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‘Yes, Children Do Want te Write . . .

FOREWORD

by Eric Flood

Inspector of Scudics/Scrvices

St. George Region

N.5.W. Deparunent of Education

‘Children want to write. For years we have underesttmated their urge to
make marks on a page . . .* The addrcss that followed these opening words
cxcited me. The speaker was Professor Donald H. Graves and I was auend-
ing the Third International English Teaching Gonference, held at Sydncy
University in August 1980,

Undl hat evening I had known liule of Graves or the painstaking
classroom rescarch undertaken by his Writing Process Laboratory in New
Hampsnirc. U.S.A. But as I joined in the enchusiastic applause at theend 1
fclt are F would be hearing a great deal more about the man and his sane
approach to children s writing.

How right that prediction has proved! Discussion of his ideas has con-
tinued Australia-wide. But I could noc have predicted that the approach
would be triallcd morc comprchensively in a selected group of schools of
the 5¢, George Region than anywhere else in Australia. Gredic for chis must
largely go to the initiative and ycar-long application of Jan Turbill, a
Language Consultant in the Region, together with the Infants Mistresses of
the three project schools and their 27 tcachers.

The important story assembled here by these teachers needs no com-
ment from me. 1 do. however, want to point to a noteworthy corollary: che
project demonstrates the great potentdial of “classroom action research’. For
here arc 27 teachers, fairly arbitrarily chosen from thousands of ochers.
who have convincingly risen to the onerous challenge of researching and
reporting on how-to-tcach-writing, a teaching problem as complex as any
we face.

It must be stated chac the Writing Project was planned with care. Key
regional personnel were consulted, maintained contact and were kept
informed of developmenis. Ac all times, the process has been an example
of change brought about by dedicatcd teachers within a framework of no
less dedicated management.

This proves that similar ‘action rcsearch’ can be planned, initiated and
managed by groups of weachers anywhere — cverywhere! If they do so, |
hope :they will be as fortunatc as oar project teachers in having P.E.T.A.
offcr its services for the designing, publishing and distributing of an
ateractive book - all within threc months of the conclusion of the Project’s
first ycar.
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6
About This New Approach

'What's so different and new about this approach to writing?

Chiefly that, instead of tight teacher-control of the what, whep and how

of writing. the child is given control of the writing ("ownership’ or ‘zespon-
stbility’). This is a significant shift of focus, from tcachingto learning, and
it changes the writing program in important ways:
® tlic program is compietely individualised
the child makes responsible decisicns about what to write
there is daily time to ‘learn to write by writing' (quantity)
the child can discover his or her unique way or 'process’ of writing
there is time to talk individually with the teacher—‘in conference’
th2 conference attends to making the writing better (guiality).
This book describes a year's "action research’ by 27 teachers, the 5t.
George Project, a comprehensive trial of the "process-conference approach
te the teaching of writing' —or ‘ccaference approach’ as it was soon
dubbed - ap approach ihat respects the child’s control of the "process-of-
writing' (topic-choice, pre-writing. drafting. revising, publishing) and
moves forward through teacher-child ‘conferencing'.

In making this report op the teachers’ views of the Project. [ have faced
ap editorial choice: whether to synthesise their statements in a generalised
pronouncensent or to preserve as much as possible of their individuality
and insight? To follow the second course would involve, [ knew. some
overlapping but I have unhesitatingly chosen to do this because it shows
the teachers, through their own words, ‘learning by doing".

Neither they por I wish to convey that here is THE CORRECT WAY:
rather, here is the Lest we have managed so far. Thare is of course more to
learn, and we are jooking forward to next year’s opportunity to pursue the
approach further.

What I have found inspiring is the speed with which all the teachers

have developed in their understanding of ‘children writing', after the
tecthing problems of the first weeks. Op the other hand. we know that, as
in all teaching, when onc probiem is solved a new. higher-level problem
presents itself. Still, the end of the year left all of us with the entirely
positive feeling that we are as much in control of our teaching as the
children are of their writing.

The concentration of the Project is on the early—the basic!—years of
writing. This is deliberate and necessary. All subsequent trial or imple-
mentation of the approach cap now build o 2 solid foundation. After all,
the child who has discovered in these eatly years an individual writing pro-
cess, as these children have done, is only going 1o develop in degree
thercafter, whether in primary or secondary school. graduaily lifting
. quaprity, content, style, and controi of a varicty of modes year by year.
This is why every teacher has ap obligation 1o know what happens in the
K-2 yeats, those years when the unspoiled chiid learns ro write. The lessons
for later years are immense!

We share our work openly apd honestly with readers in the conviction
that there 1s. no better way to weach writing—and, at the same time,
reading . . . Nor any better way 10 raise children’s confidence as learners.

4
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Launching tie Conference dpproach

Part I: The Conference Approach K-2

Crarrer I

Launching the Conference Approach

At surprising speed the ‘conference approach’ to the teaching of writing is
gripping the imagination of Australian tcachers. No onc can say cxactly
how many of them arc trying out the approach in their classrooms, but
their numbers are obviously growing quickly.

This book is centrally a report of a year’s wrialling of the approach by 27
teachers in three Sydney primary schools  the *Su. George Writing Project
K 27 butso many othicr teachers have sent me illuminating accounts »f
similar, smaller projects chat I am able to add an instructive sampling of
them, chicfly for Years 3-6.

How the St. George Project Started
Our story begins with che visit of Donald Graves o Australia in August
1989,

The Primary English Teaching Association (P.E.T.A.), aware of his
innovative rescarch into the teaching of writing, had specially invited Pro-
fessor Donald H. Graves to Sydney for the Third Internadional Conference

Donald Graves

on the Teaching of English. His impact on the Conference has been
reported in a P.E.T.A. book, Donald Graves in Australia (cd. R. D,
Walshe. 120 pp.).? which. as well as so far sclling I4 thousand copies in this
country, has sold a further thousand in the United Statcs.

§ was foertunate. No: only did ! hear Graves’ Conference address bue |
talked in some detail with him afterwards. His message excited me but |
was unsurc what to do abour it.

When 1 later visited Sylvania Heighes Primary School the Infants
Mistress, Barbara Fiala, told me chat she oo had felt excited and wanted

! The schools of the New South Wales Department of Educancn are divided among cleven
cducational regions. one of which s St. George. on (he uth side of Sydney, with 100
ptimary and 30 secondary schools.

2 The book eontams also fns address o the Conference and ten aurhoriative articles by
rescarchers and teachers associated with the Writing Process Laboratory of the University of
New Hampshire.

8
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8 The Conference Approach K-2

to do somcthing. Wc had both rcached the samc conclusion: ‘"Why haven't
the schools becn tcaching writing in this commonscnse way all along?’
Barbara then invited me to work on the ‘conference approach’ with an
intcrested tcacher on her staff, Maric Mann. In fact, "Why not start at
once?’

We Atterapt a Trial Run

We wcre then in last term. Don Graves had warncd mc against bricf
rescarch cpisodes ~dcvelopment in writing takes time! However, I badly
nteded to get the feel of the new 2 pproach and Marie was cager. She asked
many questions and I Icft three articles for her to read . . . So, on a bright
Scptember morning, little more than a month after Graves Icft Australia,
Maric and I introduced her Ycar 1 childres; to "2 new and better way o0 go
about our writing and drawing’.

My worry was that I could only visit the school irrcgularly. Maric checr:
fully suggested that whilc she worked with the rest of the class | should
spend whatever time 1 had working with four ‘casc studics’, four children
carclully selecicd to rcprescne the class’s ability range. In this team-
tcaching situation 1 began to intcrvicw my quartct, collect picces of their
writing, and diarise thcir feclings towards writing,

Lessons of the Trial
Late in November we compared the writing of our ‘cxperimental group’
with that of a 'control group® of four children also carcfully sclected o
represent the ability range of the parallel Year 1 class next door. We
collected work written in August (prc-trial), September, October,
November — 32 picees in all. (Each piecc had been prepared for publica-
tion, so that spelling and punctuation had been edited for correctness.)
Tivo Enghsh Languagc Consultanus rated this writing as very good (A),
good (B). average (C). or poor (D). Their critcria were kepe to three cone
siderations: quality of sentence structure, ordcrlisicss of thonght, clarity of
expression. Here are the resules:

Table 1; Experimenial Group Table 2: Control Group

Aug. Sept. Oct  Nov. Aué. Sept. Oct. Now
Susan C A A A Ashley ¢ Db € B
Karen c A A A Christa c c (o4 c
Fred c B B8 A David D c B c
Sean [n] A B B Maria D D [n] D

Wc werc dclighied. Notable werc the very positive scores of the experi-
mcntal group, their astonishingly rapid improvement (in the first month)
which was a wribute 10 the spirit cngendered by vhe approach. and the
sureriess with which they sustaincd and built upon their carly gains. W -
knaow that our liule cxperiment was less than rigorous, yct we have no
hesitation in inviting others to replicace this *action rescarch’, which, i its
simplicity, is within the scope of busy classroom tcachcrs.

Even morc importantly, the children had enjoycd their writing and they
regularly looked forward to it. Maric and 1 agrced thar we had Icarmt a

9




Jan TurbW, coordinator of the St. Geoige Project, met reguisrly with the K.sirassec from
the three schoois, Robyn Legge, Barbara Fisls snd Robyn Plalt,

great deal about the writing process in general and young children's
writing development in particular. In these two areas our rate of learning
was as rapid as the children’s in theirs. We realised —often guiltilyl—that
our previous approaches to teaching writing had largely thwarted the
children’s efforts. Above all, we kad greatly underestimated their potential
desire to write and potential ability to handle written expression.

We were slower in appreciating what we took to be only a side benefit:
the children were ecager (0 recd one another’s writing. The ‘books’ they
wrote became the most frequently used segment of the class library. At Jast
Marie observed, ‘You know, their reading has improved as much as their
writing'. We were thrilled.

Marie also felt certain that their spelling and punctuation skills had con-
siderably improved. They were using more punctuation marks chan the
‘normal’ Year I child..However, she reserved her maln praise for the
change in classroom spirit:.

*The whole class get on fzr better chan before. They help each other,
They are far more reliable and self-confident, and I find I never have
to yell. It may be chat I know them better because of the many con-
ferences we've had: while they, in tumn, know that I know them.
Whatever it is, I've never had a better term. It's rewarding o realise
that not only am I enjoying teaching writing but also that the children

10




10 The Conference Approach K-2

cnjoy learning 1o write. Now other teachers ac Sylvania Heiglis are
asking me how they shuuld siare.”

Launching the Larger Projec:

The trial run had belped me in inany ways but 1 knew 1 had a greac deal
more to learn, especially through obsersing the children and listening 1o
them tell me how 1 could help them.

The $t. George Regional English Language Coinmittee K-12 agreed
that 1 should widen the work in 1981. AR the teachers in the Infants
Deparuments of three schools were willing to take part. Grays Point (6
teachers), Hurswille South (9 teachers), and Sylvania Heighis (12
teachers). The project would run for a year and then he evaluated.

Mr Eric Flood, the chainnan of the Regional In-service Program.
strengly supported the project and prevailed on e to write a proposal
which could be given to the teachers. ‘ICs a writing project.” he said
cmphatically. ‘so the least you can do is put sone writing o vour
teachers’ hands instend of relying on a talk.” 1 grunbled at the work this
would mean for me, but | knew he was right, Here. in aslightly ainended
form, is what resuleed . . .

Proposal ]

A proposal 10 the tcachers
who have agreed (0 take partin
the St. George Writing Project K-2

Dcar Colleague

Thank you for agreeing to join tlns year long experiment in teaching
writing by the *process-conference approach’,

‘The purpose of this proposal is to cutline the approach, using
ideas that come cliefly from its principal rescarcher Donald H.
Graves of the Universiy of New Hampshire's Writing Process
Laboratory and fromn our own trialling of the approach at Sylvania
Heights Primary School.

1. Philosophy Underlying the Project

After years of relative neglect, writing is rapidly acquiring cqual
status with reading. Justly so, for reading and writing arc the two
sides of the coin of literacy. Given a chance. they interweave and
reinforce cach other. So much so thai somic teachers are now saying,
"The best way to teach reading is to get children writing'. and others
that “A iove of reading is the best way to fuster a love of writing'.

Learning to write is usually scen as a difficult process, c.g..

‘Writing is a complex task, often entailing a long and slow
development. The process of writing involves many thinking
skills: generating ideas. organising idcas and cxpressing ideas.
Writing will be most rewarding when the child is encouraged (o
writc without the inhibition of an overemphasis on formal skills,
and when his or her work is willingly accepted by the teacher
and fellow pupils.” (V.S. W. Primary Lang. Curriculum. 1974)

1i




Launching the Conferencc Approach

But Donald Graves nuver stresses the difficultics. He strongly believes

‘that children want to write. For yeats we have underestimatcd
their urge to make marks on paper. We have nnderestimated
that urge because of a lack of understanding of the writing
process, and what children do in order to control it. Without
realising it, we wrest control away from the children and place
road blocks that thwart their irtentions. Then we say, “They
don’t want to write. What is a good way to motivate them?™, . .
I children are to be in control of their writing we need to give
thetn more opportunity to write, allow them to write about what
they know. allow them to choose the materials they want 1o write
with (pencil, crayon. large papcr, lined paper cic.), and allow
them the opportenity to write tor themselves initially (a drafi
copy).™
His rescarch has established that children can write at 5-6 years old,
that they enjoy doing it, and that at this age they can make the most
rapid ard delighiful growth in writing of their entire lives. He argues
that every child at all ages needs to be given regular opportunisics to
discover and develop his or her unique writing process and to apply
this process to a wide range of writing tasks.

He stresses that other forms of expression, drawing. drama and
talking, play a vital role in the writing process by allowing childreato
sort out their thoughts and ideas, and thus work out what they want
to express. For example, drawing may precede the writing as parnt of
the prewriting stage, It can also have a useful function when the
writing is finished, fdling in details not meationed in the story and
thus completing the process for the child.

Talking is inportant at both the prewriting and drafting stages.
‘The children need to talk a great deal both audibly and sub-acdibly,
as if directing themselves as to what they should write next. They
re-read and sound out words. They ask questions of each other for
information and generally discuss their work in order to clarify
meaning. Talk is thus an aid in the hard work of compasing. but
eventually it becomes internalised as the 'inner speech” used by adults
in the writing process.

Graves also stresses that children necd $0 be able to write frecly
witheut interreption to their thought. He draws attention to the
value of ‘invented spelling” for allowing lcarners to use vocabulary
from their oral language and so flow on in their writing instead of
avoiding words whose spelling is not known. Too much correction at
the wrong time, he argues. can be dangerous. In fact, concentration
on crror, instead of leading to correct spelbing. can reinforce a child's
self-doubt.

Graves places very strong emphasis on the importance of the *con:
ference’. This usually (akes the form of a one-to-one conversation
between the teacher and child about the parposz. content and style
of the child’s writing, Graves has found that all the mechanics and all

3 Donold Graves m Ausraliz. ed. R. D. Walshe (P.ET.A, 1981). p. 17 ff

i
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12 The Conference Approach K-2

the grammar children need to know in the primary school can be
adequately taught in the conference, instead of through generalised
whole-class excrcises. He argues:

‘Writing is a marvellous enifier . . . We teachers have yet to
make proper use of its power in sccuring the decpest kinds of
lcarning, in improving children’s critical thinking. and in
integrating the curriculum.

"Considcr any whole picee of original writing done by any child
in the junior school: here is the handwriting, spclling, punctua-
tion, grammar and usage that skills-teaching is supposed to be
about. But looked at intelligently this piec lezves little need for
scparate skills teaching. The tcacher has only to examine the
picce to see what this child needs. Specific help can then be
given. This is teaching in coniext. at the point of necd.™

Writing is important; it is important in cvery year of school learn-
ing and in carcers and sodial life beyond school. Fully realising this.
the process-conference approach urges the necessity of providing
time for writing every day. The case for doing so is unanswerable.

2. What It ] _¢ans for Qur Classrooms

For implementing these idcas, the following classroom procedures

are suggested:

1. The children will be given the time and responsibility to write
cvery day, for half an hour. They can write a new story cach day
or continue working on yesterday's writing. If they arc not happy
about a piece, they can start it again, or writc somcthing
different. The decision is theirs.

2. The teacher no longer assigns writing tasks. The children will
choose their own topics and keep control of their writing at atl
stages.

3. '!‘h?:c:hildrcn's cuntrol (or "ownership’) of their writing will also be
fostered hy
o using a Writing Folder for storing all picces of writing:
® niaking sheets of paper available unlined and lined, in a

varicly of sizes, colours, and sometimes shapes (but some
children prefer to write in a book):

» considering first writing to be a "draft’ which can usually be
improved by additions, cuts, crossings-out, rearrangements
and other ‘self-cditing” measures;

# cncouraging ‘invented spelling” as an inportant aid in learning
to spell:

& not over-emphasising handwriting neatness;

# allowing freedom of movement within the room, such as
choosing wherc to i, visiting other children to sltow work or
converse {within rcason), and making use of the classroom
library.

-

¢ bid.. p. 15.
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Launching the Conference Approach 13

4. Drawing will be considered integral to the writing process at this
stage, with children given the option to draw hefore, during or
after the writing, and encouraged to discuss their drawings.
5. 'Publication’ will be promoted. The children will choose from the
drafis In their Folders a favoured one and discuss with the eacher
the reasons for their choice. By no means all drafts will be
published {perhaps one in four); but all drafts will be dated and
kept as a record of progress. Publication involves
¢ sctting down the 'story’ so that the reader can follow the
author’s intended meaning:

® attractive presentation through necat handwriting, correct
spelling. helpful punctuation, good page lay-out {or by typing,
using school or pareat help):

# iilustration, whether by drawing or painting, and also stylish
headings:

# presentation to interested readers -- immediately to the teacher
and classtnates, and later perhaps to other classes and parents:

# preparation of the ‘book’ for a long life—by binding in
durable covers. with title, author's name. cover design, date of
publication and whatever other attributes are noticed by the
children in commercially produced books;

® placing of the *book’ in the class or school library.
6. The “conference’ will be scen as the centrepoint of classroom
interaction and a great :wcaching art t© be mastered. Several
conferences may be needed before a pivee of writing is ready for
publicationn. In conference the wacher
o talks with the child or group of children about topie-choice.
ways to begin, where the story is going, ete.;

# helps the child with the continuity of the story, so that it reads
as the child wants ig;

® tries to identify conventions of writing the child may need
{punctuation, spelling., grammar). only one or two of . these
becoming a teaching point in any onc conference and then
chiefly at the "polishing’ stage and in preparation for publica-
tion;

# listens or reads as the child’s first audience - 2 role which the
children gradually emulate, so that their 'peer conferencing’
increasingly cases the pressure on the teacher.

Early Responses 10 the Proposal

From the first days. the wachcrs cxpericnced successes with the new

apptoach while the children. with a few temporary cxceptions. happily

adapted to it. Of course there were carly difficulties, doubts. questions.
Thinking back to the teachers’ carly responses, I offer the following

advice to ceaders who wish to ry the approach:

® An in-service program on the appreach cau certainly help. but it is not
essential - many teachers have started successfully aficr only reading
about it.

