosseses style tine literary merit.-
Rt ent 4irnphast upon the individual and his unique
tignat,i de\ ilpment and as quisition of/language arts

skills hat. timulated some trend's in elementary edu-
ration, he mitt.e.r t.s hi( h differ sharply from the teat hing
u hnoqii ot the past. Whether these trends will shape
duc attnat w.f.(' tit i sr be merelv passing tads is yet to

be ierrnonet I But, to understand the c urrent s«.ne we
need Ili kneilA about the results of researt h, the materials
t)rs ic tut et urr it ulurn\lenter. and the 'opinions Of
respite tell authorat, in Eng.,Ith This leaflet will examine
these three. ,t-'a. tit knimledge and then des( vibe some
or th-i nt.sr pat lit ft. In teaching they have' stimulated.
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lien- project whic h studied:500 researc h projects on
composition offers little help and few definitive answers.

The Committee on the State of Knowledge About Com-
position of the National Count it of Teachers cif English
INCTE) in its 1961 report, Research in Written Composi-
tion (2), stated that researc h in composition is not highly
developed' and that method and elements of design
employed do not permit definitive statements or make
genuine c ontril;utiens tO knowledge in this area.

The Rev iew of Educational Research for April 1967 (3)
stated that although a great amount of researc h in lan-
guage arts and fine arts had been done sins e 1964, re-.
search in composition lagged behind that in other areas.

In the t !Jodi:ilia of Research on Teaching 14) published
by the American Edwational Researc h Association,
Henry C. Meckel points out that development .of lan-
guage:skills extends over a long period, making it diffi-
cult to observe growth or progress in writing at. short
Intervals. He further states that recent educational um-
proversies have created demands which require the for-.

,44 Mulation of new premises rather than the use of those
inherited from the earlier part of this century.

( IOW I i IN1112411),

Attempts to utilize available research and to explore
ne(v apptoac hes to-compo'sition have been imaectaken
by several curriculum development centers established
under grants from the U. S. Office of Education. Each
center has developed its own philosophy, view of com-
position, method of approach, and teaching tee hniques.
Several of these are focusing their activities on children
in elementary schools.

O

Nftrilnestern It is well known that the processes of
composing and writing dre complex. DeVeloPers of
curricula for writing are certainly aware of them. Wallace

4 Opuglas, for example, states in his report of theCurric-
.ulurn Study Center in English Composition at North-
western University (5) that childrenshould have activities
which help them to find value in the act of writing and
to gain some understanding of the composing process.
Although the teat hing materials produced at North-.
'western University are mainly for grades 7 to 12, a unit
was prepared for the fourth' grade, A Teacher's Experi-
ence with.Composition (6). This unit Inc ludec a c lose
study of a few naragraphs from children's literature with
snggestions focusing on the ail of writing. For all levels
the basic assumptions were alike:
1. Writ'ng is a process, and lessons designed to "teach".

writing must he developed from what is known ur
discoverable aixiut that prcx ess.

2. Beginning writers need mcx h experienc e in all the
. thatigo into the production of written piece

the preparation of papers is on ly one of these 'activitie
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ticihs-for the develo of listening and snaking skills
and writing, with iilustillustrations sof teaching procedures.

.R.Pbect C-PooleyAireclor of the tiniyersipi of Wisconsin
Center, holds the strongeit belief in integiation of experi-
ence with one's native language and the revItant belief
that all language skills are-applicable to every English
lesson as well as the study and appreciation of literature.

Nna,.)-Another curriculum cetiTer devetoping ma-
terials on composition is the one at the University of
Nebraska. Dissatisfied with the incompetence of college
freshmen in written composition, the Department of
English initiated a plan to study the state programs in
high school English. After intensive study at several vors.
conferences, the decision- to approactrcompositicin a
language through a study of literary models was reached.
This emphasis on literature as part of the Englishprogram
at all levels andoo..its-ccintribution to writing and lan-
guage use kfogiid in all units developed at the Currant.
lum Center for grcides 1. through 12 (9). Characteristic
of the elementary grade unitt are selections from chil-
dren's literature to be read to the class by the teacher
with accompanying composition assignmegts.