ERIC 14




14 The Conference Approach K2

¢ Rcad as much as you can from three sources available from P.E.T.A.:
{1) this book, (2) Donald Graves in Australia. cd. R. D. Walshe, (3) the
samc author’s Every Child Can Write!, which contains a 20-page sum-
mary of the approach together with over 200 more pages of idcas about
writing.*

e Work together as a grade or whole staff, supporting onc anothier and
meeting problems as chey arise. {If you wish to make an individual start,
try {irst to win the support of your cccutive staff.) Scek che help of your
Language Consultant or of tcachers in other schools who have experi-
enced the approach.

# Don’t expect too much too soon. When children who are habituated wo
being told what to write and how to write it arc given control of their
writing, it may seem initially to regress in quality and quandity. Bue,
given tme, chis will change.

e Especially the free choice of rtopics may ac first bewilder some
children till patient conferencing wins them to valuing this importani
freedom.

¢ Dc prepared co change direction a litde if chings aren’t going well: your
class and you arc embarked on a considerable change in learning style.
Feel your way flexibly.

¢ Communicatc regularly with parents. Don’t be surprised if chey mistruse
a depariure from traditional methods. Not only explain what you are
doing but invite them to help (in ways thae are indicated later). They
can become powerful allics in the work.

Phases in the St. George Project

The following notes sketch some phaces in our project. They may provide

idcas useful to some readers. but others may develop a project rather

differendly.

¢ Reporting. Throughout the year I consulted and reported to che
Regional Director. Trevor Harrison. the Studics/Services Inspector,
Eric Flood, and Inspectors concerncd witk the chree schools.

¢ Planming. Ac about monthly intervals I met cthe Execudive Staff of cach
school to plan aspeats of the approach. Their support was vical.

o Staff Meetmgs. An initial staff meeting in cach school discussed the pro-
ject (after studying thie proposal). Teachers of each grade came together
from the three schools at after-school meetings, held monthly. to discuss
ptoblems and share samples of writing. The opportunity to exchange
expericnces across schools was rewarding. Usually the mectings took an
hour and a half.

e Consultancy. Ispent half a day cach week in each school during e firse
term. discus.ing classroom organisation and teaching strategics. Often I
worked with the children o experience the problems and pleasures of
their teachers. [ supplemented the monthly grade meetings by cransmic-
ting idcas from school o school and gencrally tricd co monitor the pro-
ject. By the third ccrm I fele thae the teachers needed very litde support.

* A fourth and very smporiant seurce is promsed by the publisher for late 1982. Wntiag.
Teochers aad Children at Wark. by Donald H. Graves (Meincmann Educational).

15
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Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Launching the Conference Approach 15

They had brcome ‘inscrvicers’ to a swelling stream of educators who
camec to their schools to observe at first hand.

® fn-Service Training. Two in-service days were organised for the
teachers.® The first, in March, was an introduction to the process:
cenference approach and it included practical experience of "process’
{rchearsing, drafting, revising publishing) together with “control of
onc’s own writing'. The second, in June, concentrated on the issues the
teachers wished to discuss at that stage of the project,

® Evaluation. This was very much an ongoing process, which continually
ptompted the teachers 1o modify their practices to meet cmerging
needs. So individual is "conferencing” that a teacher becomes sharply
aware of cvery child’s strengths and weaknesses. The teachers shared
their impressions at the monchly grade mectings which were oppor-
tunitics for self rvaliation and cvaluation of the project in general. |

® New Questions Arise. Some questions from the teachers can only be

answered with more time than the single year of our prgject. For

instance:
What will happen when these Year 2 children inove to a new teacher
in Year 32

.. What will the Kindergarten children be able to do from the begin-
ning of Year 12

. How should | be “teaching reading” now that 1 know chis writing
approach strongly assists reading?

. Can | fully integrate writing, reading. spelling and other aspects of
language?

. How does this approach assist the acquisition of English by E.5.L.
learners?

Why This Book?

Without setting down our story in book form we can't cope with the
requesys for information that are coming in from many parts of Australia
antl New Zealand. Morcover. in the latter part of thie year over 200
classroom tcachers, tertiary weachiers and student teachers visited the
schools and they im ariably asked for 'A written summing-up of the Pro
jeet - when you get round to it!

50 by dint of a vacation given over to writing and massive'v helped. firse,
by a written statement from all of the participating teachers, second, by
the Advisory Panel. and third, by a crash printing production by
P.E.T.A. hdped by all these, we hope to have this book in the hant's of
teachers all over Australia by March, in time to make 1982 a year f wide
diffusion of this 'Better Way to T'each Writing' (and. we firmly helieve,
Reading too!).

$ Bath on servue days were fed by Barbara Kamler and Gary Batare, Tecwrers ac Rivering
College of Advanted Eduation Barbara had spent six months working with Bonatd
Graves.

16




16 The Conference Approach K-2

» CHAPTER 2

Getting Started

As we embarked on our pew program we felt both excitement and mis-
giving. Why change from the 'old order’ by which most of our ch*ldren had
seemed (o learn to write? . . . Well, perhaps we might become beuer
teachers of writing, might really enjoy teaching writing. might even over-
come the reluctance that so many children develop towards writing.

‘On Your Marks, Get Set . . .
The teachers. | belicve, felt moderately well prepared; chey
.. had studied the Proposal outlining the project (see p. 10):
.. had beep given access o wider reading:
.« had ralked together as a staff, and with the Consultant;
.. knew they could refer problems to cheir Infants Mistress;
.. knew they should keep cheir parents informed:
. had been advised pot to expect too much i the first weeks:
.. were ready with a (rial form of classroom organisation: and
. had considered the resources needed in their rooms (see p. 24).

Final Briefings

My anxiety kept me infiicting advice on any of the weachers who crossed my

path jp the early weeks. I must have strained their colerance. Mostdly 1

made poimts like:

e 'It's a big change. We're giving the children control of their own
writing and learning -~ an opportunity to iscover their own writing pro-
cess. Will we really be able to truse chese littde ones as much as thae? Will
we be able (o leave the pencil ip the child’s hand? Or will we uncon-
sciously fall into the old directive, do-as-I-tell- ‘ou ways?’

# "Don't expect too much at first, The children won't instantly switch from
teacher-control to self-control of their writing. We've been warned that,
with their auention fixed on new responsibilites, many will seem o slip
backward from skills they've used before —bue given dme they will soon
pick up any lost ground and move ahead strongly.’

Geuting My Kindergarten Started: Pat Robertson'

Though feeling insecure about this new approach. I placed paper. pencils
and crayons on the tables and said (0 my four and five year olds. 'Write
anything you can—write as much as you can.” To my surprise only a few
said they didn't know how, buc even they were quite happy when asked to
Tust have a ry’.

! Pat Roberison’s 28 landergarien children come from many cthnic backgrounds.
including several non-English speaking ones.

IToxt Provided by ERI
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The results of that first days efforts ranged through:
.. wriggly lines
. something like hieroglyphics
.. lists of letters and numerals
.. the children’s names and these of siblings
.. lists of uncenneeted words. ¢.g. stop  Shell  BP
.. a page of a Lebancse girl’s version of Arabic writing
. combinations of words and pictres, ¢.g. My [cat drawn] grs 2 [kittens

drawn]. sometimes with an oral explanation, ¢.g. ‘I don’t know how 1o

write some words. so I draw the pictures’,

. ene child wrote NKT . Sundzy. IS . esdeq . Sunday and explained that
the dots tell when to stari a new word,

My first big problem immedliately became evident: all the children
wanted o talk o me about their writing  NOW! I was being run off my
‘cct. I began consulting other teachers and eventually decided o wry
working intensively with only one group cach day. This meant constantly
reminding children thau I could only cope with “today’s group. I
encouraged che rest 10 talk t0 onc another and share thetr writing and
drawing.

By degrees the class adjusted (o the new way of working. We now begin
our writing time by reading the Jatest "published’ books and then we move
(o our writing groups. This organisation didn’t achicve perfection. Some
children coped well. others made the best of it {(knowing 1 was available o
help if big difficultics arose). but there remained a number who werent

Pat Robertson has noled that her Kindargarten's discoveries in wriling have shatPened
their powers of observation and thelr interest in reading.
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ready to write day after day unless I was right there with them. These
lagging ones were wasting time but I judged that they really did want to
write. 5o I changed my timetable to allow for writing with them at a later
time when the rest of the class were involved in other activities. This is
proving quite successful.

My other major problem ook a few weeks to surface. Some of the more
able children became dissatisfied with what they were producing. They
wanted to ‘get it right’. They were disinclined to write words they were not
sure of spelling, though I assured them that only an attempt was required
of them. I was worried that they would stop writing their own thoughts and
50 compel me to go back to supplying them with my words. In retrospect |
think this was no more than a brief developmental stage for some
children— it seemed to be connected with their beginning to read and it
passed as they became involved in a 'mix’ of reading, language and writing
activities. At first the fact that they were writing sharpened their obsetva-
tion of what they were reading and accelerated their development of
reading skills; later the reading seemed to give confidence to those who
became disinclined to write, so that they started writing again.

Despite these and lesser problems. 1 am very impressed by the writing my
(now) five and six year olds are producing. Of course not all the writing ts
instantly readable by adult standards but the general progress is really sur-
prising. Nearly every child has come must further than 1 would have
thought possible only eight months ago.

Getting My Year 1 Started: Debbie Brownjohn

I found I needed several discussions with the children before we started on
this new approach. { explained that we would be writing every day for half
an hour on topics of their choosing and conld use any writing implements
and paper available.

o ‘Invented Spelling’. By ‘inventing’ their spelling instead of waiting for
spellings from me they would get their thoughts onte paper quickly—
‘inventing’ meant writing as many sounds as they could hear in a word or
writing the part of the word they could hear or see in their minds.

o Drawing. 1 explained that drawing a picture was also a way of telling a
story. Drawing was very important to most of them in the beginning, 2
starting point for their stories; but as their wriring developed. it became
less imporiant. (At the erd of the year, I find that they want to illusirate
their ‘published’ books— but I consider this a differemt function for draw-
ing. an addition to the writing.)

® Sheets or Books? Au first the children worked on single sheets of paper.
With usually only one sentence on a sheet they had difficulty continuing
the story for several days. especially when their Writing Folders became
cluttered and they couldn't easily find yesterday's sheet. 1 began stepling a
number of sheets :ogether for those who wanted them. We termed these
our ‘Empty Books'. They produced interest in composing sequential steries
(at first with one sentence on each page) written over several days. At the
end of each week I began coliecting and storing all their finished drafts,
whether in the form of the stapled books or loose sheess,

19
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Children in Debbie Brownjohn's lemmmmmw
their drait pleces with the class. ;

& Parent 4ides, One of my greatest problems was the ‘conference’, the
time to alk with the children individually. While I was talking with one,
the 29 others might be needing my atendion. 1 felt torn into 30 pieces. For-
tunacely some parents had volunceered o help. They were quickly
accepied by che children, whether in che role of listening and responding
to stoties or helping ouc with scapling, supply of paper or other mechanical
tasks. Their help was invaluable—even one parenc in che room made 2
gread difference,

& Peer-editing. As (he children developed, they became less reliant on
adulis and more relianc on cheir peers. They really enjoy helping onz
another! They read one another’s stories, comment on chem, ask questions,
show chat a word or punctuadion has been omiced, and poind to parts thac
don’t make sense. They learn a great deal by calking in chis way and allow
me more time (o conference with individuals,

¢ Publication. This was ar first a big problem. They wanted to publish
everyching they wrotel Together we made 2 class rule: ‘Choose one story,
the one you think is best, from the chree ot four you have writen recently’.
They also decided thac it had 10 be read (0 ac least two children for editing
and proofreading. Then this ‘best scory’ would go in che ‘Publications Box™;
the auchor would write his or her name on the list, which was never long,
and awaic a conference 'vith me. While waiting the child could begin

tt 20
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Christa Hunt reports: ‘The thing that ssved my sanity and enthusiesm was my decision fo
work with just one group each day.’

anocher story, help someone cise, illustrate previously published stories, or
read some of the many class-writer: or bought books in the class library.

The year hasn't been casy, Often { felt unsure of what I was doing. ac
times even frustraced and depressed. Buc it was all worth ic, [ feel happy
now with the way the class is working. They seem to be in full control of
what they are daing. I never chought chac 6 and 7 yeax olds could wrice
such fancastic stosies.

Be Prepared to Change Course: Christa Hunt (Year 1)
At firsc 1 didn't appear (o0 be getting anywhere. Conference time was too
limited, the queue of children waiting on me grew longer, their sencences
seemed stilted and not personal, ‘invented spelling” wasn't working, the
noise level was high . . . I felc like giving up.
But after discussion with my colleagues I decided 0 (ry some new
measures;
& write an ‘invented spelling” story on the board so all could see how icis
done;
¢ read aloud some of the children's stories and show their efforts a
invented spelling;
¢ occasionally spend a Jesson brainstorming exciting copics and listing
them for anyone’s free choice;

A ruiToxt provided by ER
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® introduce an [deas Box — plastic covered pictures and cards brought in
by the children;

#» cxaminc the format and topics of commercial books, noting that they
take longer to write than our cne day per story:

» staple fur sheets of paper together to make a beok (offering such books
in differcnt sizesh

® keep my own folder-file for each child’s stories. dating each piece for
reference (cach chiid would never have more than four current picees of
writing under the desk);

» encourage sharing of rough drafts, so discussion might produce
improvement of spelling and punctuation;

# add incentive by 'publishing’—that is, typing completed stories and
binding them as small books:

» organise 'writing partners’. mainly to stimulate story ideas, but also to
help with inventing spelling (also w find words, e.g. by ransacking
library books for dinosaur words and spellings), and to satisfy the rced
for someone 1o talk and read to;

# give constant positive cncouragement to the children, first about the
content. sccond the mechanics. of their stories,

All these measures helped to bring the improvement I hoped for, but I
have left till last the measare I consider most beneficial in saving my sanity:
I resolved to work with only one group each day. This enabled me 10
beconie less teacher-centred and more child-centred because
» I was constantly thrilled at seeing what the children could do;

» Icould work closely with every chiid #t least onee a weck and knew what
he or she was doing:

# without having to think when I saw ¢ach child last, I knew how much
each was doing:

# I was with one group but also in the midst of uthers, and the general
noise level dropped;

# I was close to the children’s ‘point of peed’, could observe their dif-
ficulties, respond to their questions, and discover how they developed
their original thought by talking apd trying out ideas.

L know my children better and they know I'm interested in them. I 1zel
more confident not only in teaching writing but in teaching genesally. ‘The
children toc have grown more sensitive to one another’s needs. Our class.
room has become a Lappy place to work.

Geuing Started in Term 3: Therese Corben (Year 2)

As a casual teacher ! found myself thrust into a conference-approach
classroom in Term 3. In my case it was the teacher, not the children, who
had 1o ‘get started’. The children had 10 teach me what they had been
doing in the two previous terms.

1 was apprehensive because teaching writing had always seemed a chore:
I'd had problems with choosing topics, motivating them, and knowing
what to do with the child who finishes in ten minutes what takes others half
an hour— my writing classroom could become chaoticl

To my surprise I found that this class of ‘remedial’ Seconds really loved
‘story writing time’. They looked forward te every day’s writing. In fact

22
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they complained when we wes » foreed to forgo 2 lesson! Thei: attitude to

learning had hecome positive.
Let me report a few things that surprised me as I ‘got started”:

® exchange of views with them in conference has helped me understand
much better their problems of home and school:

¢ freed from imposed topies they love 1o talk and write about their
cxperiences, cither with me or with friends:

¢ they know the¥ can cxpress themselves freely in the rough draft - can
confidently have a go'—because polishing comes later:

® ‘publication’ (perkaps helped by typing) boosts their cgos, raises their
confidence as learners—to sec this countinually happening is really
terrifie:

® the way they work at different speeds is healthy - fast writers and slow,
writers of long stories and short ones, according to real individual
differences:

® | cap integrate writing with my previously scparate language and spell-
ing lessons —the all-round improvement is quite remarkable.

- m Ploasad to say that | found infs writing Progtam very stmulating and successiul. it's
taken away my disixe of tea,ng writing,’ admits Therese Corben.
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How I Used to Teach Writing

*Last year I timetabled Writing once a week —Wednesdays 11.15 to
12.50. It was not my favourite subject, nor the children's. Buc I
carefully programmed the topics. sometimes linking with, say,
Science (I dm g Frog) or Secial Studies (My Best Friend) and other-
wise using imaginacdive topics. I was always searching for topics.

I began che lesson with modivational strategies (a picture, object,
poem, story. music, etc.). After 10-15 minutes discussion the
children would suggest "good words”, which I would write on the
chalkboard, and then they would go to their seats, open their "Story
Bocok™ and start writing. A few times I atcempted to gec a “drafc”
written first, buc chis involved so much extra marking chac I did not
persist. Talking wasn't banned in my room but it wasn't encouraged.

‘The children put up their hands if they wanted a spelling—1
would write It in the child's personal dictionary. As stories were com-
plered I would ary to read them on the spot, suggesting addicions and
making corrections. Children who had finished or were waiting for
me were asked 1o draw a picture abouc their story in z cirele I drew
underneath. Bue I always ran out of time and nad to collect most of
the books for later (and therefore less effective) marking. A special
stamp rewarded children who had worked well and I (ried to read the
best stories to the class.” (Robyn Platt)

. . . This description, with variations, would fit most of the writing
lessons of previous years in the three schools. Of course, writing in
' Kindergarwen was never considered. Drawing was often considered a
time-filler. —J. T,

Question: ‘Would parent aides be useful in the day-by-day work
of a process—conference classroom?’

Answer (by Karen Wade): ‘I enlisted parent help when I found I
¢ould not meet all the demands for ateention chat were coming from
my Year 1/2 composite class.

‘Several parents responded generously. 1 explained the approach
to them and simply asked them to:

(1) listen to the children read cheir stories,

{2) discuss and gendy question, thus helping 0 extend the stories,
(3) help the typist, with stories that were to be published, by placing
correct speliing and punctuation above ‘invented spellings’.

'I tried to monitor the parent aides’ conferences with the children
by occasionally sicting in. Invariably I was happy with vshac I heard.
The parents were sensitive and the childven benefited from the
individual auention — someone 1o share their writing with. Moreover
I eould give more time w the Year | children who ac that stage
needed my help most.

‘So, yes, parent aides can be very valuable. I believe that an
in-service or demonstration day for interested parents could equip
them to be most effective.’
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CuarTER 3

Classroom “rganisation

« ‘Organisation is demanding? (P.R.)

e 'As soon as my children become oo noisy in a lesson I know someching
has gone wrong with my planning.' {C.H.)

¢ 'When children are involved in cheir work and know what is expected of
them. there are few behaviour problems.’ (C.B.)

¢ 'l know things are working well when i'm enjoying teaching as much as
the children are enjoying learning.” (R.L.)

Classroom organisation is in many ways very personal. | noticed that every
teacher in the Project interacted in an individual way with the children
and the physical environment. No wo of the 27 classrooms functioned in
the same way. Having stressed this. I offer a checklist of some common
clemencs.

[ Timetabling | ‘Whet i the dest time for writing?*

A4.: Try to allocate a regular half-hour daily. Preferably before lunch.
Writing is solid mental work, se the children need to be fresh. Some
teachers report that the children seutle well o wridng after a spell of mom-
ing physical activity, €.g. firse thing, or after recess, of after P.E.

[ Physical Resources | ‘What do I need in the room?’

A.: See thac ac least chese resources are presenc:

.. coloured and lead pencils, crayons, rextas:

.. Tubbers, rulers. scissors, staplers;

.. paper. lined and unlined, in various sizes:

.. reference material, e.g. alphabet char:, dictionaries, capdons o pic
tures, labels naming objects around the room:

.. words listed and displayed, on current class themes:

.. light cardbeard for making covers:

.. interesting books n the class library, continually changing.

{ Grouping I ‘Should I arrange the children in groups?’

A.: See what emerges for you, Many teachers have decided thai grouping
specifically for this approach is unnecessary. The children sit a their usual
places, generally with cables grouped for four or six. They are always able
1o move around the room when necessary. Certainly chere 1s no call for
ability grouping. (Bui some tcachers like to conference with one ‘group’
cach day so as (o be “ure of secing everyone each week. This grouping may
involve anything from siting at cables for "Today's Conference Group’ 10
being called in wrn from around the class to come to the teacher’s table.)
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| Parent Aides I ‘Shkould I call on pasert aide:?

A.: Teachers who used parent ani s kxve found them extremely helpful.
Only invite themn after you and che children have established some working
routine. Be surce 1o brief them on the appreoach and exaccly what you wish
them o do. Then, periodically, si* and evaluate with them how the
children’s wotk is developing.

‘How should [ store the writing?'

A.: Each child has a Writing Folder of some kend. It can be kepe under
the desk, or all the folders can be stored together in a box or tray. Don'tlet
the folders become confusingly overswuffed. Regularly cransfer che older
work (0 a central sec of fic-folders where it is available for reference.

| Publications I ‘What do I do with the child-authored books?'

A.. Afiersharing a newly published "book’ with the class. announce char it
is now available for borrowing from the important secton of the riass
library devoted o 'Books by Local Auchors’ (or whatever title). Applaud
autractive covers. Display this stand. shelf or tray prominenily. (Somc
tcachers prefer to have a tray of the books on each group of desks.)

‘What rules should 1 establish?'

A.: Establish rules together. Children often have better ideas chan youts
for saving your sanity. And they are more likely to adhere to rules if they
have helped o frame them. The teachers in this projeet found chat devis.
ing a new routine takes time and experiment: nor is any roudine successful
forcver. No one is permanently sadisfied. se the scarch for impovement is
continuous.

Here are three reports from teachers who had interesting cxpertences
organtsing their classrooms. Their insights may be useful fo you . . .

How I Organise My Year 2: Robyn Smith

My class of 28 children includss many from non+English.speaking
backgrounds. Our writing dime is 12.00-12.30 every day.

There's Time to Listen! I begin every session by reading the polished
stories completed the previous day. and occasionally I add stories written
at home. The children enjoy the varicty of topics and especially look
forward to hearing their own stories read.

Someiimes they volunieer constructive comments. A number of (hem
are often inspired by o.iginal or strengly dramartic picces to use similar
ideas. Occasionally we alse invite writers from other classes to read their
work to us, and some of our writers visit chem.

This brief daily publicatien-and-response time sets the scene for writing.
The children are always keen 10 start. and their enthusiasm ‘ias continued
at a high level throughout che year.

26
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nmmt Yoar 2 cAss, rough crafte e kept in i.diidue! cardbiosrd folders, and
nmuhmadmmm

Theze’s Time to Organise! 1 quickly distribute the children’s Writing
Foldess. They contain rough drafts and work benng prepared for publica:
tion. A table at the front of the room carries two kinds of paper. one
suitable for rough drafts, the other for polished work. (We use a great deal
of paper, and parents have donated extra supplies.) Lead pencils, coloured
pencils and textas are always available in tins on the children’s tables.
Rubbers can be borrowed from my table when needed.

There’s Time to Write! Three main activities can be going on
simultancowly: (a} working on a rough draft, (b) talking to me about a
picce, (¢} preparing writing for publication,

o (a} Working on the Rough Draft. The children quickly learned to
choose their own topics. Very few now ask me to help. The topics, factual
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Classroom Organisation 27

and imaginative. come in ever-widening varicty though I think the
underlying content is mosdy home, school. family outings, books. films
and space. The chlldren whose parents frequently take them on outings
have lcast difficulty in finding topics.

Many of the E.S.L. children have more trouble than the other children
with finding topics. This is probab.y not because they have had fewer
cxpericnces but because they need to feel that their experiences will be
accepted by the class, especially cxperiences that are part of cultural
happenings the other children don't know about.

Diffcrent forms of writing are gradually being ‘discovered’. All (ke

children had begun by writing stories: then a few attempted pocetry. Other
forms have since emerged. including captions. rhymes. riddles, smgalong
jingles, sklpplng rhymes. news reports and letiers. OF course stories and
pocms remain a strong element, Occasionally poems and parts of favourite
stories from books have been copied when originalideas were lacking. 1 did
not discourage this but waited and watched: after a few days the children
returned to their own writing with fresh enthusiasm.
o (b) Talking to the Teacher about the Draft. Some drafis are completed
in one session, others are worked on for scveral days. The children know
they can discuss work-in-progress with onc another. They can also come to
me at any stage. so I have a stcady flow. I encourage the waiting oncs o
join in discussion of the picce being considered  they scldom have to wait
more than a few minutes, (Many talks take less than a minute, but if there
is a build-up of writers needing longer alks I don't mind flowing into the
carly part of the lunch period.)

The individual ralks usually involve the content of the story. sentence
structure. punctuation marks. setting out the lines of poctry, and writing
correct spelling. In this "parallel class” the ability range is wide, so that
while onc child looks for frequent help almost senience by sentenze,
another races on sclf-reliantly to complete a book of five chapters with 2
logical sequence of cyenits.

I firmly belicve that by offering the children daily opportunities for
individual discussion ] rcap many advantages.] am able to gauge cach
child’s level carly in the year and thereafier closcly follow progress. Dif
ficultics arc dealt with ar the moment of need. I get to know intimately
every child’s background and interests. So I am able to give help and praise
to cvery writer mdividually two or three dmes a week.
® (¢) Preparing Writing for Publication. The child chooses from several
drafis the one he or she wishes to publish. Occasionally I demur on
grounds of unacceptable tanguage or damaging reference to someone
which obliges mc to discuss my ‘censorship’ role with the writer, and
amendmernts or a resort (o a different draft.

In the interests of encouraging self-reliance. I try 1o keep my help with
cditing 10 a minimum. If [ think a child is capable of editing most of the
work or expanding the ideas, I tactfully suggest that he or she do so.

When editing is finished, the rough draft is usually copicd by the child
onto foolscap pages. The children show pride in this work. | rarely have 10
mention the importance of clear legible handwriting. Their polishing is
completed with care. Most illustration is imaginative. drawn with textas.
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and it is usually accompanied by thoughtful captions. The lengthicr pieces
of writing are typed by volunteer mothers and then made inco books by the
writer, with illustrations. The shorter pieces are displayed on eye-level
boards for reading by che class. 1 find time cach day to send them to read
thesc "latest stories’ for chemselves and to comment to onc another. Aftcra
short time the board stories are taken down and placed in cach writer's
individual *book’.

Time to Evaluate! My Year 2 children say, "Writing is top!’ I can only
. add, 'This is easily 1}.¢ most successful approach to writing I have ried.’

How I Organise My Year 2: Carolyn Bowman

The organisauo:-n of this class of 12 girls and 15 boys for writing tended to
‘happen’; it was not prccorlccwcd and imposed. The writing period quickly
auained popularuy 'Is it story time ye?' they would ¢lamour. Incerest in
one another’s stories has continued o run high, accompanied by emula-
tion of themes, topics, even characters—the Fruit People, for instance,
swept through the classroom, with Mr Orange, Miss Apple, the Banana
children and others enacting great adventures.

Freedom and Variety. The children can move around freely. Mosdy
they write at their own desks but may go to other desks or write on the
floor. Some stt nexe to a friend to write, or calk about, or read the story.
Their comments t¢ each other often bring home to me the depth of their
thinking about the story and characters. Some children are self-motivated
and don't feel a need for talking with peers: absorbed, they only come to
me for a conference when the story is finished. Of course I wish there were
more like thad I have o be tolerant of a certain noise level from che
talkers—and at times i check those who become too noisy.

The Writing Folder. Currept and recently completed draft stories are
kept in the child's personal Folder. all of them dated. The children often
re-read chelr stories. 1 feel this is important, as is also the fact chat they
sometimes take a past story and revisc it. Sara goes further: after re-
reading her stories she will often write another story using a character she
considered she has used suceessfully. Her confidence grows by leaning on a
past success. As the Folder fills. the older stories are (ransferred to the
child’s file-folder in a class box. which is accessible for reading.
The inside-cover of the Folder carrics a checklise of achicved writing
skills, ¢.g.
Thmgs ! Can Do
use full stops ac end of sentence
. use capital letters ac beginning
.. use capitals for pcople and places (sec "My Trip o Canberra’)
.. use ‘were’ in right place (‘we were excited’)
use speech marks (see my book "Mr. Chauerbox’).
The back cover of the Folder carries a list of topics the children may
write about. I ask them to keep adding topics whenever they chink of ther.
Sometimes I gather into a group any children who currently express dif-
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Great Stories {by RobyriSmith’s Year 2)
There was knock at the door. Who is u?
It could be a robber or the baker.
It could be a monster.
It might be a dragon.
“Open the door dcear. it's me,”
“Who's me?”
“Dad of course.”
Ruth

Home is a good place.
Home you know is a good. good place.
I like home.

Michelle

I like to do pictures. I like to do Lebanese dancing.
I Jike to do stories too. 1 like to do a lot of things.
I like to do things at school. The work I do is nice.
I Jike it. I like to do Lebancse things at home.
I like to do a lot of things. I like to do work.
I like to do maths too. 1 like to go to school.
Sam {Lebancsc)

Outer Space
In the Year 1987, Nasa launched the last of America’s Deep Space
Probes and a great miss happencd. I got blown out of my projector-
ray into an orbit that froze my light scaport systems and sent me to
Mars 500 ycars Jater. | was found by the Martians in that century.
They m~lted the ice 1 was in and aimed me at Jupiter. It was a bad
aim too. Between Mars and Jupiter there were astronoids. | dodged
the astrenoids. 1 went right past Jupiter. Then I went past Saturn.
Then 1 went past Uranus and Neptune and landed on Pluto. The
temperature on Plutowas 1,000,000 degrees below freezing. It was so
cold 1 had to leave. 1 WENT BACK TO EARTH!
Bradley

ficulty in finding 2 topic. We discuss possibilitics, and 1hey add the oncs
that appeal to them.

Conferences. Time is soshort! It is difficult to sce cnough of the children
individually. Some want my attention to hcar their stories at every turn of
the page. Forturatcly others, like Carla. can write cheerfully for weeks
without coming to scc mc. She filicd an excrcise book with Fruit People’
before 1 was invited to read the first chapter. But in general I need to keep
a check so that no child is overlooked: once a week I move around the yoom
to talk with thosc who haven't come to scc me. They know I'll be coming.
and that I'm in tourh with their work.
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I keep a record of each long talk I have with a child: this will usually be
abou. a story that's to be published. My Record Folder has become an
important record of progress and I refer to it often. I can sometimes jot
down points during the conference but mostly I do this immediately after-
wards. For example. I note the main things discussed, the skills that are
being used well, those that are only begmmng to be used, major shifyg in
thinking (a new interest, say in r-admg oF science, or the first appearance
of a new mode such as an imaginative story or a Ietter), or specific formal
difficulties with sentence structure, tense, spelling, tequencing, etc.

Publication. In a conference, the child chooses for publication his or her
best story out of the last four and gives come reasons for the choice. The
limit is necessary in a class which produces so much writing. These
children are’at once ‘learning to write by writing' {a quantity) and
deliberating with the teacher od what makes writing appealing (quality).

‘Together we work through the story to make sure its sequence and
meaning are clear. | don't write on the child’s story but encourage the
child to make changes in the light of our talk. If I feel there is a need, !
write on a piece of paper that is mine and invite the child to copy it into his
or her story. Our final check is on punctuation and spelling and I always
point out one new thing that I perceive is within the child’s grasp. It is
added to the list in the child’s Foider.
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W hen the story hasbeen sufficiently edited. the child cap elect (o write it
out or have it typed by a volunteer mother. From one story to the next. this
decision can vary. The child decides on the page sequence and layout and
then finally does the illustrating.

Reading the Stories, The children are eager to read their stories aloud
to anyone. I reward those who have worked particularly hard by sending
them to read to other classes. I also encourage as much reading aloud as
possible during waiting time or any free time. This is particularly valuable
for E.S.L. children. Vladimir, a Yugoslav boy, op re-reading a story in
which he had written, 'Mr. Hairy with no clothes on’, changed to "Mr.
Hairy has no clothes on’, [ believe his sense of English structures has im-
proved greatly ¢hrough writing. giving him new confidence orally.

Improvements Next Year. My kind of classroom organisation has
worked quite well this year, but I will be trying to improve pext year.
especially in (1} finding more time for each child to talk about his or her
stories; (2) discerning the writing skills that peed discussion; (3) working
with the one or two children who pecd a great deal of the teacher’s help 1
completing a task. However, these considerations do pot overshadow the
confidence and enthusiasm that nearly all my children have shown this
year in 'Story Time".

How I Organise My Kindergarien Class; Lurline Grime

Our ‘Story Writing" is a daily event, from 10.30 till recess at 11.00. My 23
typically ‘egocentric’ five vear olds quickly grew to look forward to it
because they all found they could ‘write' something. Nearly all have made
rapid prorsess, and there has been a general sense of being involved in
mastering an important ability.

The Classroom at Work. Crayons, lead pencils and coloured pencils are
available The children write mainly op foolscap-size sheets apd staple two
or more sheets together if they need to. A child is chosen each day to go
around the groups of tables date-stamping everyone’s work.

I now work with one group each day. This was difficult to establish asso
many children wanted to show me their work the moment they finished it.
I told them 1 was beipg swampe:t and encouraged them to talk and work
with one another —which they are now doing well.

These beginning writers seem 1o peed to complete each picce of work in
a single session, Most are not interested in resuming unfinished wotk ata
later date, Within the session they spend varying amounts of time on their
writing/drawing, some finishing quickly, others using the whole period. 1
allow the early finishers to conference with others, read the piece to others
or choose a language game that interests them (preferably a self-corrective
one) or a book. They leave their completed stories on their ;ables at the
end of the period knowing I will read them.
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Starting Them Writing for Themselves. To present this end-of -year
picture of our classroom organisation is to overlook the process—the
strugglel —needed to reach our current point of enthusiasm and (consider-
ing the children’s age) self-reliance.

Our first step in ‘Story Writing' was to look at ways to tell a story: (1)
orally, (2) in pictures, (3) in written or printed words. We discussed each
and regularly examined the books in the class library, noticing that some
tell stories solely through pictures, others through pictures and words. The
children found that they could dedwce a story from pictures’even when
they couldn't read the words; also, I did a lot of reading aloud (& them and
showed related pictures. The importance of all this reading, looking and
sharing through discussion can't be emphasised too much.

At first the children began ‘writing” by drawing a picture. I tried to
scribe the story of the picture for each of them but soon found this took a
great amoum of time. It was 3¢ this poine that I divided the class into
groups so that I could work with just one group each day. This meant that
I had to persuade the others to work on their own, discussing with someone
and starting to write for themselves.

Within ‘today’s group’ I asked the children to draw and then write as
much as they could, and if need be I would finish the story for ther. The
first efforts often included writing any sounds or numerals they knew,
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whether relared w thelr siories or not. In conference they woula point and
tell me the story, which | would write in ‘grown up writing’. I was careful
never to give them the impression thau | thought their 'writing” was wrong,
Chiidren at this stage should always fecl that what they present is entirely
acceprable This gives them confidence to cominue writing and ot start
saying, ‘I ean’t write. I den't know how'.

I soon imroduced an alphaber chart showiug upper and lower case
lewers. The vsual weather and seasous charts were also on display together
with names of days of the week. colowrs and shapes, and the children’s
naines, all ireated during appropriate lessons, After a while the children
began inaking use of these for their stories, Never before have I known a
kindergarton class so aware of the print around the room. At the same time
they began to show interest in the sounds and shapes of words, I seized
cvery opportunity 10 discuss phonit aspecs of words in use, without fecling
a need for systematic phonies drill. Gaines such as ‘Ispy’ and finding pic-
wares beginning with the same sound became incaningful o them.

As they became imolved with the sounding out 7 words, I explained
and encouraged invented spelling”. "Write whatever sound you think is in a
word. or the sound you hear when you say the werd aloud’. They helped
one anothier  lo at this stage. readily asking questions, "Hews do you write
"R "How does "acroplane” stan?” ‘Does this {poiming 10 a lewer in 2
nainc on the desk] say "M™?" [ contiimed for a tinie to write thicir storics in
"grown ap writing” but only after they had read the "weiting’ to me,
touc hing the 'words’ as they read them. This way, they ofien discovered the
omission of words or Lhe insertion of sounds that weren't necessary in their
words it was the beginning of editing for them. Again. to ensure I gawe
no impeession that I thought their writing was wrong, I explained that 1
needed 10 use my writing because I couldn’t always read theirs, just as they
couldn’c always read mine.,

I'hese young ones show less interest in “publication’ than do children in
Years | and 2, Their great inerest is in ‘doing’ the writing. Only those who
are reading well will somerimes ask for their work to be published.

Writing before Reading
Av 4 years and 9 months Alison enered a Kindergarten class of writers on
her first day of school. A few wecks later she solemnly presemied to her
mother a page of "writing’ of the 'sea waves’ type.,

“That's good.’ said her mother. "Will you read it to me?’

‘Don’t be silly,. Mummy," said Alison. ‘You know how to read. But I'm
only liule. I can only write yet.”
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Criaprer 4

The Conference

The ‘conference’ is—what? 1t is a talk between a teacher and a child or
group of children about their work. It is time sec aside for that purpose. It
is an incomparable means of individualising the teaching-learning rela-
tionship. And though in onc sense ic is simply ‘a wli'. it is also, {or the
teacher an art—chiefly the ar of drawing forth ideas and fostering think-
ing, by asking questions.

Some teachers find the word ‘conference’ stilted: they prefer (o use “talk’
or ‘discussion’. But most teachers overecme the initial awkwardness and
find the term useful. Children respond readily to, "Are you ready fora con-
ference on that piece yet?” Perhaps the¥ catch a suggestion thae this is no
passing chat but a oneto-one consultation that regards the piece of writing
as a signiflicant creation.

® ‘At the core of the conference is a teacher asking a child to teach
her about the subject. The aim is to foster a bursting desire to
inform. So the teacher never implies a greater knowledge of this topic
than the child possesses, nor treats the child as ap inferior learner.
We are in the business of helping children to value what they know.
Ideally, the poorer 1he writing the greater interest the teacher will
show in it =~ or rather in what it might become.' = Donald H. Graves

The Many Uses of the Writing Conference

Conferences may take a few secon 15 or several minutes or more than ten
minutes. Such different times point to many different uses. This is not sur-
prising since a conference can be concerned with any aspeet of a child's (or
group’s} involvement in the writing process. all the way from topic-
choosing through drafting and cditing to preparing polished work for
publication. The possible range of conferences is worth indicating:

® ‘a few seconds’ of conference, c.g. Simply answering a child’s question
(‘Doe¢s carrot have two Rs?'). A teacher sitting with a group and mainiy
working with oue child can be considered to ‘conference” with another
by responding to a question.

o ‘scveral minutes’ of conference. c.g. Listening to the first parc of a picee
and helping the child to move on { What happened then? ‘How did you
feel?): or helping the child w improve a sequeee {What happenced
between your bike crashing and your arrival home?).