s

()PINIONS OF AfTHORITIES

m toward building more creative English programs
tiated at the Anglo-American Conference on the

Teac ing of English held at Dartmouth College in 1966.
The two publications coming/out of this conference,
Growth Through English (10) by J hn Dixon and The
Uses of English (11 y Herbe Muller, focus upon
ways of actively 'evolving the pupil in the learning
:process and of roviding experiences for the inner
development and rowth of the child. These two scholars
reported that the inished product is no measure of the
achievement, learning, or growth experienced by the
writer; but rather the prime value in this kind of writing
rests in increased sensitivity and insight, the creation of
a new sense of identity, and personal involvelicipt with
the rrocess of writing.

Writing can help the author become more aware of his
own thoughts and ideas, his own interpretation of life
and events: His unique experiences with reality, his
imaginative experience with literature, and his attitude
toward the present situation or idea under study are
synthesited during the process of writing.' Thus, he has
actually had a "new" experience. He discovers some-
thing about himfelf not previously realized. This realiza-
tion can come through other art forms as well: Creative
play, pantorni;ne, dance, improvisation, drama.

An exemplification of the approach suggested at Dart-
mouth can befound in Teaching the "Unteachable" by
Herbert Kohl 112) and his more recent book Thirty-Six
Children (13). Confronted by silent resistance and a lack
of interest, Mr. Kohl abandoned conventional ap-

proaches and predetermined standards. He discovered
that apathetic students could be fluent when writing
about their inner feelings and beliefs or their personal
encounters and experiences with the world of reality.
These explorations helped each student to find his own
identity. '6%.,

Another new point of view relative to composition has
beelt summarized by William A. Jenkins, forcer editor
uf Elementary English. In a Counciletter (14) describing
the status of -English teaching and the appearance of

%

new views on composition, Dr. Jenkins wrote:
Sequence in composition is receiving increasing
attention, incl ing work being done in the ele-
mentary schoo . But even. more stress on process
must be undertak;o at'all levels.... Teachers at all
levels are beginning to accept the pr ise 'that.
composition is simply a Way of shaping and com-
municating ideas through language. (p. 69)

Here the focus is upon composition as an on oingproc-
eSs rather than confined to a single semester i -the-edii-
cational scene. Composition is a process which enables
the writer to order his world of imagination and his
world of experience. This means attention should be
giyento composition throughout our education programs.

.,

NEW TEACHING PRACTICES

A-description. of classrooM practices can indicate how
these newer concepts of writing based on research, ex-
perience, and opinion are ing implemented and what
trends these innovations ay indicate. One must be
aware of certain precautions hen observiweiv teach.
ing techniques. For instance, practices vary greatly;
what appear to teachers in some areas to be new prac-
tices have been well established in other areas. Many

_times established praCtices need only to be slightly
altered and reorganized to give new perspective and
focus. Furthermore,'an innovative practice carries with
it no certificate of endorsement; each practice should
be evaluatedfor its contribution to effective learning and
efficient teaching:- Finally, a description of one type of
writing does not in itself exclude a balance of other
types- personal, creative, utilitarian -or the infinite
demands for written communication in the classroom or
in life situations.

With this as a basis for evaluation, let's examine some
new practices for teaching composition.

Inoktment, Not Motivation

To say one of the purposes of writilg is to help pupils
shape their experiences implies that pupils have had
experiences which they can react tot describe, or ex-
plore -many experiences, both within and outside the
classroom. It means they have time to react, to think, to

4



observe, to discuss, and to question. Pupils cannot write
until they knot/ a great deal about a topic or become so
emotionally itivolved that they are most eager to express
themselves. Then, too, ideas, once gained, can be ex-
pressed through any one of the arts, writing being only
one. It is up to the teacher to offer choices,of media. In
fact, no amount of motivation or stimulation can sub-
stitute for personal involvement of the gui)it

Many elementary teachers are therefore convinced that
the older. concept. of motivation as a device for getting
pupils into a mood for writing on-a topic previously
selected by the teacher is valueless if the pupils have
had no experience or occasion for involvement. Moti-
vation is designed to get 'children to respond, but ideas
with which to respond mustfome first. Motivation alone
is inadequate and imply pushing by the teacher.