® ‘more than ten miutes’ of conjerence. ¢.g. Helping a child through an
emotional erisis brought on by a frustration with writing (try working o
solve the writing problem). or helping with die final polishing and
preparation of a picce for publication. (N.B. These longer conferences
may take place in the writing period, but heavy demands on the
teacher’s attention may cause postpohement to a later cime in the day,
such as a free reading time or even part of the lunch period.)
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Points t0 Remember in the Conference

H a reader feels at all anxious zbout "conferencing’, rest assured that after

some awkwardness a sense of confidence will grow. What is aimed atis a

one-to-one interaction in which the teacher fosters self-learning by the

child. The teacher is advised to .. .

.. play a low-key role, not dominating or tatking too much;

.. show interest in what the child is trying to express;

.- get to know as many of the child’s interests as possible;

.. be aware of the child's strengths and weaknestes in writing;

,+ leave the peicil in the child’s hand (for additions, etc.);

~ develop the arc of questioning: instead of telling what to do, use ques-
tions 10 move the child to find answers:

,. in short, be positive at all times.

The Kinds of Questions Teachers Ask in Conference

The teacher’s questions or responses are as specific as possible:
.. ‘Please read me vour story.'
.. ‘What part do you like bese? . . . Why? :
¢ .. 'What happened after this?' ‘How did you feel?’
.. ‘As reader, I don't follow this part. Can you explain . . ,?'
.. ‘Is there a part y2u aren't happy with? . . . Why?'
.. ‘“What can you do to make this beginning of your draft bever?
.. 'What's the most important thing you're saying in this piece?’
.. ‘Have you checked this by reading it to a friend?'
.. "What words do you think you've used best?’
. ‘Can you think of a different way to say this?
"The words on the page don't tell me that. How could you write it to let
the reader know?’

-
1

L __'Wnat do you want thie part to esy? Martyn Rigg seks 8 yeer oid Serah,




i & conference the teacher must resist the acult templation to tell the chilkd whet to do.
Paience and skiful quesitioning are needed in heiping the child to move forward,
1

In Conference (1): Steven Learns to Insert Sentences
Steven handed me his story. <For publishing," he said.

‘Have you read it to a friend?" I asked,

‘Yes, but he'’s dopey. He says it's muddled up.’

‘Read it to me,’ I said . . . It confused me too. In face I only realised it
was about a car race when he announced that ‘Number 10 won', So I asked
him to tell me the story without Looking at the words,

*Well, they were all lined up at the edge of the road—'

‘Wait,' I said. ‘Where is that part in the story?*

Irritated, he locked, then said, ‘I haven't wrote that yet.’

‘Well, whete would you write it so the reader knuws your story is about 2
car race?”

He picked up his pencil and wrote the sentence—at the end! Into my
impatient mind flashed the uncharitable thought, ‘No, dimwit, write it at
the beginning.* By I managed to stay silent . . . When he finished, I asked
him to read it back.

When he did so he said, ‘That’s not right.” Then reluctandy, “That
sentence doesn't make sense there.’

‘Do you know what you can do about it?’

‘I could write it up there' -pomtmg 10 the top of the page. ‘\d»m.m but
1 don't have enough room.’
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"What clse could you do?” I asked, dying to tell him.

After what scemed an age. 'l could draw a line o there.”

"Good. then I'd know you wanted chat seence up there.’

He drew a line from che senwence o the top of the page and for good
mecasure wrote, ‘PUT HERE."

I congratulated him. Steven had learnt an important edicing skill which
he has used several times since. [ congrawlated myself oo on holding my
tonguc and allowing him to make dic discovery. On che other hand, if he
had grown frustrated. finding che "block” insurmountable. | would have
-liscussed expedients chac I and others use in such a siwation . . . The
conference had taken I5 minuees. } noted his achievement in my record
book. And he made a note oo, in the "Things I Have Learned” seedion of
his writing folder. Then he place the story in the container for the typist.

U.T.) .

In Conference (2): Merilyn Learns to Cross Out and Add
Five year old Merilyn had written a story about Christmas:

‘\[\Q?\ { ) S S DAY\O; Mary is scanding
P J]-® \: AS H up. Two flash
%S\C'AN\ -F# DS es came in

lr\{f%he@@&)(&?@%@( e

Wi r\e(:g Seph Mer\

A fairy said, "Mary
here is your

crown.”
Mcril.‘.,-._ 25119

Reading it to me. she became confused when she reached 'FASH™ on one
line and ‘a8 on the next. She had read ‘flashes’ when she Jocked at "FASH'
then didn't know what to read for ‘a8’ So I asked her to read the picee
again and touch cach word as she did so.

After several atempts, she pointed o the *ag’ in the third liac and said,
“That part should be up there” (touching ‘FASH').

‘How could you put ji up there?

I could write it there.” And she wrotce an "a" after 'FASIY, then crossed
out the ‘a” in the third line.

Reading the story again, she stopped at 'FASHa', picked up her pencil
and confidently added an 8.
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What Teachers Say about the Conference

# ‘In the conference the children see ne more as a friend than as a
teacher. They talk more readily 0 nwe.” — Linda Muin

# 'You must not try to achicve for thent. Be encouraging and you'll
find that the couference is always a incans ol Lielping them to pro
gress at their own rate.’— Robyn Legge

¢ 'l find the most difficult part is resisting the adult temptation to
tell a child what to do or at least make Irading suggestions, With
practice b now feel more confident about when to question and
when to Icave a problem with the child. I continually remind
mysclt how I'd feel if I were that child.' - fudy Antoniolli

# "The children are mote familiar with the conference now and
know that it is their time. They are giving inore of themselves and
attemnpting more.”-- Liz Marshall

® “The children now realise that sometimes one child’s conference
will take quite some titne: so they wait, knowing that they will in
turn get all my individual atention. While they wait they enjoy
conferencing with one another,” -- Robyn Platt

¢ “The conference is the key to the teaching. learning aspect in this
writing program. You become nore aware of the strengths and
weakuesses of individual children and the progress that each child
can make at any onc time. It is the imeans of truly individualising
leaming.' - Jim Findlay

She continued reading. but now also touching the words. After reading
“came in” distinctly as two words for 'CAMIN she looked at1he fourth line,
stopped, and crossed out the'iN". T'm silly.” she said, ' wrote tn two times.’

She read the picce several vimes, touching the words to check she was
right. then announced with satisfacten."There, furished!’

As her text shows, she had already used bracketing as a way of crossing
out, bur1oday she had learat thag she can also cross out and make addi
tions. She had perceived oo that touching words helps her o sec them,
When she is ready she will begin 10 use spacing between words where at
present she only spaces between sentences. She has iltustrated the wyped
version of her story {which is in comventiotal spelting) and proudly reads it
to anyone who will listen, (J.7T.)

In Conference (3): Gavin Learns to Reduce His ‘And Thens. ..
One conference is seldom enough when the child is preparing a long story
for publication. In a frrst conference | ask the writer to read it so that I get
the general meaning. We then usually go through it a second time and the
child usually notices words left out or not needed. The peacil is in the
child’s hand, not mine, for making additions or crossings-out.

I often ask. *Which is your best pmt?” Then, “Is there a part you aren’t
happy about?’ They always know! It may be unclear, clumsy. ambiguous or
simply incomplete. We discuss it, | asking specific questions and resisting
the temptation to fell, and the child answering or making (resh sugges
tions. After a further reading we leave it for the day.
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Wrde wakting for her second conference, 7 yeer okd Holen Bs1ens 10 the SI0TY Bahie s
kot Grafted,

While waiting for a second conference the child can revise, oF begin a

/

1

new story. or read or illustrate other stories, or help other writers. At this J'

conference we usually go carefully page by page. still focusing on meaning. |
When I'm satisfied the meaning is clear for the reader I shift the focus to ¢

punctuation and spelling. In effect I now ask: ‘Have you made use, for the !
reader's benefit, of the punctuation and spelling you know?’ {Again I resist
l.empl.atmn to take these ‘mechanics’ out of the child's hands hy 1merting*
what is obvious from my adult level. )

Finally, I um usually able to perceive, infer or intuit some new aspect of .

the work which the child is ready to learn. For instance, seven Year old -

Gavin had written an interesting story which we had been through several
times and at last I focused auention on his numerous ‘and thens',

We decided to place a plastic counter (from the previous Machs lesson)
over every ‘and then' on the first page. He read the story through carefully
aloud remeving a counter when he decided the ‘and then' was necessary to
maintain meaning. When he finished reading the page he simply removed
the remaining countm and crossed out the unnecessary ‘and thens'. From
the fourth peg: M2 worked on the ‘and thens’ confidently without the
counters. Of course I could have suggested other phrasings but I knew he
had many years ahead in which to make his.own discoveries.

Gavin's long story - six quarto pages— needed three conferences: He cer- °

tainly improved on his first drafe Icongratulated him ang accepted it for
publication — by typing which would edit its “invented spellings’ and its fre-
quent dialogue into conveitional ‘edited English*. (J. T.) '
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In Conference (4): Kindergarten Children Gain Confidence
The conference has been valuable to e as a splendid means of getting 1o
know my 28 children inditvdually: it has been no less valuable to thera

_ because. although they thought they couldn't write a *proper”story, they

now know that they caa make a confident attempt which their teacher
praises. Moreover they spontancously ‘conference’ with one another, and
though this sometimes produces similar stories within groups, they never
copy exactly and seera ratber to be intent on being mutually supportive,

‘The children look forward to this time to talk with me. Each knows that
Fam there just for him or her. Lot me give four examples . . .

Ashley has found, through writing, 2 means of expression needed by a
child who is at present rather reserved in oral situations. He shows me his
storics of things he does at home, ‘reading’ the letter Symbols he is making
and explaining points in answer to my questons.

Fiona has quickly moved from stereotyped sentences ('l can see Mum®, I
went to the shop'} to rows and rows of letiers which as yet have noreal word
formation but which she transtates into meaningful sentences that explain
her detailed and beautiful drawings. She enjoys reading to me.

Faihaa, who is Lebanese, came 10 our ciass a couple of months ago with
no English. At first she drew objects for which I wrote words, e.g. apple.
car, girl. Now she is speaking simple sentences, drawing more meaningful
pictures and ‘writing' stories about them, having begun by using letters

Q

EMCWMMMMMM Petor? sths Sue Wyndham.
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from Ler own name. The conference enables me t0 encourage her to Spcak
and ! gauge her currem language needs.

Macthew shows advanced reading and spelling skilis. In the conference
my main aim is (o extend him with questions . . . Thus with each child I
am able 1 work at the individual level. (Sue Wyndham)

In Conference (5): Judy Harris Tells What Usually Happens

Each week I give to my 31 Year ! children 2 blank booklet of stapled com-

puter paper. They mighe write a short story each day or a long one chat

takes the whole week. While they are working on these, most of my time is

spent in individual conferences about the previous week's scories which the

children have chosen for publicadion. Here are the sorts of things I discuss:

(1) Ishow my interest: ‘Why did you write about this?' ‘How do you know
50 much about . . .?' ‘Tell me more about « . .

(2) 1 ask the child to read the $wrY. If there is 2 confusing pare, I re-read it
and say, "Tell me that. in Your words.’

{8) Sequence.is important. They often lcave things ocut, assuming chat
readers know; so I ask, ‘Who did thac?’ ‘What happened next?'

(4) Sometimes  ask them to consult references around the room —words,
charts, relevant boaks.

(5) I teach *convendions’ in context (l'namly when polishing for publica-
tion) by questioning about things the child knows, ¢.g. where a capital

'- 2
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or fullstop is needed. Finally. I insert some things myself with the
explanation that the typist needs these for the published form. Buc if
the child. pot the typist, is going to write the final published form then
1 inserc spelling and punctuation for tie child to copy. explaining that
this is necessary for the readers.

{6) 1 question about title. page-layout. and pictures that will 1nake the
‘book’ more auractive.

{7) When a story confuses me. I've learnt 1o ask, *“Which part is best? . . .
Why?" This brings identification of the theme. We can work from
there. Sometimes the child can start again. using this as the Jlead” and
writing on from it.

{8) Every conference is different, for each child has a unique story and an
individual grasp of skills. At the same time. every confcrence is similar
in that it brings me elose to a child’'s ynner world, enables me to sense
strengths and peeds. and suggests the pext ‘teaching point’ that will
chime in with the onward flow of the child’s learning. (fudy Harris)

Every Writer Needs a Little Green Man
*0.K.." said Ben. T'll try it out on the Little Green Man.”

He went back to his table to clarify and expand his story "with a definite
reader in mind'.

This reader is a visitor from Mars. no less. He turned up in our class-
room one morning when 1 spontancously and a litde testily said. “Look.
you ean’t expect a reader o know - you've got to tell him. Now. if [ was a
Litle Green Man from Mars, 1 wouldn't know what you were talking
about.’

The children welcomed him! . . . They row regularly use this gimmiek in
the cooperative peer conferences that often take place.

ERIC ‘3
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CHaPTER 5

The Writing Time

The preceding chapters have given the reader an overview of the process.
confercnee classroom in action. but now a gooed deal of detail needs to be
filled in. To do this we must divide the writing process inte a number of
stages; but in doing so let us remember that a living ‘process” is by defini-
tion continuous. The following ‘stages” tend in practice to flow into onc
another in these classes” ‘writing time”  usually half an hour cvery day.

1. Topic Choice

2. Drawing

3. Draft Writing (using ‘invented spelling’)

4. Preparing for Publication

1. Topic Choice |

For too long we teachers have underestimated children’s desire to write and
their ability to find toptcs for themsclves. We assumed that ‘teaching
writing” meant assigning topics and compelling children to write about
them. Not that we haven't been conscientious! We've constantly searched
for "good and cxciting topics” in the belicf that "motivation” of the writing
has depended heavily on our choicec,

The 27 tcachers in this Project have verificd two prineiples: first. that
cven sinall children can themselves find topics to write about (nearly all the
time): sccond. that children write besy, aml develop most rapidly as
writers, when they write on topics they care about. 1 have continually been
thrilled at the surprising range of topies chosen by the children.

Al the reachers offered their classes the utmost freedom of topie choice.
Here are snippets from their reports . . .

{a) Free Choice

® ‘A Free Interaction of Idcas’: Judy Harris. “This is a non-directed, far
frotn formal approach. There is a buzz of voices, a free flow of thought. an
interaction of ideas which gives the writing session an air of excitement as
cvery child individually chooses, interprets and presents his or her topic.”
(Year 1 class)

® ‘Many Things $park Off Our Writing": Wendy Goebel. "The visit to
s.hool of a blind man, alarm at a bushlire right beside the schoul, the
technicalities of making an Easter basket, favourite songs, personal tastes
in food. fear of the dark and nightmares. frustrations caused by younger
brothers and sisters  these are but a few of the subjeets my children have
chosen to write about. We also have lively and often philosophical' discus-
sions at least once and sometimes two o three times a day, whenever 1 find
chiidren who are bursting to tell of experiences. thoughts and fears. This
sparks off writing . . ." { Year 2 chuss)

! Anyone who doubts that stnall « mldren are capable of zngagement in philosophical discus
sion should consult Philosophy and the Young Chiid by Gareth B Maubews (Harvand
Umversity Press, 1981). 1le sllo}vs that they enjoy and Profi from such discussion  Ed
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# 'ldcas Catch on in This Class’s Janeen Bartlewt, "Because my children
arc keen to listen to stories and the good readers borrow books {rom 1he
library, they derive many writing themes from these sources. The Mr Men
Sertes, for instance. launchett a wide range of writing. some of it being
rcwriting from Incmory in their own words, but more of it making uscof a
Mr Tickle or Mr Misthicf original atlhventure stories, Other topics include
TV series (The Duke Boys, Flash Gordou). cars and bikes. cicadas, flowers,
springtime, dinosaurs . . . 1deas cateh on in this efass. When the children
realised 1 was pregnam, suddenly a wide varieiy of people and animals
met. fell in love, got tnarricd and had babics! . . . No onc s ever stumped
for topics now they have gained confidence as w.iters, T'hey are very sup-
portive of one another. My difficulty is stopping them.” ( Year I class)

® ‘ldcas from the Classroom Environment’: Linda Mcin, “The class:
room cnvironment is an important source of ideas and topics in
Kindergarten. Realising this I now think carcfully about whatl putup ...
I've decided not to give the children their own Breakthrough to Literacy
folders because I've found they write better stories without it Ido keep the
teauner’s stand at the back of thic room with only the words on it that I've
treated, and some of these are used in storics, but the children make much
morc¢ use of words from the chalkboard where | write items from daily
work (“Therc are 10 boys in our class today,” ete.). They often copy the
colour words from above the board. The Alphabiet Chart, with a word for
cach sound. is popular wizh them, and the better readers make use of our
Art and Craft signs, The children like me to consult them about anything 1
put up and they usually suggest things 1 should add . . . Girls often write
about their friends in the ¢lass, but the boys’ topics tend to be trucks,
racing cars. acroplanes, rockets. ghosts. and Batman.’

(b} When Children Need Some Help

Adults occasionally experience ‘writer’s block” when T just can't think of
anything to write about’ and so do children. At such times the teacher
can assist topic-choice without needing to impose a topic. Here arc some
examples from teachers who have done this within a framework of com-
pletely free choice:

¢ ‘Many Ways 1o Help®: Judy Harris. "While the main sourcc of topies is
the children’s own cxperiences and the daily interaction of their ideas
about them. 1 keep suggestions available for anyone who is tetnporarily
stuck for a topici

. we regularly brainstorm ideas for our ‘Good Story “opics Chart and
add bright idcas as they arise:

. we keep 2 ‘Story Box' of assorted items  shells, seeds. spectacles, an
alarm clock. cte. — to stir the imagination and thie senses:

. we keep a "Picture File', chiefly of magazine cuttings which the children
bring from home.

I dircet any child with a topic problem to the Chart, the Box or the File
before we have a conference together.' (Year 1 class)




¢ ‘Children Need Literary Models': Karen Wade, ‘Poeury doesn't just
happen. The teacher must expose ehildren to models of poeury—and ocher
modes of expression. I present poems, plays, short stories, fairytales,
novels. factual reports, newspaper artieles, advertisements, erc. My
immediate motive is always the enjoyment or interest of the piece. but the
children often experiment wich these forms.

"Working hand in hand with such "input sessions” are the “sharing ses-
sions” that conclude our daily writing periods: several children read out
their writing, in drafc or published form, and the class comments. Often {
focus ac*ntion on a mode not used yet by some of chem (a poem or play,
perhaps) and ! may write a part on the board. This gives them the idea, “If
Bill can do that, I sure can” or “I'll try chac and ask Bill to help me.”’
(Compositz Years 1/2 class)

o ‘A Balanced Pict Produces Healthy Wrniing”: Wendy Gocebel,
‘Writing seems to feed on (he inpuc given o children. Reading (o them,
talking with chem, and exposing them o worthwhile experiences—this is
the food for their thinking and writing. The more balanced (he diet the
healthier the writing . . . Last week we arrived back from an excursion with
ten minutes to spare before hometime. 1 went to get a cup of coffee and
when I returned, every child was immersed in writing. all without one
word from me. Despite a daily period of writing they now deem it a great
privilege o be allowed to write in any free time they have. I believe this
love they hi ‘¢ for writing has been helped by the fact thac I sometimes
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write wil.h them and read them what I have written—pieces zbout our
common experiences or my homelife or earlier life.' ( Year 2 class)

(c) Free Choice within a Prescribed General Subject
Occasionally a teacher assigned a general subject area but offered free
topic choice within it. For example, 'As part of Social Studies T asked my
Year 2 to write about Captain Cook after we had treated his exploits and
visited the Cook Museum on Bowany Bay, The diversity of both form and
content in what they wrote stunned me—autobiography, biography,
reports, even a poem, with some concentrating on the s¢atrip, others on
the landing and others on the artefacts and memorials in the Museum,
Each child was confidently in control of the writing of his or her choice
even though I prescribed the broad subject.’ (Carolyn Bowman)

(d) A Need to Write Every Day

‘Constant practice is necessary in developing any skill. It is good thae this is
at last being recognised for the complex skill of writing, as it has always
been for reading and maths. Every child needs a period of wriling every
day. This regularity will keep the quest for topics in the forefromt of the
child’s mind —though at times he or she will need some help from the
tﬂchcr.' (Ruth Staples: Yeur 2 class)

]: KC '» yoar ofd Joanne has begun 10 read and is keen to publich her wilting. However, Fiona
e mmmummmmmmﬁmmMMwm

pinces and not publish them.
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{(¢) Writing Can Facilitate Integration

‘We know that many copics for writing arise ouc of a class’s acdvides in
seading, talking and cngaging in “"cxpericnces”. So how can ihe class’s
half-hour a day of "writing time” be kept in a separate pigeonhole? Why
shouldn’t it be excended to encompass or overlap “reading dime”, “discus-
sion tine” and “expericnce dme” (i.e. excursions, observing, Science or
Social Studics investigations)? In other words, writing regarded as a signifi-
cant acl of eriginal thinking self-cxpression/communication, needs ¢ be
trcated as part—and often the culminating part—of “integrated
learning”. A child writing willingly is responding. integrating, making
much of the experience of life. Which is what the best learning is supposed
to be all about!' (Robyn Legge: Year I class)

I 2. Drawing |

‘Docs drawing really help writing? I'm afraid it may waste time.”

It certainly helps young writers. We've long overlooked its importance to
them as a manageable means of canfying and representing ideas. They
cnjoy 'telling” stories chrough their drawings. In face drawing, along with
what we adules gratitously term che 'scribble™ or *scrawl’ of a young child,
needs o be regarded as an integral pare of the process of thac child's
rudimenmary writing.

*(t’s a Springboard into Writing’: Fionz Powning
My class of young kinders had little knowledge of sound-symbals bue were
willing to awempr writing their way — which for many of them meamt
happily ‘drawing a story” and telling me about it, A few also ‘scribbled’
under thie drawing and some wrote apparendy random leuwers. c.g.
‘ab B A R": but, if asked, every child could ‘read’ these *writings’. From the
momene 1 legitimised drawing in our "writing time’. more detsil appeared
and the 1opics began changing significancly, becoming less ariented to self
and family and mere imaginative and interesting o the other children.
As the year passed they moved more towzrds writing, chough drawings
have remained an integral pare of the writing process. Morcover they love
to read their published stories co one another and are thus learning o read
through their writing. I'm chrilled at what they can do.

‘Drawing, Writing and a Role for Seribing”: Linda Mein

Before chis Project, | used to scribe cvery word for every child in ‘story
time'. I didn't realise chot Kindergarten children can atempt to write for
themselves. At the beginning of the year chese very young children when
asked to write in “writing dmc’ were all willing to draw and to tell
extremely detailed stories about their drawings. As my record, | would
write cach story in small print ac the tap of 1he page. explaining thac chis
"grown up writing’ would help me (o remember it. Bue if they expressed a
wish to 'read’ it too. | would de large printing at dic bottom. This scribing

2 An dlumnating study of dhufderen s progeesuon from seabble to seipt s Mare Clay s Hhat
Dud 1 Wertet (Heinemann k4 . ation. Auckland, 1975),
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became an important source of reading for them. as they often referved
back to it in their “Story Book™ (held together by curtain rings which open
to take continual additions). They also referred back 1o it to copy the spell-
ing of key words when they were writing.

As the children began o write for themselves some became frusiraced
and dred because cheir writing was slow and laboured. So 1 suggested cicy
write what they could and | would scribe che rest. This has encoucaged
them w launch into more involved storics. Becanse tney like to finish a
story in a session, my seribing is a help. Next year. no doubt. they will be
more inclined to work on thie sminc story over A couple of sessions. and then
scribing will no longer be needed.

‘Drawing Helped These Four Young Children’: Jan Turbill

William. Megan, Michael and Darren are examples of Kindergarten
children whom I have seen assisted toreards writing by teachers who en-
couraged them to draw. The teacher’s role is signifieant, first. in support:
ing the child’s efforts to draw-write while accepting all auempts o spell.
and. sccond. inserving as a responsive listencr who asks questions chae help
the child to think out the moves in the story.

william had drawn a monster bird thac had frightened his sister in the
middic of the night. His teacher’s questions prempted him to go back wo
the drawing and make additions. Later. he byought her the drawing and
said exeitedly, ‘Look, I didn't know it was going to rain until { drawe ic!
Here was a five year old's version of novelist E. M. Forster’s famous dictum.
‘How can I know what I think dll I've writen it down?” In this case. draw-
ing was the agent of ereadivity.

Megan always drew pictures of a pretty licdde girl with pigeails. Her lacese
shawed che girl against a background of trees, Mowers and a lake with chree
smiling purple #<h. She cagerly answered questions from her ceacher.

‘And why are your fish smiling?

*Cos they like che liwde girl.”

‘What story are you going to write?”

*A licde girl was walking happily in the woods one day. She was happy
because che fishies smiled ac her.”

The process of drawing (with some 1alk to others) had helped her formu-
late her story: it was z rchearsal for the "writing. In telling che story to the
teacher she changed her language from a spoken to a writen register. (The
teacher encouraged her to try to write it for publication and undertook to
finish it by seribing if Megan grew tived of writing what was. for a five vear
old. a long story.)

Michacl drew 2 sequence of cwents on the page. a violent conflict
bewween a ghost and a giant ac 2 hospital. It looked a mess o his reacher
but she certainly didn't say so: instead she asked questions —and received
clear explanations. Unlike Megan he didn'e ask his ceacher o seribe for
him. Why should he? ‘You can see the story.” he said confidendy. The
teacher did not press him. She judged that his story-sequencing was
developing. Soon the exampie of the other children writing would cause
him to want to write too.
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Drawing ia part of the writing process of beginning wiiters. mdnu\wnomd
colecting and expressing thoughts.

Darren showed an even more advanced grasp of logical sequence, draw-
ing each event on a separate page. He began almost 2t once o write an
occasional lecter or two on th2 top of cach picture, these being letters from
his own and his sisters’ names. He had no wouble ‘reading’ them as his

Story.

‘Drawing Can Also Help a 7 ¥2ar 01d": Robyn Platt

While the araount of drawing soon decreases— probably in the second haif
of Year 1 for most children—and the amount of writing increases, the
usefulness of draw’ng should not be limited w 5.6 years olds. Take, for
instance, 7 year old Christopher, u relatively confident vriter. When he

brought me his thrcc-chaptcr story, The Dog Lost in Spm:e. it was obvious

that he was as lost in narrative confusinn 24 the dog was in space. Questions
failed 0 h=lp him unraval 2 sequence, sc I asked hiin to draw the events,
cartoon-syle, -

He did so happily, with great detail and sound effects, At last he could
see the events. He wurned confideady o revising chapier dhree and con-
ti. ally referred to the arawing us he wrote. The story line became clear,
Drawing had played a crucial role in helping this boy o revise,
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Invented Spetling Explained

Children don't nead to be taughe to read before we allow thein to
write. They secm to know this instinctively. 1f we ask thetn to "Wrice!'
before they are given any writing instruction, they gravely do
somethirg with crayon, pen ar pencil, even if it appems to be
'scribble’ or if it is a drawing without any avcinpt at words, But we
should take these expressions seriously as establishing cach child’s
readlnessspoint for individuzalised classroony writing.

In the past, many aucinpts have been inade to devise a way to
move children from that readiness-point into regular writing, The
conference approach chooses “invented spelling’ as the most nagural
possible way. A researcher, Donald H, Grates, has found thac “a
child who knows six sound -spinbol 1 elationships (usually consonants)
can begin to write'. Many children already know more than that, and
those who don t are happy tn use any symbols they do know until they
become aware of the standard sound-symbol system.

e The weacher simply asks the child o write whatever sounds he or
she hears in a word (or remembers having seen in a spelling).

¢ Children tend to begin iheir inventing of spelling by writing only
the first cansonant they hear in a word (e.g. L for 'liked"); later they
might add a prominent end consonant (LT or LK), and later stilt a
vowel (LAKT). These carliest attemipi to represent sounds arc
gradually refined as sight (visual/graphic) leuers are increasingly
remembered from reading, for much reading is also proceeding day
by day. Thus the daily influences of integrated listening-writing:
reading serve to move the child rapidly wowards standard spelling,
c.g. liked” might develop in s single year through, say, L-L1%LKT.
LAKT-LOK'F-LIKT-LIKD-LIKED.

e In other words, nawral classroem pressure moves fnvengion
towards correctness. While parc of this pressure comes from the
paralicl reading program, it comes no less from the grear amount of
reading being done wivle writing - writing and reading continually
reinforce cach other,

¢ ‘The teacher does not correct the child’s first draft, but will write
down a spelling if asked (If a child’s *book’ is *published’, the teacher
will edit the spelling aner explaining that this is what editors do to
cnsurc that eeeryone can read boeks.)

o There is plemty of peer talk about story-line and speling, and
much reading of once another's writing.

e While spelling, 5 child often makes audible and sub-audible
‘phonic’ sounds, for at this transition stage the writing is more a
speech event than a writing ceent,

e Accompanying the child’s invention of spelling will be original
invented marks which tr o eapture speech-emphasis. c.g. enlarged
letters. bold leners, ccpltals, underlinings. multiple exclamation
imarks. These inventions too are aceepted, even encouraged; later
they will be voluntarily discarded as the child learns to rely on con-
centional forms.,

- R. D. Walshe, Every Child Can Write!, P.ET AL 1981, p. 123.
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3. Draft Writing | (usng nvented spelling’)

To learn o write is to leam an extraordinarily complex set of human
behaviours. All authoritics agree on that® So gread s writing's complexity
that teacliers can't fefl children how o write: a best they can only explain
or drill some formal aspects of writing. For the rest the children basically
learn 1o wrine by writing”. similar 1o the way they learned o walk by walk
ing" in carlicr years. So the conference approach strives 10 engage a young
child’s great language-learning potential in (ic enterprise of keenly and
confidemly “writing” and thus learning 10 write  about self-chosen
interests,

The Key Principle: Leave Control with the Child

The key principle of the conference approach 1s: leave the control (or
respronsibility or ‘owncrshipy’} of the writing in the child’s hands  and (his
can he done from the first, It requires, as we bav- already seen. that wopic-
choice be lelt with the child. i also requires that we do not insist on a ‘right
way" or ‘correciness’. especially in the inauer of spetting. Why? Because the
children are beginners. They should not be compelled 10 get their writing
*rigin” or "correct” from the start. Instead we weachers should have faih in
theiy desire ro leam, 10 progress wowards what adulis can do. Given scope,
they will continuaily sirive wowards correciness, but they should not be
expected 1o achieve it all au once.

If we deanand instant correctness we push them into the incrua of siick-
ing 1o the licde they know  we snake experiment and originality woo risky.
So we mmst encourage them o learn o write by writing coplously and
fearlessly. cach child spelling. punciuating and forming sentences o the
best of his or her individual abilivy. And as we serutinise “in conference’ a
child’s performauce we must curh our adult urge 10 wll or to correct
everything. instead limiting oursclves 1o offering help with perhaps only
onc manifest need. This is ‘icaching skills in context” ac a pace the child
can handle.

The Advantages of Using ‘Invented Spelling’ When Drafting
The conference approach regards “invented spelling” as the immenscly
valuable natural path a begimier can take in expressing thought con-
fidently in writing before he or she knows how 10 spell. It ends the wradi-
tional domination of lcarning-t0-spell over learning-to-write. Now, using
‘invented spelling”. the child pushes aliead with learaing w write,
unhindered by fear of incorrect spelling - indeed, the rate of progress
auested by these 27 weachers is exciting! Yeu spelling is not ignored, Far
frotn it. As we shall see, the ‘inventing’ turns out to be a mechod ac least as
effective as the old list-copy-and-drill method.

¥ As Matlene Scardamaba says. Esen a Casual analysss miakes it olear that the nuinber of
things that must be dvalt with smultanvously in woning s stupendous. handwniung, spell-
ing. punctuation, word chone, syntax, 1ex1ual conneciions, purpose. organtauon. clany,
rhythm. euphony. the possiblic reaciions of vanous possible readyrs, amil so on. T'o pay con-
stigus antention 1o all of thvse would overload 1he mlformation procesang Capacny of the
most towering imellveis.  ew R, 1D, Wakhe, Every Chdd Can (Pptet P.ET AL 1981,
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Before hearing from the teachers, let ine sum up the advantages of using
‘invented spelling’ at the draft writing stage of the writing process: The
main concern in teaching writsng' Is to encourage vxp=-ssion on paper of
the child's flow of thought, and ths is safeguarded by ‘invented spelling’
which asks the child to spell’ words 1 the best way he or she knows. rather
than be held up or avord the use of some words because of the teacher’s
insistence on always spelhng correctly. After all, spelling is one facet only
of the muitifacetcd set of behavio.ars we eall writing and it should never
have been allowed to dominate the otl.rs,

Having made this clear, we can also note that there is a place in the con-
ference approach for correet spelling. That place is not the child's first
draft. But when the child has worked on the draft and improved it so that
the teacher agrees it deserves to be ‘published’, then cither the teacher will
arrange for it to be typed with conventional spelling or will seribe such
spellings above the invented ones {not in red) so that the child can write out
a polished final form,

o ‘At First, I Found Invented Spelling Hard to Accept’: Evelyn
Collaro. In the presvious year § had strongly upheld correet spelling: every
child had a personal dietionary in which 1 wrote the words they didn't
know but nevided for their sfories. It cane as a shock to these children, now

-

o

Evalyn Collarc comments, 't found it interashing to note the raped develofiment of young
chidren's speling skifs and to see how close then representations are o the desied
wards’,
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my Year 2, o hoar me say: “Invent the spellings you aren’t sure of, Don't
come o me —just have a gof” But it was even harder for me o accepe this
new approach after my years with the ‘correceness’ method.

Morcover, at first their known' spetling scemed to decline. for I noticed
thait for that. thay for they, etc. 1 feared that “invented spelling’ and
*reugh drafts” were developing iaziness. Bue perhaps these lapses were due
to a change of focus— the children were concentrating on the meaning of
their scories rather chan on spelling. Soon I became aware of advances
which more than compensated: not only did cheir skill in approximating 1o
correce spellings develop rapidly, but they began (0 use words they needed
where before they kept to words they could spell, and they rapidly
developed confidence in attacking writing situations they were not familiar
with.

My method? Consistency is the key. Ask the children to write dheir own
thoughts and not be afraid of words they ean spell — invent the spelling,
and help one another 1o do s0. Remind them chac this is for cheir first or
rough draft and chac any pieces chosen for publication will be corrected, as
is done in the adult world. (I asked them o continue using their personal
dictionaries. writing in for fuwre reference some or all of the correcred
words) . . . Really it is much the way we aduhs write our reports,
assignments, applications —we first do a draft. often making spelling
cerors, then we polish and correct.

While inventing, che children are learning inuck. Jedie, for example.
asked her friend fason. "How do you spell nstance?” jasor sounded thie firse
syllable in . . . st” and wrete ittst on 2 piece of Paper. “Then he said. “The
last part sounds like ezt ee without che wsound .’ fodic thercu pon added nee
on the end. "M-m-m, something’s missing.” They looked caretully. "It could
be a or 4.’ said jodie and she cricd both fustunce anil instatece. “That's i,
she said and wrowe instance into the story.

e 'With This Approach the Children Are Learning Far More':
Joan Ham. In previous years it was I who chose and taught the language
1 considered the children needed. exercises in phonics, sight vecabulary
and word-building. This year my Kindergarten children are largely choos-
ing their own language experiences. The resuleis keener interest. increased
learning and 2 relatively integraced language program. In a sense, they
have become the masters of their own learning: they diciate whae they
want to learn and this far exceeds whae 1 ever “dictated” to them.

As they have Jearned more abow writing— they write cagerly using
invented spelling — diteir interest has gone up and then in turn the reading
helps their writing . . . and so we have progressed confidently.

They are now more interested than any kinders { have known in stories
of all xinds—- stories read (o them, stories told to them and abosve all che
stories ‘written’ by themselves. They discuss not only the content of stories
but the Janguage. the form. and the relevance of illustrations. For
instance, when I tell them a story now. we discuss how it eoula e written
in 2 beok and the kinds of MNustrations that might be used.
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¢ Explaining Invented Spelling in Year It Debbie Brownjohn.
My Year ! class had used ‘Breakthrough o Liweracy' as part of their
reading program in Kindergarten. 1 found thaf they relied wo much on
‘Breaktlirough’ words and produced stilted stories such as 1 can run to
mum’ or ‘I see dad run’. So when I asked them to write real stories and use
invented spelling they were wwluetand to break away from wridng stories in
which they could spell *correetly’,

Afier several unsuceessful attempis to exwend dheir stories heyond the
‘Breakthrougl'’ words. I decided to write a story on the chalkboard. When
1 came to words that 1 pretended I couldn't spell. I askec (e o help me
write the sounds so that we vould read the words later.

They enjoyed this activity, It had a *play’ spirit to jt. And it was our
breakthrough 1o uninhibied *having a go' at spelling whatever words were
needed. After all, if the teachier did it this way, why shouldn’t they?

¢ Explaining Invented Spelling in Year 2: Robyn Platt. My
Year 2 had been trained to believe that correet spelling was always re.
quired. T'hey looked at me in disbelief when I said, ‘In your first diafi I'm
morc interested in what you say than in correet spelling’.

Now, at the end of their year of writing, thev are veterans of invented
spelling. They know that draft.copy stage is not correctsspelling time.

invented spelling gives chitdren control over thelr own writing and allows for uninterrupled
flow of thoudhts,

.
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Do you think wrapped is spelt ke this, John? asks 7 year ol Sharron.

They are cozvinced that words are ¢heir tools, that they can attempt 1o
write any word they need, and that correct spelling can be looked up in
reference books.

It is clear to them that they can polish their spelling just as they can
polish all other aspects of their writing (meaning. sequence. livelines,
paragraphing, punctuation. etc.) in the conference. editing, final
rewriting and proofreading stages of the writlng process. all of which
become necessary when a draft is considered worthy of further revision for
‘publication’, Moreover, they know 1.at some of their classmates have an
inbuilt grasp of ‘adult spelling” and are always ready to share this.