An alternative practice is for the teacher to provide a
rich environment with many opportunities for sensory
participation and exploration and then to permit each
pupil to write about that which he knows and about
which he is sincerely interested in writing. Children
themselves, then, want to write, not because of extrinsic
motivation, but because they have something. to say.
After the child selects the form suitable for expressing
his feelings at the moment_- a poem, a sketch of personal
moods, a fantasy, or a satirical storyr honest,, sincere
writing bekins.

to

Good writing needs a period of incubation for growth
and 'maturity of ideas gained ,originally in a situation
requiring active involvement on the part of the pupil.

S

sts16114

The time allotment for this incubation may be the dura-
tion of a short trip around the school yard or several
days of study, discussion, and reading of literature or .
reference books to supply a wealth of resource material.
The length of time itself is insignificant, but the oppor-
tunity for involvement' is crucial.

Sensitivity to Experienq

The piwriting stage has been given more attention in
newer practices. Sensitivity to detail during the period of
active involvement can help pupils. gain content for
writing. An ordinary object in the environment may be
selected and carefully observed: its color, shape, Jnd
texture and the surrounding odors or sounds. Pupils can
select, for example, an anthill, the kitchen stove, or the
school cafeteria and then write five sentences, each
referring to one of the senses and describing what
was observed.

This type of activity can be expanded to the making cifi
observations influenced by a point of view. For ex-
ample, in one classroom the author visited, the children
were asked to observe a street after a cloudburst and
describe a gutter filled with gushing water in terms pf
sensory' impression. The teacher then asked the children
to imagine a high school girl in gay, patent leather shoes
and a pretty fluffy dress, going to pour at a school tea
and coming upon this river of mud. How would she
react to the water in the street? The children were then
asked to imagine a first-grade boy going home from
school wearing hi5 new boots and bright yellow rain-
coat. How would he describe the water?

Since the child needs experience in order to have some-
thing to write about, many ways of providinfor sensory
involvement and observation are also part of the com-
mon pattern in many British schools. The most common
are visiting a church, watching animals, or observing
nature outside the classroom, but at times objects are
brought into the classroom for careful study to serve as
a springboard for writing. In The Excitement of Writing
A. B. Clegg (15) gives many examples of writing by
elementary and junior high 'school pupils with intro-

s,- ductory statements on the practices or procedures used
by the teachers to involve pupils in multisensory
experiences.

Writing assignments based upon literature but still
requiring the pupil to respond in terms of his own ex-
perience, feelings, sensitivity, and imagination are
specifically explained by Geoffrey Summerfield in his
book Topics in English (16). For example, such subjects
as "predators," "fire and flame," "storms," "captivi-
ties," "pestilence and famine," and "fights" can be
studied in many literary works and then become topics
for writing. Projects might begin with the teacher read-
ing orally a variety of literary selections on the topic and
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the students readii and studying many other selections.
The study of literature could be accompanied by indi-
viduafrePOrts, film viewing, and other ancillary activi-
ties to supply the students with enough facts and raw
Material for the intentive writing which follows.

Irriprottlsicrit

We all realize that basic skills cannot he ignored. Some
teachers wonder, however, how spelling, grammar; and
gluncsuation_can be improved if the focus of creative
writing is mainly on content.

For too long, most American teachers have believed
that they must correct all errors on written compositions
and that if they do not, pupils will be unable to assimilate
arceptaNtstandards of English. Any change in this pro-
cedure is too often looked upon with alarm. Teachers
actually feel guilty if thty.7do not use a red pencil to
correct errors on all written work. They should not.

fool
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have had little formal grammar or study of English exer-
cises. In fact, he reports, the teachers of these children
have found that improvement in writing or use of words
in one type of activity will be reflected in other types of
writing. Thus, the careful preparation of reports in sci-
ence or social studies reflected in creative writing.
Similar results have been reported by Dorothy O. Saun-
ders in Speaking About Teaching (17). "The mechanics
learned in practical writing begin to appear impersonal
writing while the fce&hness and vitality of the latter
touch with individuality even quite prosaic material."
(p.