¢ A ‘Guzss Book’ Helps Invented Spelling. (Robyn Plait con:
tinues . . .) We recommend that a smal auxiliary notebook can be a great
aid in encouraging invented spelling. Every child in my class has one. We
zall iz the Guess Book. -

When a child feels the need to think out the spetling of a word before
writing it into a story. the Guess Book is the place to test possible spell-
ings - perhaps assisted by discussion with a classmate or the teacher. It
may be used at the draft-writing stage but I find it is used more often at the
revision/cditing stage when work on a word doesn’t stop the flow of story:
making. OF course, beyond the Guess Book is the dictionary, but it will be
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most effzctively resorted to if a close approximation to the spelling of the
word has been achieved.

Two of my children are most regular in their use of the Guess Book.
Emma, with a talens for spelling, tries out several versions of a word and
then always seems to pick the correct one. Renee, younger and much less
assured, also writes several versions but is then likely to call for the
assistance of teacher or peer. Either way the Book helps them by providing
a means of trying out sounds and letter-combinations on paper hefore
making a decision.

How Invented Spelling

Enabled 5 Year Old Greg

10 Write a Story

He Could Not Otherwise Have Written

For several months Greg was satisfied to draw his stories. "Then one
day be began to add a fe'v letters, . . within three weeks he had taken

off into writing. Here is a story that tock him three writing sessions:

5y



The Writing Time
Translated, it reads:

I wiurg a I w a s a |1
I was in a rocket uned 1 won the race and 1

g ub g md. <darzhea |
got a big gold medal. and I

h tg + o j alw h omhbh a i
had to get lots of drinks and 1 went home to my house and it

on ¢ a Iw ¢b a in & m Iw
was night time and I went to bed and it was day morning. | went

t sg a Ip vs a Iw ¢ m hs
to school and I played with friends and I went to my house.

Tuesday Morning: Greg drew 2 picture and had begun to write its
story when reeess interrupted.

Tuesday Afternoon: Given free choiee after firishing a eraft activity
he returned to his scory. I eould see him sounding out words, sound-
ing. writing, reading-back and then writing some more. At one point
he erossed out a part and said. "Thac bid's wrong', Lacer he again left
the writing unfinished.

ednesday Morning: He took it up again, commenting that it was
going (o be a very long story. He re-read what he had written. con-
tinued writing for some time. and at last said, Finished!'

In confercnee with me, he began o read it buc stopped afier
‘house’. ‘Could it be and I** I asked. 'Ne,’ he replied firmly, pointing
to the 7, "that sound says # not —m-m-m. it says and it." He erossed
out d for day before morning, saying 'l don't need thac’. But when J
suggesied he needed a with (towards che end) he pointed to the ¢ .,
Sriends and wouldn’t be budged.

Though he mainly writes only initial sounds at this stage, Greg is
show.ag remarkable contrel over his writing. He is doing the learning
and ac an ineredible speed. Without invented spelling he eould not
have written this pieee. It is genuine writing, put aside and taken up
several times while remaining fully under the child’s control. Even
seribing could net have achicved this result, beeause then the pen
would have been in the eacher's hand, the piece would probably
have had o be done at a single session, and the wacher would have
been sorely tempeed to ‘help’ in small ways. (Lurline Grime)
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Suven oid year Behnda tatks la hessell as she revises the fusl dralt of kas stoty. The Thiee
Brown Bears

D. Preparing for Publicarion

Paresive’ on “edin” is an ampaetang pare of the wiitsng process, but 1t not
wmething soung wrtcns will dospuntancousiy oy tend o arse as the
speak, nog leeling amy nees® to resise eidher atierance, 5o dwe teadien has o
introchace then o revising., bat st do so genth and patenth.

Lhis, indeed, isowbn D wsiiyg the heading Prepanmg tor Publicanon’
atirer than “Resaon” ar Feiting” s aoreminder, bot w wadly sesasion
vdiing we the voimg s o se of eserdises. bu tather w present o ax a
neevssany ged of pedndurgg thow speciad precexof ons wremg whiddy we hope
el be pubdphed 1
—— - —— -

O warirne iyt teate Bred can dds g ceapant Lagf o tees caneptane chadibien sl T EITY.Y
dvait bueh s ottt s ok sl s goeb eI sbaoggdine. Tdiaeg o actalb ineatnn | o,
wite D s npilutal sgvamg oo angaost Jaadi dhe sadace ahied ehie slepeds od 0 deab (R D
Wabte foory Cdald Can W' P LY Saduey 148 po 10 [los bouk catrttins b
anberane sty ol dbe wietinig prea s i Judioeg abeado] reatiien of Restsog )
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The Writing Time 59
Influencing Children to Value Editing

(1) Point our that all adul published writing is cdited.

(2) Regularly examine commercially produced books to notice that every
one is a polished produerion.

(3} Regnlarly discuss ‘what readers expect” of a writer (c.g. clear ideas.
good sequence, vorreet spelling. good punciuation),

(1) Regularly speeify the potendal readers of a class-produced book:
classmates, children in other classes, parents, teachers.

() Explain «hat publication is ‘competitive’ in the sense that not
cverything one wriies but only one’s very best work  work with reader
appeal --can be published,

(6) Above all, notice and applaud every good example of classroom
published work, instencing the features that make ic appealing.

The very young ('cgocentric’) wricer is notat first inieresied in etliting lis
or her writing. Onee this writing has been shown to the teacher, the
writer’s inclination is 1o leave itand move (o something new, But with time
and a growing awareness that readers can be critical, espeaially peer
reatlers, the idea of editing takes hold.

Preparing for Publication in a Conference

¢ Before a major editing conference: ask the child 1o (1) re-read and re-
work the picce. checking 10 sec that che “Things I Can Do’ in the Writing
Folder have all been done; (2) read the picee to a 'writing partzer’ for an
opinion, (3} {for oltter children) share the picce with a group or the whole
class for varied responses,

¢ During the cditing conference:

.. leave ‘control’s and the peneil, in the childs hand:

. if you riced to demonstrate sotnething, write it on a separaie picee of
paper and the child may then copy this;

,» ifthe child canitot grasp a poini. ¢all on a few ¢lassinates for suggestions

(we found that quite young writers, 6 year olds, will more readily listen

10 suggestions from peers than from the wacher);

when questioning has clarified a story line and the child ss sarisfied with

the piece, the wacher may discern and dlscuss a “teaching poind’ thae

can advauce the ¢hild’s understantling (chis is a very different approach

from fecling that everything has to be ‘correcied” by the teacher);

« if the invenred spelling can’t he rad without the child’s assistance, the

teacher can write the story at the bowom of the page, explawing that

this is for the 1ypist (it is not then seen as ‘marking” or ‘correcting’):

discuss how mueh of the scory shoukl go on cach page when the book is

published;

. il the cinld, not a typist, is going to write out 1he final published version

then the teacher will similarly supply conventional spelling and pune

wation, explaining to the child that ‘readers will expeer it';

the teacher s, finally, the chiel exccutive’ of the ¢lass’s ‘publishing firm'

ang as such must uphold a standart o; quality, asking for the best that

the writvts are known to be capable of (¢.g. cotnpare a current picee

with a superior previous pnblication by the writer); and writing not
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60 The Conference Approach K-2

good enough for publication miust retuetantly be rejected if the writer is
unwilling to revise it in the light of weacher and peer suggestions;

.. valuc especially your questioning skill, sensing when to press this young
thinker ard when to refrain from causing feclings of frustration; allow

sufficient “wait time’ (up to 8 seconds) before the next question; above
all, avoid tatking too much.

When writing pariners work together they help to Iift the qually of each olher's wiiting.
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CuarieR 6

Publishing the Writing

The essenct of “publication’ is not just producing a ‘book’; it is getting the
writiug to real readers  getting 1t read. Writers need to think hard about
their intended readers, about what will interest there, and about 2 form of
publication that wi auract them.

Why Jason Likes to Publish His Writing
‘I tike writing this way because | have somcthing I can be proud of,” says
7 year old Jason, showing me the latest of his several typewritten books,

"When 1've finished a good story, the typist types it and I've got a book
the other kids want w0 read. They like reading my books and that makes
me feel real proud,

11's different with the stories that jusestay in my Writing Folder, No one
reads themn. But the ones that will get published, T don’t mind fixing up the
spelling and fullstops and abi that swuff because thea she wypist can under-
stand it, and when T geuic back it looks real great.”

1ike wniting this way because ! have something | can be proud of,’ says 7 year old Jason.
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The essence of ‘publication” is nol just producing & ‘book’. R is getling the writing o resl
readers—geiting i read! Robyn Plalt kas found that interest and abilily in reading In her
Your 2 class has been sthnulaled through writing.

" How che Teachers Handled Publishing

Knowing how stimulating publishing is to young z achors like Jason, the 27
teachers in the project all made scme arrangement for publishing their
children’s books.

® One in Four. Children need to =a‘ise that only their best writing
deserves to be published. The ‘best of four or five pieces’ was the general
rule che teachers established, with the child having the say about what was
best. Bue the rule was flexible in ailowing, say, for c(wo consecutive stories
being ‘best’ while the ensuing fiye or six might be reiadively flac.

® Benign Censorship. While the child makes the choice. che teacher
retains a right to turn down language or contene that is offensive or
hurtful.

o Atiractive Product. The finished product must appeal widely— must
bid for readers on a ‘competitive market’. The teachers ensured that
‘mechanics’ of spelling, punctuation and grammar met conventional
expecaations. (Mild grammatcical variance was tolerated for these small
children, but 'brung’ was edited to ‘brought’, 'l are’ 1o 'l am’, and so on.)
The stories were mostly bound in wallpaper-offeuts, light cardboard or
lheau\nr' coloured paper.
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o Typed or Handwritten. In scveral classes mothers volunieered to type
the stories, at school or at home. In mbicrs some teachers did the typing,
while some prefsrred 10 write {print) 1hem by hand. Qccasionally. but
increasingly in Year 2. some children chose to handwrite 1l s1ories for
thanselves (the eloice was emirely theirs).

o 1 ‘Publishing Company’ The largest school in \he Projea. Sylvania
Heights, decided o setn)y its own publishing company, here described by
s Infants Mistress, Babara Fiala . ..

A Publishing Company in the Infants Bepartment

Our school possesses a large-print typewriter which we felt would be ideal
for presenting 1he children’s published books. 1t wast Everyone looked
forward 0 1he niiracle of seeing an edned "draf” tarned into anraciive
prim.

But. alas. the volume of work fro  twelve classes swamped our slender
1yping resonrces. In predic we sent a leteer to all our parents explaining
what we viere doing and requesting 1. o with typing. cither by typing at
school or #% hoine. More parents offered 10 2o so at home thanat  hool. so
we allocated the Year 2 typing 1o the home typrisis amd assigned ouy large-
print machine 1o the Kinderganen and Year | children. A typing roster
was duplicated and sent 1o parents and stafl.

Daily, every teacher handed in a class folder of the children’s writings
which were sorted and distributed for1yping. When the typing was done,
the teachers” aide stapled v into serviceable covers which carried the tide,
author’s nanic and date The books together with the amhors” retnmed
"manmnseripts” then went to the class for handing to the proud authors. who
promptly shared them with ¢lassmates. Uhis whole pnblishing process
asually ook no ore than two days.

Our splendid parent helpers said they enjoved the work and gained
insight into the children and an mider 1anding of tns fascinating new way
of ieaching writing. Some typical conments from 1hem:

“T'he range of wopics is amnazing!’

Just lissen o this child's imagination . .

I didn't know they had i in them?

‘L iyped 24 pages for one story!’

Self-reliance Born

Five year old Kate wanted the spelling of wafk for her stors. Afier several
minutes searching for it on the “Breahhrough’ stand. she wctaened o b
table muttering, “Can’t find it, Il just have to work i out for myself.”
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Chaprer 7

Programming and Evaluation

& "How do you program this writing approach?’

¢ "How do you evaluate the children’s writing?

I was frequently asked these questions by teachers who visited the three
Project schools. As che year progressed my answer became briefer and
clearer dll it went something like chis:

"We neither program nor evaluate our writing in the old way. The old
("modificd craditional™) way of programming commonly demanded a
5.weckly prescription of teacher-devised topics (and sometimes
methods), while the old way of evaluating commonly meant correct-
ing a child’s first draft and assigning it a mark, stamp, "Good™ or
whatever. Those Practices suiced a regimen of whole-class instruction
which cast che karners in a passive-receptive role awaiting “inpud”
from the wacher; bue they are practices quite unsuited to the in-
dividualiscd learning of the conference approach.”

This was of course otily the negative side of my answer. 1 wanted to stress
that the new approach needed 2 new conception of both programming and
cvaluadon. [ then went on o explain, firse, thac chis approach gready
simplifics programming, and, second. that it enables the teacher to amass
an cffective evaluation record. not by time-consuming testing. but by pro-
cedures which are incidental to every day’s teaching.

1. Simplified Programming

The essential program can be expressed in one sentence and it remains
valid for all chrough the year. In the daily writing period, each child in my
class will work indwidually, writing on his or her self-chosen topic within
the framework of the process-conference approach.

Obviously no weacher can plan an old-style. general elass writing pro-
gram when the children are working individuaily, catii thoosing a topic.
cach: retaining control {or “ownership’) ac all stages of the writing, and ¢ach
progressing at his or her level. Whae now in face happens is dha, every day,
cach child ses his or her own writing program,

If morc than a single-sentence teaching program is asked for by anyonc,
then the teacher can provide an owline of how writing bappens-in-my-
class, a synopsis of che proccss-confc;cncc approach (e.g. based on che
*Proposal’ which launched the St. George Project). Here is such an owline
devised by Robyn Plaw:

“The Program of the Conference Approach. This is a well-
rescarched program for individualising the learning of written expres
sion. lts key principle is thac cach writer keeps control {or
“twnership™) of the writing ac all stages. The children write cvery day
for (sa3) haif an hour on topics of their own choosing. For beginning
writers, drawing and “invented spelling™ are considered to be integral

,..._.65



Programming and Evaluation 65

parts of the writing process. The ~hildren write a draft in an uncon-
strained manner which allows them v concentrate or content; they
are then encouraged w revise and polish both the content and the
formal features, not hesitating to call on peer assistapce asthey do so.
A propwstion of their best work is “pubiished™ that is, it ¥ conveyed
t0 readers in an attractive form, often as class-made "books” which
become ap imporant veading rescurce in the class library,

“The teacher _sists chiefly by organising this "writing classroom”
and by bei ¢ available for “conferences”, onc-to-one discussions
between teacher and writer. Several conferences normally 1ake place
during a “process of writing”, which stretches from topic-selection
through drafting 1o final editing for publication. Each child builds up
a Folder of writings which, together with his or her published books, is
2 record that can be shown to parents and next year's teacher.’

{This outline could surely be varied to take in additional procedures
specially valued by any teacher.)

*Records Become the Program’. Robyn Plant points out that; "Every con-
ference is a teaching time, but the teacher cannot predict (i.e. program)
the teaching that needs 1o be done until the child presents his or her
writing. Then two teaching responses become possible: first, the teacher
can bring 10 bear on the writing her general insight into this child’s needs,
an insiglt deepened by frequent individual confer<ncing: second. the
teacher can sharpen her judgment of how-to-help by glancing at her
records of the child’s striengths and weaknesses. By cither or both of these
paths the teacher will arrive at a decision on the “teaching point™ which
will best meet the child’s current need. This means, if you think about it,
that the teaching “program™ is really 1he records accumulated in the
teacher’s mind and on paper, for they alone are reliable guides 10 an
individual child's needs.” (Later we will see what such written records can
be. /. T.)

The Wider Language Program. Lurline Grime has found that the con-
ference approach to writing has led her into integrating other aspects of
her language program with writing. For e<ample, she collects and writes
down examples of baby speech, lazy speech, and mispronunciations: then
she uses rhymes and jingles which help to ovearcome these deficiencies.
Thus the Speech Program is improved by the precision which writing
Lrings.

Even more, the Reading Program merges with the Writing Program,
cach reinforcing the other. Books read to, or read by, the children
obviously influence what and how they write. So the teachers in the Project
became more carcful than ever before in their choice of books to read and
1o make available to the children. They programmed the use of a varier of
kinds of books. All agreed that the “books' published by the children
themselves deserve as much prominence in the classroom and as much pro-
metion as the bought books.

As to the subject areas beyond language ftself. many teachers realised
they could 2arness the children's new love of writing to the work in those
areas. They realised at the same time that such writing should follow the
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main principles of the conference approachi in particular a high level of
choice of topic needs 10 be left with each child and ‘conference conditions’
of wiking need u' be obscrved. Different subject areas demand different
writing modes, e.g. letters, lists in Science. (Carolyn Bowman tells how she
did this in Social Studies. scc p. 46.)

2. Evaluation Records

The mistresses of the three schools involved in the Projeet agreed dhat
evaluation should be kept simple for the teachers and helpful for the
learners. Too often in the past, they had seen cvaluation beeome cithier 2
mystery or 2 monster: a mystery tnsofar as teachers have acted in blind
faith that a child’s total performance in the complex crzfe of writing could
be cvaluated by cesting-and-numerical-marking (only a feur surface
features of writing can in fact be so wsted); a monster insofar as weachers
have Leen diverted from fostering a willingness co write as ey piled up a
weight of *evaluation for evaluation sake’ ~or a principal’s sake or parenc’s
sake.

There are four sharcholders in the enterprise of cvaluaiion— child.
teacher, principal, parent. How can the interests of all of them be
sacisficd?

The Projeet schools decided not to impose a system of cvaluation on the
teachers but to treac the problem experimentally and sce what the tcachers
discovered by trial-and-crvor, Here Is the picture that 1 believe has
cmerged.

o Part of Every Day's Teaching. Put simply. (o evaluate is to "look at
how things are going' and ‘make a judgment about how to help things
forward’. In the conference approach this looking and judging #s in-
dividualised beeause cach child works at his or her own lev 1. (Liule of
value would be revealed by whole-class testing and rank-ordering of
results.) The cachers all fele chae the daily writing. the frequent con-
ferencing and the periodic publication of every child’s best work all kelped
to give a teacher an indmate understanding of the child's strengehs, needs
and rate of progress. The following findings seern broadly to be agreed on:
(a) the most significant evaluation record is jn the eacher’s head, and
while this can be termed "impressionistic’ and ‘subjective’, there is no
reason to use these terms disparagingly;

(b) all the teachers supplemented their subjective record with a record
book of some kind, an anccdotal record or “profile’ of day-by-day
joued observations:

(c) at various dmes throughout the year teachers wene through each
child’s Writing Folder in an auempt 1o notice patterns emerging over
time. not observed during classroom work;

(d) all the eachers saw the Writing Folder as an evaluation resource to
which they could refer if required o discuss a child's progress (they saw
to it that this Folder included 2 page headed "Things | Have Learned’,
being the child’s self-cvaluation);

{e) some teachers kept, in a special file for each child, samplings from
cach term's best writings;
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. The conleisnce HEPS 10 Jive & teacher an intimale understanding of the chikd's sirengths,

needs and rale of progress. Linds Mein menislly noles such understandings as she listens
aitenlively 10 5 year 0id Joanna 1ead her ‘invenied Speling’,

(f) carly in the year some teachers felt a need for 'skills checklists’ in che
belief that these would enable them to help the children, but I think all
of these were abandoned as the children’s progress and dive wide range
of the class’s abilities made every list (00 restrictive.

In sum, the teachers felt they knew their children better than ever before;

the mistresses felt the teachers’ written records and work samples were

more chan adequate; and the parents, as we shall now see, felt thac they

were bewer informed about cheir children’s progress chan they expected o

be.