Improvement in writing and an awareness of acceptable.
form can occur naturally, as in 9ne first-grade class the
author obseryed taught by Blodwen Herr at the Boston
Elementary School in Peninsula, Ohio. Each month Mrs.
Herr prepared and distributed a collection of news items-
written by her first-grade pupils. These were typed on a
primary typewriter and mimeographed. Early in the year
moswelections were dictated to the teacher, but oc-
casionally captions were written by the pupils to-accom-
pany pictures which they had drawn. By the time.April
had arrived, the news items were no longer dictated but
written independently by the children. The following
news items appeared in the spring issue:

Hanna had poison ivy. She mist a few days of
school. Some of her face is red. -Tracie

We are makeing a paper macke rabbit. first we put
balloonsgunder the paper. Thenwe put paper on the
bal loons - Kevin

Yesterday i got new mit. It is made in japan. I got it
at spartan - Keith.

When the teacher gave copies to the pupils, they read
The news items, then excitedly informed the teacher,
"This is not what we meant to say! Some of the words
don't' look right. Next month We better have help before
our stories are typed." An analysis of the entire collec-
tion showed clearly that news items appearing through-
out the year were childlike and sincere. Growth in the
ability to handle language could be observed month by
month - all accomplished without the red-pencilprocess.

lathes Britton, of the Institute of Education, University
of London, supported this way of working with children
in one of his lectures at the NCTE Spring Institute on
Explorations of Children's Writing. He stated that excel-
lent material can be found in the writing of children who

Margaret Langdon, also of England! helped her pupils
who disliked writing, especially poetry, to recall emo-
tional experiences and to express these briefly, simply;
and with sincerity. She began by instructing her pupils
to write quickly the first thing that came to mind about

' an imaginary spider on the wall. Another lineas rapidly
added to say something about its Oody. This was followed
by a line containing three adjectives telling how the legs
looked. Finally a concluding sentence was added after a
line describing the web..The following selection illus-
trates the sincerity and directness of the writing.

The Spider-

Spiders are horrible and ugly, the very thpught of
them sends Shivers down my spine.

This ore has a bloated body, black and brown,
its legs are long and spindly and fine,
The wtib is beautiful, dew-spangled, delicate,
But it is a trap.
The fly, though small, fights frantically, fiercely.

# Janet Stainer

Other assignments that followed are described by Mrs.
Langdon in her book, Let the Children Klite (18). How-
ever, it should be noted that writing alone did net ensure
i'rnprovement in language skills. Interspersed with crea-
tive periods were periods devoted to skill development
and to appreciation of the value of words, in order that

1 pupils might learn how mechanical skills could be im-
proved. This learning was done independently of the
creative writing period.

Writing in brut Grade

Research reports and accounts by many classy m
teachers indicate that writing can be a strong featur of
first-grade programs. Talking, writihg,, and reading o er
reinforcement to each other, and the act of writing ap-
pears to help young pupils relate to the school experi-
ence of learning to read. Inaddition, writing provides a
means for active involvement of the pupil as he becomes
acquainted with his new environment. 1

Children using i.t.a. write words as they soune them and
are not confined to conventional spelling patterns.

6



Freed from this restriction, they ustially create sentence
structured resembling the patterns of oral speech. These
Children write whatever words they need and-thus think
more about the story they are telling. Likewise, early
writing in first grade accoriiPanies the language arts
approach to reading instruction. Research on this ap-
proacli indicates that children can write much earlier
than was previously thought and that this writing aids in
learning to read as well as contributing to theprocess of

Itt4.0,otilVtithIpr

It has recently been recognized that the a dience has a
definite role in oral and written cOmpositi n. In both the
programs mentioned above, for (*amp theteacher.
who regards writing as an important portion of the pra-t gram, and c lassmates serve as a sympathetic and under-
standing audience. Whether it is composed of teacher,
friends; family, or school community member, the /
audienc e helps the individual to explore and use lan-
guage in its many forms. .Opportunities to engage in
creative uses of oral language become important, for
they become the basis of written communication. Bothoral and written communication need rightful nutri-
ment: both imply an audience. A statement from the
English Language Framework for California Public .