Communication with Parents

From the start the chree schools saw che in. portance of keeping parents
briefed on this new approach. An initial explanatory letter was ent 1o
them and they were invited periodically (o meetings which answered ques-
tions and demonstrated the progress by showine work samples. The
parents were asked 10 support the schools «t home and, if possible (o help
at schoul (as ‘parent aides’). Each of the schools communicated somewnac
differently wich the parents.
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¢ Grays Point. As well as an initial meeting, grade mectings, and several
letters on the coni:rence approach. parents could inspect a 'Progress Book
which was sent 10 them in the 6th and 13th weeks of each term. It showed
their child’s writing of one week in a)l subject areas; and when a ‘draft’
copy and a 'polished’ copy had been done, both were included. An end-of-
year repozt summed up the child’s progress as a writer.
¢ Hurstville South. Strong efforts were made to reach all parents and
particularly those whose mother tongue is not English. A meeting early in
the year was very successful; later the parents were contigually invited to
inspect what was happening; on one occasion an explanatory letter was
sent ou: in Arahic. Th! teachers sent home an ‘Evaluation Folder' contain-
ing two examples of a-1raft together with its polished copy, the first written
at the beginning of te':m, the other at the end; and specific comments were
added. An end.of-yzar report discussed how far the child had come,
whetiier he or she was enjoying writing, the variety of stories being pro-
duced, and skills that were now being confidently used. The teachers
intend to meet early next year w corsider ways of improving still further
their contacts with the parents.
& Sylvania Heights, As well as its letters and mestings, this school w0 has
wed a ‘Progress Book'. Sent home in June and November it is a folder into
which is stapled the child’s best, polished draft and the publish»d book
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made frotn that draft. A cheeklist is included which can be quickly filled
out by the icacher to help track 1the child’s progress.

Has any tcacher ever proclaimea that a scheme of cvaluation is totally
satisfactory? Qur Project tcachers would not wish to do s0. However, keep-
ing a teacher’s record. keeping work samples, helping children to keep
their own records. and communicating frequent!y with the parents - these
accomplishments are seen as a finm base on which we can build furcher
next year,

Example of a letter to parems . . .

Dear Parent

Your child has made progress under our new wWRITING PROGRAM
and I am pleased 1o report this progress below. Bui first let me
remind you of some featares of our approach.

We value writing because we know thac, with reading, it is the key
to success in nearly a1l Iater learning. So we give writing more than
average time. and we teach it in specially stimulating conditions.

Everyone learns language best by using i in real-life situations. In
that way we all learned painlessly 10 talk, and our Program is simi-
larly teaching your child 1o write — by writing about real interests. In
fact we are sure chisis the best way (o teach not only the correet use of
language but also what is cven more itnportant: how 1o cxpress
original 1houghus,

Our Program cncourages your child to choose interesiing topics
freely. 1o write abundamly. (o be original. to discuss problems
whenever "blocks’ arise, and to use words boldly, even words which
cannot yet be spelt correctly but can be attempted phonctically
{technically termed ‘invented speliing’). Avoiding over-correction,
which undermines confidence, we correct the propottion of your
child’s writing which can at that stage be understood; but we do fully
‘edh’ (or correet) the picces which are rewritten and honoured by
‘publication as a book', which your child illustrates for inclusion in
the classroom library.

If, us well as all this writing at school. your child wishes to write at
home, rlease be encouraging—~ see that the writing is a pleasure,
praise it. and date it so that you have a record of Your child’s pro-
gress. Qur guiding principle: Writing alway progresses when
children write with interest and adulls show interest in what they
have written.

[Report on child follows . - .]

ANAANANANVAATAM AN
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CHapTER B

‘Not Only Writing Improves . . .’

Before the project had run its first term, several teachers remarked, 'You
know. it’s nut only rheir writing that’s improving . . .

® 'My kids are reading better than any Year I I've taught.” (f.B.)

® 'Peter has stopped being a behaviour problem.” (R.P.)

® 'They're trying new things in all lessons, especially art.’ (. 4.)

o 'There’s a general growth of confidence about learning..(W.G.)

Such comrments have snowballed since.

When I asked the teachers why so muny notable by products of this
writing approack had surfaced. they offered a variety of reasons:

.. The ‘conference approach’ puts the child in 2 classroom situation which
makes an active learning role seem natural;

. an active roic flows from the high degree of responslbility (initiative)
given to the child in choosing subject-matter, setting the learning-rate,
and seeing the task through;

. readily accepting these responsibilities, the child is more inclined to per-

form at peak than in teacker-imposed conditions;
carrylng out self-chosen, Interesting tasks the child is largely self.
motivated and typically bezcemes busy in the work;

. there is adequate time for practising the whole process of writing and its
associated talking, reading, sesearch, roflection,

. self-selec-ed goals are regularly . "~ved and thls not only brings satis-
faction but builds self-confidence,

. the tcacher is always at hand (6 assit, encourage, praise (fear of
eriticisin. rebuff or failure is absent):

. all the children recci.c more indfvidual auention from the teacher and
other adults than in previous conditions.

There is oniy rocm to pres-nt 2 small reicction of *rase studies’ which will
give the reader an insight into the way this wrirng appreach produces
improvements in other learning areas. (Incidenially, I value the strong
opinion of Mine Mann and Jim Hndfay. experienced Resource Tcachers
ac the two largest schools, that this is by far the best approach to ‘remedial’
education known to them:.) Five tcachers have supplied these case studies.

(1) From Non-reader to Readei through Writing

Fred, age 8, camc into my 'rcaedial’ Year 2 ciass because he showed
neither interest nor ability in reading. Ye: he was a fine artist, His pictures
could tell a ‘story’ in detail asd they revealed thad he had an outstanding
general knowledge. He spent our ‘wrning time' drawing but would not
write about his pictures.

Because the conference approach stresses a relatisnship between draw-
ing and writing, Fred soon felt that his drawings were part of the
classroom’s writing interests. Teacher and classmates kept asking him to
explain more about his drawiz.gs. In particular his confidence was boosted
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Seven year oid Fred is a keen Wustrstor who af first refused lo wilte, but through-the
patience and supportive snvironment offered by Liz MarshsY, e has bepun 1o write and
read.

as children asked for his help in illnstrating their stories. He began 10
realise that he had to read the words of their stories or they wonld get
npset: ‘Yon've drawn a tank when—lookl—what I wrote is enemy land
cruisers,’ complained Michacl. He also realised that writing nnderncath a
drawing conld prevent misinterpretations.

He began to write captions to his drawings, Now he: was a¢ Jast writing
and reading for strongly practical purposes. In a very short time his writter
stories became as detatled as his drawings, his spelling skills developed
rapidly. and he was reading for enjoyment and to find information for
farther stories . . . Fred is now a confident boy and no one wonld dream of
calling him a ‘remediat’ leamer. (Liz Marshall)

(2) From ‘Behaviour Probiem’ o Active Learner

Gordon, age 7, had been a prablem from his first day in Kindergarten, He
learnt little, scarcely spoke, avoided reading, and now here he was, staring
blankly a¢ the page when 1 asked him to write. His oniy interest was in
poking and Pnnching other cheldren. He was in my Year 2 class only
becanse his parents had objected to @ strong recommendation that he

shonld repeat Year 1.
‘»
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I calked to him several times in che firse week before he took up a sugges:
‘tion chat he could use any writing implement ;nd do anything on the page.
Choosing the brightest textas he drew ghosts, bats, castdes and witches,
folding and turning a large sheet as he did so. Asked (o explain the
pictures, he grunted, ‘It's bars, ghosts.’ 1 asked if he'd like to write about
them, ‘Can‘t,’ he replied, obviously wanting (o escape to his sport of poking
and punching. 5o [ took a desperaie plunge: ‘Would you like me to write
for you?' At his direction [ began to label bats, ghosts, witches . . .

Next day we talked some more and he shyly asked me to write, ‘Thisisa
witch, She is in her castle with her cat,’ For the next few days he drew
almost identical picteres until to my surprise he wrote

The wichisr attot in fogs.

The witch is going to turn people into frogs.

Next day he drew a picture of ghosts, followed by a one-sentence story
which he asked me o capeion as ‘My Scarey House', [ read ¢his to the class

» and several children wok up the topic ‘My Scarey House'. This was
prestige! (He knew chat the othes chitdren had had a poor opinion of him.)
Suddenly he was off—talking, making rocker ship noises, sugpesting
stories, He became sought after as a writing partner. Within twe weeks he
was doing things he had never done jn his previous two school years. Work-
ing busily he stopped poking and punching.

At firse he preferred working with others: Jater he published many good
l-ﬂu']e; alone, His ceading improved. He also reads orally with expression.

ERIC
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Io-one 1 each chikd and bulid up that special rapport.

And his abilities have extended to other subjects. 1 now have every con-
fidence that, with a little help at some points, he will cope with next year’s
primury school work. (Wendy Goebel)

(3) From Silence 2nd Inactivity to Talking and Writing

Robert at 5 years old was physically smaller, less macare and less fluent
orally than many 3 year olds. In class be played by himself, took no interest
in what others were doing. rarely communicated with anyene, lived in a
world of his own,

The conference approach, I was finding, is an ideal opportunity w work
individually with every child— and I sensed that Robert needed more of my
time and encouragement than most. Day after day 1spent a few minuces
with him, slowly building up his trus in me.

He began to speak a little more loudly, to repeat a question, 10 echo new
words . . . | felt like celebrating when he first volunteered something—
though I didn't lec on that 1 hadn’t understood 2 word! Each day he would
do 2 drawing and we would talk a litdle more about this work. My cautious
questions would coax a few more words from him. At length we could hol¢.
quite a conversation together. His pronunciations and sencence structures
were often poor and difficult 0 understand and I would speak some of
them back for him to repeat.
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At present my empaasis is on his osal expression but it is in the writing
time that we are achieving most success in this area. Moreover he # pow
‘writing', though only strings of letters under drawings, such as

I F'O\Ea«ooyb\\

He read this to me as, ‘I going in truck’. 1 wrote up his ‘baby speech’ in a
grammatical sentence and with additions it has become a published book,
Trucks, which he proudly ‘reads’, sometimes looking to me for help. I will
say. 'I'm going in the truck’, and though he usually trans'ates in baby
speech (' going . . ."), I know he will soon follow my model.

Many of my children are well on the way to reading and writing success;
they will work alone for long periods and talk purposefully with their peers.
But less mature children like Robert need a tristed adult with them for at
least a few minutes every day in the writing time. It is the only way to make
sure of their progress. (Margaret Newton)

O
]: KC jaret Coopar displays class theme celerence words In a varlely of ways in her )
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(4) From a Refusal-to-Write 10 2 Willingness

Six year old David began to write but then stopped. In February-March of
Year 1 he had drawn pictures and attempted stories to go with them, for
example

Imyteheb BV
(His reading: "My dad went to the beach.”)

But in April he scemingly ‘regressed’ to piciures only. This may have heen
connected with my decision in that month w0 wean the class from
‘Breakthrough o Literacy’ because 1 felt it was cultivating stiff,
stercotyped language. 1 urged the children to use their own words and
boldly invent the spelling. His classmates quickly found their new ‘wings’
and leapt ahead in writing ability. Not so David. In conference he would
tell me about his drawing, he was happy for me to be his scribe, but ae
refused o write himself.

I decided o give him time. For three months he went on drawing or
watching other children writing. In July his mother mentioned that he
could not be encouraged to writc at home cither, It was then that 1 decided
I must find thosc ‘wings’ for him. I told him firmly that he was going to
write a story to accompany onc of his picture sequences.

‘I can't do it!" he protested. So I asked him what happcned in the first
drawing then sat with him while he painstahingly wrote every word, It was
an unusually long conference and sometimes tearful. 1 praked each word
2s he laboriously spelt it but declined to spell a single one for him. I found
that he could wrieel In fact. comparison of this July writing with his last
writing (February) revealed surprising progress. During his months of no
writing he had obviously becn imi..enced by our 'writing classroom’; aficr
all. he had been drawing, listening to children sounding out invented spell-
ings. rcading thewr work, and no doubt doing some written composing in
his head. His first sentence was; This & a funy boat. He had acquired
spacing. phonic skills. spelling skills. Tn this single confercnce. as the tear-
fulness passed, he too found that he could write —and he was clearly
proud.

David had felt so insccure about his ability that he shied away from
trying. 1 think he is onc of 2 very few children who need gentle cuercion at
a crisis stage in learning to writc. Once sccure as (6 his ability. no further
problems of this kind aroese. His gencral confidence expanded . . . | wonder
if other teachers will agree with my handling of David's "block'? (Margare?
Cooper)

(5) From Hesitation to Confident English—an E.8.L. Child'
This "conference approach’ helps the E.S.L. children (o learn to writc just
as much as it does the English-speaking children. but I believe it helps
them cven more in other arcas. At my scheol. HMurswille South, with its
large proportion of E.S.L. children, 1 have observed it improving their
reading, their behaviour, and their self-esteem and confidence.

! “This. for the uninitied. 15 a learner who s using English as 2 second language.




Aobyn Legge finds that the writing time Is a part of the day when she and Mouemin work
coopentively.

Take the case of Mouemin, a Lebanese boy in my Year 1 class of 34
children. At the beginning of the year his English was poor and he seemed
to have more crouble learning it chan most Lebanese children, His fruscra-
tion often showed in disruptive behaviour.

Lacking verbs, he could only give me labels for his scory-drawings. Thus
he knew the word 'house’ and brought me a drawing of many types of
houses with that single word underncach. Questioning him I found that
tiis was in fact a story about the homes of all his relatives. I helped him
with English words he didn't know. such as ‘uncle’, ‘cousin’s and ‘grand
father'. and also with sentence structures, writing these under the
appropriate pictures. Then he read back to me with some prompting.

When this piece was published for Mouemin he was so proud of it he
would rexd it to anyone who would listen. 1n doing so he constantly prac.
tised the English strucwures thae he currendy needed. His pex: piece was
almost a rewrite of that story bud he wrote it on his own and could read it
without hesitation. He slowly moved from stories of houses and cousins to a
wider world. His lasc piece for the year was a detailed fiv-page story of a
wip o Warragamba Dam. He has to interpret some of his invented spell-
ing to me bue I am chrilled by the rapid English language development
that is taking place. And there is no more disruptive behaviour. (Robyn

Legge)

ERIC 7
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‘Not Only Writing Improves .
Robyn makes the following answer to my guestion (J.T.):
How Do You Think Teachers Can Best Help E.S.L. Children to Write
by the Conference Approach?
® First, be patient. I had to keep re-vinding myself not to expect too much
too soon. Moreover it took me two terms to learn ‘their language’—1I mean
their attempts to communicate in English. At first, progress seems non-
existent but now, over a period, I sec that progress has ocrtamly occurred,
® Second, prowde practice. Any skill needs regular :>actice. My F.ebanese
children, for example. especially needed practice in writing in a script and
direction different from the script and direction of their culture—and
needed o be able to do so without fear of rebuke for ‘getting it wrong'.
& Third, accept all efforts. Not only encourage them to *have a go’ but be
prepared to accept all honest efforts ¢ven though these (temporarily)
include English words and structures that are ‘incorrect’. Like ‘invented
spelling’ this is a transitional strategy many influences are working on the °
child to correct his or her writing over time—but only if the child does
write, copiously and with interest and confidence.
@ Fourth, tap into the children's experience. Everyone agrees that
children write best about their own freely chosen experiznces, but E.S.L.
children are often reluctant o write it class about home cxperiences
however rich. Perhaps this is because these experiences have, as it were,
happened in the mother tongue and call for difficult translation; or it
could be a reluctance to reveal culturally different happenings in an

While Sister Mmmmxa!o,&mmchocksawordfmwmm&.w
mmcnwuu*mmws;m
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Australian classroom. Wlatever the reason. we can help out by providing
plenty of vivid school expericrtces, shared by all che class —subjects and
language common (o every child. At the same time I ask my v. hole class o
study aspeets of the culture of our larger E.S.L. groups--for example a
subjeet dear to our Lebanese children. the Ramadan fesdval —so that
ES.L. children can take the Icad. speaking up and writing abouc their
culture.

e Finally, be open to other cultures. The Ramadar study proved o be
quitc a breakchrough! It showed how much tcachers need to adjust (o
‘multi’ culwural chinking. A multicultural consultant can of course help
greatly. We arce building up resource materials on the culcures of our
E.S.L. children. We wane these children to feel uninhibiwed abour bring-
ing their homes to school just as English -speaking children do —and take
the scheol home so as to give parents a beweer idea of what the school is
trying to do.

‘Guess what, Sister Kath-a-leen? I wrote £3 words!’

Kate was ‘an uncooperative child’. Unlike most of the other 5 yedr
olds she lacked the confidence to begin drawing and writing carly in
the ycar. A June entry in my logbook. 'Slowly breaking through',
reminds me chat not till then did I sec small signs of initiative which 1
hoped might lead to confidence.

Lacer in Junc she began a cenference by actually saying she would
like to draw something: and during July she auempted to write for
the first time. Since then her confidence in hersclf and in others has
devcloped rapidly.

~”  Kate has been fortunate in having supportive, actentive teaching
in a vibrant classroom, part of which has been daily conferences

" about drawing/writing. By the cnd of the year she had blossomed
into a competent writer who cnjoys learning.

Why her carly uncooperative atticude? An only child, she was
shauered by the death of her beloved Grandfacher in che year before
she canve to school. Significantly she has now found she can write
about her "Pop’:

KATE

I like My pop. My pop is in the hspd  He is in hFN Nh.

I like my poep to emBe. KATE likc hR pop. [4nd, captioning a

drawing:] KATE is FsiTn hR pop. Im pop.t
Katc showed this to me with mingled pride and delight: “Guess what?
You dont know what I wrote! | bet you can't read it, Sister
Kath-a-lecn. I wrote thirty-three words!”

Sister Kathicen Hill

(Sister Karhleen is invesiigating (he wining process in 5 year olds at S¢. Bernards

Primary School. East Coburg. Victoria. She writes. 1 think I have enough material 1o
compile my own book!' —/.T.)

1 KATE/1 like my pop. My pop 15 in the hospital. He is in heaven now. I like my pop
to come back. Kare likes her pop./Kate is visiting her pop./I'm pop.

ERIC 79
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Part 2: The Conference Approach in the Primary Years 3-6

Introduction

No one could quarrel with the view that every teacher, about (o take a new

class, should ask, ‘How were the ch:ildren taught to write last year?',

Unforwnately that question hasn't ahways been asked. But the need to
ask it has become irrperative now that the *conference approach’ is making
rapid headway across Australia,

For years 10 come, we will have a mixed scene. There will be K 2
teachers saying, ‘We worry about sending our confident young writers on
to a primary school that knows nothing of the conference approach’. And
there will be Years 3-6 tcachers who have taken up the approach and who
wish that previous teachers of their latest class had wried it.

In such a time of change we must safeguard the children from *culture
shock’, in this case neither thrusting them insensitively from ‘new’ back to
‘old’ nor rushing them from ‘old’ to ‘'new’ without preparation. Accord-
ingly:

e We ask every primary weacher (o study the K-2 story in the foregoing
pages. Don’t treat It as keds'stuffT What these 5-8 year olds have learned,
while human potential for language-acquisition was ar its height, will
profoundly influence Wieir performance throughout the primary school
years.

e In fact this conference approach, with its scrupulous respect for
‘process’. has inducted cach of the children into self-discovery of an
effective individual way of writing (‘the child’s unique process’) which
will probably remain his or her true ‘basics of writing’ for life. Anytung
added in the primary or secondary years will have to be built on that
K :2 base.!