St hook t 191 suggests the importance of the audience:
"Since language is our c hief means of ordering experi-
ence and relating ourselves to the world, composition
is an-act of self-definition and expression in response to
an audience" ip. 6.31. This audience may be a public
audienc e or the writer himself.

Since the writer usually has some audience in mind
when he writes or talks, he should obtain some feed-
bac k from that audience if at all possible. This response
or ac ceptanc e can take many forms. Sometimes it may
only be a quiet smile from the teacher or the opportunity
to read aloud what has been written. It might involveoral reports or stories. At other times the teacher might
offer assistant e in revising and editing a selection for
submission to a sc ho ol public ation and a wider audi-
en«.. Many recognized authors have indicated they
gained their first personal satisfaction in composing andtheir first awareness that writing was an activity in which
they E ould engage when they saw theirefforts printed in
et se herd public anon.

Poetry fesayals and writers' conferences have beenfound toy sue essful ways of extending interest in
omposing stones or poems for more gifted students of

writing. Esther Mayfield, .of Balm Beach, directs an
annual poetry festival to whit h two hundred students
are invited ea( h year to attend an all-day session at the
Henry Morrison 'Nagler Museum. At the festival WIPY
hear prat td ing poets disc uss their own poetry and the
7

I
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composing process. Later, in small groups, the "young
poets" discuss the poetry they-have submitted.

Near Oakland University in Michigan each eleinentary
class is invited to send the "author" of its choice a boy
or girl in the class who writes wellto an all-day con-
ference at the university. The pupils listen to an author
of children's books and then read and discuss their own
writing after having lunch together. Later in the after-
noon they are invited to write their impressions' of the
day. Harry Hahn, director of this protect, reports that
the enthusiasm for this activity indicates even the young-
est pupils can and want to write.

Pupil 1.141ling and Adult Staadards

At ail grade levels we need to remember that 'what is
desired is sincere pupil writing accepted by the teacher,not writing evaluated in terms of adult standards or
adult literary writings. Evaluation techniques and formal
scales for measurement of selected linguistic features in
children's writing may be,extremely valuable as research
ins4rurndnts But it does n t necessarily follow that such
instruments should be II as guides for planning a
sequential program in cordposition or for instructional
purposes. Such instruments' examine. only a small seg-
ment of the total effort and achievement in composition
and so ignore other values. Composition is a complex
process involving the acquisition.of content, the use of
written communication Adis, the selection of linguistic
and literary *structures, the relationship of writer to
audience, and the personal involvement of the writer
with his experiences that takes shapeat the moment penand paper come into contact. Measuring only one seg-
ment can be disastrous to the entire process of writing
as experien'ced by the younger writer.

St ;SAMAR

Reflection upon recent research, the 'titles of curric-
ulum centers, and the opinions of respected authoritiesin writing and composition have indicated these new
directions kr.1 teaching practices:

A greater use oaf oral 'language in storytelling, creative
dramatics, improvising, choral speaking, etc., is being
introdUced at all levels. t.

Writing as a language act is beginning in the primary
grades.

There is a greater acceptance' by teachers of the
writing of children.

More freedom from spelling restrictions and other
formalities is being given during the initial stages ofwriting.

-
There is increased encouragement of writing, es-
pecially in the primary grades.

f
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A greater variety of experiences for observation and
seisitivity are being included in the school curriculum.

The use of writing is seen as a way of structuring one's
world.

Children's writings are strared in a variety of ways.
Teach 1.rs are beginning to recognize that pupils
write for-fn audience.

There is a greater acceptance of the idea that the-
. values gained:by the individual in tfa process of

writing are not measured byithewnd product.

Teachers are realizing that the older concepts of
motivation and stimulation are inadequate today.

Literature, is being used to acquaint the pupil with
style and expressive vocabulary.

.

Teachers are turning to individual guidance in gram-
mar to supplement group instruction.

There is an awareness of different writing demands in
creative and utilitarian situations.

There is general agreement that improvement in one
type a writing is usually reflected in other types.

*

NO

Only time will reveal which of these new directions in
composition will become continuing elements in the

'elementary curriculum. For the present, none can be
igncired.
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