IN PART 2, then, le us follow exactly the chapter heads of "art 1, for the
proccdures of Years 3-6 will not differ in p inciple from the procedures
detailed for K-2 and so there is no need to repeat them. This means that
the cnopters of Part 2 can be kept brief. They have been put together from
reports sent to P.E.T.A. rather arbitrarily from various parts of Australia,
They are obviously only a fraction of what might have been gathered if
there had been time, opportunity and the resources to publish a Jarger
book.

Y Thas point about the true ‘basies of wriung' 1s fundamental 1o understanding the develop-
ment of wriing ability across the K 12 range. The “Process-conflerence approach’. as
reported in these Pages. has given the K 2 children a grounding in the discovery and control
of individual writing process. ‘The confidence thus mspired will enable them as they
advance through Years 3 12 to face every kind of wnimg problem. whether concerned with
content, style. mode. or 4 vivicty of purposes and Feaders.
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Cnarrer 1

Launching the Conference Approach

How might the conference approach be launched — or selectively wrialied —
in a primary schoal?

Begin by discussing the approach with your Exzcutive Staff. Of course.
before chere is any launching. one or more teachers need t0 be well
briefed. This can be achieved fairly quickly by studying this book: beter
sill. by also referring to the books recomtnended on page 14.

A lighter bricfing of the rest of the staff can immediately be achieved by
handing around copies of the Proposal which ounched the St. George Pro-
jeet (p. 10). (There is no need 0 ask P.E.T. A. for copyright permission. or
St. George Regional Office. or the author. —J. T.) You can modify the Pro-
posal 1o suit local necds. e.g. you might wish to allow more time for writing
than the suggested half hour daily.

. @ fulia Smith, Newbridge His P.S., after trying the approach in [98]:
I think it is up to three or four of our teachers o spread the word
throughout the school —to encourage others to dispense with ourdaced
methods. (0 join the new wave of writers!’

o Tony Moore. Liverpoo! Region (NSW), Language Consultant;
"We launched a conference-approach Writing Project in four K-6
schools with different socio-cco.uomic intakes. involving ac first only two
teachers from cach school. They actended an in-service and were asked
to adapt the ideas to their classrooms. Another consultant and I visited
them periodicz:ly bu: we found ourselves conferencing with the children
rather than advising the teachers, who swiftly grasped the approach.
Sence then two more teachers from cach school have joined the project
and there will be further expansion nexe year.”

o Cathy Hickson, Leppington Primary School:
"How could such apn obvious method of teaching writing remain undis-
covered for so long? It is so unified and complete and brings me such
satisfaction!’

‘At Last the Children Are Really Writing!’

‘I now realise that what we have been calling "Writing™ has mostly
been a series of imposed exereises chac should more accurately have
been called “Strategics to Cope with Writing™. Now ac last the
children arc really wriiing-sustained writing about personally
chosen Mmicrests . . . Iuis achieving excellent results in their handling
of writing and reading.” - Jim Fixoray, Resource Teacher. Hurstille
South Primary School. who is involved with the approach in four
classes. Years 3-4.
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CIAPTER 2

Getting Started

This approach 1o writing is NEW — for the teacher, che parene, the child.
Each of these "human factors’ nceds to have been prepared for the change;
50 check the ‘preparadion’ ideas on page 16. Bue no macter how thoroughly
you may have prepared, you will surcly discover some ‘bugs’ when you get
started, They might originate with , . .

o Yourself. Are you finding it hard o relax old do-as.I-tcll-you ways?
Hard o rely mainly on questioning? Hard to hand over topic-choice and
control of the writing to the learner?

e The Parent. Have you sufficiently explained che approach to all
parents, thirough meetings and lewers? Or are parents saying, 'l can'’t
fachom what the scli00l’s up to--ic’s not the way I was taugheto write? Why
the sudden change in methods?”

e The Child. Have you sufficiently aroused the children’s inerest in a
new approach? . . . "We arc going to learn o write by writing the way real
writers write, they choose their own topics, write a draft, gec opinions on it,
polist: for publication’ . . . and so on,

# The Classroom. Adelaide teachers Jack Mugford and Avril Bernde have
dzvised a chart/checklise to help you get process-conference writing
staned, whenee you can eradicate the "bugs as you go [see 1e: ¢ page].

Aviril Bendt and Jack Muglord af work with thewr Yoais 4/5 children at Richmond Primary
School, Adelade. They are hinn behevers in dally wanting becadsse 'you learn to wite by
wnhing'. Thay themselves wrile fréguently with the ¢hildrén to provide amodel and lorge a
bond In this 'wiiting classroom’.
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How Writers Improve Their Writing!

STEP 1: Find a Tupic
Decide what ynu want to write about.
If you can’t immediaicly do so,
look at your list of topics: or
talk to a friend; or
look at your friend’s list; or
tatk to your teacher.

STEP 2: Write a Draft
Write your first draft.

STEP 3: will You Move to Editing?

If you like the draft story, move ahead.
If you don’t, go back to Step 1.

STEP 4: Do Your First Editing
Read your story to yourself,
How does it sound? Is anything missing?
Shouid anything be added to make sense?

STEP 5: Get a Reader's Opinion
Ask at leas: one friend to read your story.
Listep to your friecnd’s opinions and questions.
Dnscuss ways to improve the story.

STEP 6: Ask for a Conference
Put your name on the ‘Ready for Conference’ list.

)

t Jack and Acn! recommend that the chart be treated asa helpful cheeklist  but enly helpful
while getting the ol s scattedd ( The children refer to it and “ollow the sieps in the writing
process ) They stvess that st can be taken down after a few weeks because wh»: 1 says comes
10 fook obvigus ard far too general. having been overtaken by the thildren’s practical grasp

of the appraach
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STEP 7: Conference: Questions
Your teacher will ask questions like:
Which part did your friend like best?
Which part do you think needs improving?
Can you suggest some improvements?

STEP 8: Do Your Main Editing

Improve your story in every possible way.
Perhaps. chen, write ont a secona draft.

STEP 9: Ask for Another Conference
Again, put your name on the ‘Conference’ list.
Be ready 1o answer all possible questions.

STEP 10: Conference: Everyching Considered!
Your teacher will ask questions like:
Is your story now exactly as you want j?
Is it ready for me (0 read?
Would you please read this part aloud?
Hav= you checked all punctuatcion, spelling?
How might you arrange pages, illustrations?

STEP 11: Prepare for Publication
If your story is selecied by you and
your teacher for publicadon, be sure it is
clearly bandwriuen for our typist-helpers.

r
STEP 12: Hooray! My Book’s 10 be Published!

Put your manuscripc in the typing folder.
(Or arrange 1o do your own printing.)
MMustracte the book when che typist rewurns ic.
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CHAPTER 3

Classroom Organisation

Undoubtedly ‘classroom crganisation’ looms as the main problem for
teachers who are about to wry the conference approach, especially if they
have had little previous experience with individualised or group teaching.

Chapter 3, page 24, provides detailed help in meeting this and other
problems. Each ~f its seven areas deserve application to Years 3:6: (1)
Timetabling, (2) Juystcal Resources, (3) Whether to Use Grouping. (4)
How Parent Atdes Can Help. (5) Storage and the Writing Folder, {6) What
to Do with Published 'Books’, (7} How to Make Rules. Moreover, as the
children grow older they are better able to work on their own.

Of course, no one will look for perfection straight away. After arousing
the children's interest and ‘.xplaming the changed routines and expecta-
tions. Judy Wagner says: ‘Look, this is new for all of us, Let's keep discuss-
ing the best ways to organise cur classroom and we'll make workable rules
as we go'. (Oacley West P.5., Year 3 class)

¢ Tony Moore on the Conference Approach in Primary Schools of the
Liverpool Region {(N.5.W.): 'We realised early that classroom logistics
needed rechinking. No longer did we expeet completed writing from cach
lesson. To "give control of the writdng to the child” means allowing each
child o work a* «ndividval pace and at any length. This led us o
appreciate "The k «der” as che mechanism of flexibility: carrying work-ip-
progress it permits writing to be put aside, taken up later, or held for a
conference . . ,

"The scene is always busy. Time is especially ac a premium in the *rly

stages when many teachers are reluctane to drop any language lessons in
favour of mose time for writing; but by tue end of the year many had
found that "language” could be integrated with the writing peried and so
save time, without any drop in Janguage performance . . . And “writing” is
now seen by scme © cxtend beyond the personal-experience kind o the
content areas where, as well as the usual expository forms (notes, reports,
cte.), there arc lively uses of narrative and poetry.”
e To Group or Not to Group? Thi: is probably the chicf single point of
contention about classroom organisation. The K-2 tcachers of the St
Gerorge Praicet were evenly divided ahouc it. There Carolyn Bowman put
the no-grouging position clearly, ‘1 found that grouping wasn't necessary. |
think of my Writing Time as a library scere, with everyone working
individually or in pairs. They come to me wlten chey nced help. Of coursc |
keep a lisc of names and check it every week.'

On the other hand, Tony Moore foand that, Gcncrally. I chink, the, )

classroom elimate and quality of writ’ ng were higher in the prin. .jﬁ classe,{;"

that worked in groups. However, grouping is only onc factor an};’;ﬂg many
and is difficult o solate when total elass structure varics as ?f’(‘n as tf
number of classes. Every teacher necds to experiment in oracr ’lll(l wh

is right for him or her.’ /

85 i




The Conference 85

CHAPTER 4

The Conference

The nature of the conference and its 'how-to are explained comprehen-
sively on pages 34-5. A conference is the supreme mears «f individualising
teaching/learning; it is a one-to-one interaction in which the tweacher
fosters self-learning by che child. Many teachers are grasping the idea chac
'conferencing is an art’ and are showing pride in practising it.
¢ Questioning. Largely the arc is one of questioning, while leaving con-
trol of the writing with the child. Jim: Findlay is emphatic aboue this:
‘In the conference, find yourself a wexta colour that doesn't work.
Then put the lid on it just in case. Don't write on this child’s paperl
Fo if you do, you will cransfer the responsibility for the writing from
the child o the teacher — which is ruinons . . . As to a piece thar is
really illegible, why not get che child o 1ead it onto tape?
Questions should be directed, says Julia Smith, at revealing to the child che
flexibility latent in the writing process:
‘For example, Tina's first draft read, "Tn 2 girl scepped into the mud.”
I asked her if she could make this interesting for a reader. She starwed
talking about mud and soon found emotive words. her imagination
running riet. More questions helped her settle on 2 few points that she
could use in revision to lift the drama of ner story.'
Another use of questions is suggested by Trevor Cairney:
'If you are hesitant about "p*~king on weaknesses”, why not do this:
first, comment on something positive; second, choose te focus on only
onc or two weaknesses {(more will be too many); third, ask a question
about the weakness rather chan stmply slam it, e.g. "What do you

mean by, "He was 2 victim of the law™ I don't follow that.” . . . Always
ask the writer to explain the meaaing thac he has not succeeded in
conveying.'

And questioning is taken still further by Jack Mugford:
‘In conference, my first comments highlight screngths in che writing.
Questions then probe what che child knows about the topic; Likewise
abour the writing conventions, so that I am tcaching chese in contexe,
Later my focus shifts to forrn and effectiveness, wicth questions chac
invite the child to discover ways to improve skills and content.’

¢ Beyond Questioning. The confercnce can do more than achieve im-

provements in_the given picce of writing, as Annc Curniing says:
‘If we scd¥ it chac the child exptricnees suceessin the conferente then
confidMce is boosted and the child wants to write again. Morcover.
child-to-child conferences also start to take place—the confidence
about solving writing problems is spreading. They talk, listen and
rcad to onc another about writing . . . Quantity increases, skills arc
refined. quality imp-sves . . . The spiral development would leave
most cducational “kie-makers” green with envyl!
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Cathy Hickson sces other ways in which the confidence spreads:
‘When, through conference, the child fee's assured of the teacher's
support and realises that the writing can always be polished by
editing, then this child becomes 2 more adventurons writer . . . I sce
this confidence filtering “across the curriculum™. first influencing
reading, and then other subjects.’

Jim Findlay has found that the write-publish-read process of the conference agproach has
boosted the confidence of these children in their abilily to read.
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Cnarrek 5

The Writing Time

This chapter deals with the broad stages of the writing process. Most of
what wzs said about these stages in Chapter 5, Purt 1, is fully relevant to
writing in Years 3-6. But of course there needs to be growth - in fluenry
and in skills, in “subject’ writing and in control of modes of writing {letters,
reports. notes, Ctc.).

1. Topic Choice (sce page 43)

Writity at the K-2 level keeps rather naturally a personal’ or “experience
focus. This needs to be retained in Years 3-6 whilst widening the focus to
cover a good deal of writing in the subject areas:

‘Must the chuld’s “ownership™ of topics and writing end at the
threshold of subject writing? Must curriculum preserigtion and
teacher-direction become the order of the day? Definitely not.
Primary ctrriculuny provisions are mostiy very general. They set only
broad limits. and wathin those lim:** there 1s reom for ¢ great deql of
topic oniginalion and ownerslup of writing by the child. Donald
Graves says that when young schoolchildren acquire confidence at
inaking topic-choices in expertenee-writing they necome fit to cope
with the content subjects, where some prescription of subject matter is
necessary. Even rhen, one hopes. a teacher will not impose a single
topic bur will rather allow a degree of choice within a broad
framme ., .7

Julia Smich says:
‘When setting a topic in Natural Science or Social Studies it is a good
idea lor the teacher to give the chiidren broad headings and then
allow them to present informartion both written and pictorial in their
own way. For cxample, [ began a unit on Frogs by asking for 10
minutes '‘Qnick Writing' of general knowledge This gave me iny start-
ing point for programming. [ also collated the results as a Data Bank.
Then [ asked them to find oin about (1) appeararce. {2) habitat. (3)
food, (1) lifc cycle. Under these broad heads they found they had
great individual scope. To finish the unit I asked them (again
broadly) to write a related story about their backyards and we

RIS st achieved great diversity i he :f]ou., of ideas. vf Science ’w Crcallv{:
“'I;" ! Wntmg A f{‘ ‘\’u n-’r - ..;: 't i\» 5 -J. i ‘;‘
X "f'ﬁ Hilary Mills. a Year 7 Res {_} Fi " { W

"My children hag bccﬂ'j pied !ﬁ! r‘r'ling‘ on reacher prescribed topics

b

L R. D. Wabshe, Lvery Child Coi Wiite’ (PLE 1AL, 19813, p. 71. Thus book contains an
extensne sulvey of the whole IT“""‘"‘ vl {< s for Woltng 1nthe pranary chool (pp.
59 120). with tletailed attention to 1he ‘subject arcas’.
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thar they found free topic-choice difficult. 1 decided thay more thana
topi¢ was involved. So J took them to visit Infants elasses. Each child
selected an infants ‘reader’ and discussed his or her interests: this led
to choice of a topic for a specific reader. During the writing that
followed., the older child would try the picee out on the younger, listen
to eriticism, then poush it. The interchange worked well.” (Hursiville
Boys' High School)
Judy Wagner tells how she handles new modes of writing:

‘If 1 vrant my class to learn how to write. say. a play. 1 go first to good
modcls. We gather 2 number from the library, then read, act and
discuss parts of them. At the vight moment I suggest that individuals
or groups might try to wuen one of their previously ~published™ stories
inte a play . . . (Qatley West P.5.)

2, Drawing (sec page 47)

The function of drawing as a pre-writing organiser of thought is at s
height in the K-1 years. From that time the childeen seem increasingly to
“internalise’ their pictures by visualising them in the mind without needing
to draw them. But this change varies in zime ard completeness from one
child to the next. S0 why not lcave to primary children the option of
associating drawing with w-iting?

Some children, indeed, continue well into secondary school to value
drawing as an adjenct to writing. Moreover there is a related pressure from
subject areas such as Science. Social Studies and Health to link sketches,
diagrams. ~aps and flowcharts with writing. Julia Smilth finds interesting
her obser - )n that Years 3-4 childrer., undirected as to presentation of a
Sctence topic, wili divide between those who illustrate first rhen write and
those who do the reversz,

3. Draft Writing (using ‘invented spelling’) (sec page 51)

The key panciple of the conference approach tha “ownership’ of the
writing must be kept in the young writer's hends - requires not only
frecdom of topic-choice but also freedom in the writing of the first droft
(and later in editing it). So nothing should be done that deflects the child's
atzention from getting meaning (content) onto papet. for clarifying and
correcting can come later, at the editing stage.

But newcomers to the appre tch will not nawrally use their freedom-to-
draft to good purpose. Jim Findlay found that many primary children were
at first “tiad to (he single- page syndrome’ or, werse. the ‘three-sentence syn-
drome’ - they, finish.off abrumly when they have written little more than, o, ,

# an mtrrducu?n' Aot ] % haid,” he laments. ‘to argue with the ;on 2530

* cluswcnciﬂpﬁs,o . dings. "And then 1 woke up!™ or At that ,pmg. o 3 !;
a Russna:}'lmm fe “ufithe world!” ) Se the teacher must cmphasrfc‘é g "{‘ "
there is uhmﬂv and space to wrte a story y ;,? '

Hu“ucr,rz\hc Jcé fes from working with slow learners (hay Hov .fﬁ Gt
childrer should l.] ﬁmdr to write cvery day. ‘especially early in ¢h pti; e
gram’. They sho !d‘ nevertheless be asked to do somcthing comwctc’:}
writing: :.Ius{n!ﬁ published books. read peers’ books, rrsca—chlt*dfr fri!n’i
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content if these children write on three days out of five. At least when they
then write they have something construzstive to write about.”

Some primary tcachers unhesitatingly continue the principles of
‘invented spelling’ in Years 3-6, dispensing entirely with scparate spelling
lessons and lists. Jack Mugford. for instance, won't provide a spelling until
the ch.!d has attempted o work it out on paper. He continually encourages
the writing down ¢ words they need but can't spells reminding them that
first-draft spellings can be checked later. Other tezchers while pursuing a
similar course also ailow the child dme cach week to compile an individual
word {ist drawn from {1} the weck’s personal writing, (2) words used cur-
rently in subjeet arcas, (3) word frequeacy hsts, which are madc availablé,
(4) words constdercd topical by the teacher,

4. Preparing for Publication (scc page 58)

The point made for the K-2 years continues to be true for the 3-6 years:
don't deal with cdittug as a set of excreises but rather as a necessary act of
polishing those special preces of writing that will be published.

In the primary schoo! the teachers strive to create the spirit of a “writing
community’ in which et eryonc helps everyone clse. As well as che teacher
helping the child in conference, scveral expedients are possible: (1)
children work in pairs as “writing partners’, {2) small groups share writing
in order to cbtain suggestions; (3) cvery day several picees are read to the
whole class and discussed. {(4) children from a more senior primary ¢ ass or
a secondary school visit to make suggestions (similarly, the visited class
visits a more junior class to help chem  which probably does even more for
the helpers thay the helped?).

All in the Mind
*Stephanic, how do you decide what you ll wmc nexe?”
'T draw pictures . . . dien I write al!oalnllc best.”
'Bui I haven't seen you drawmg before you write.’
‘Oh, I draw in my mind.’ said the al.; 6 year old.
‘When do you do that? ”
‘M-m-m, in the bath, coming 0 school, just anywhere.’
*Will you gver run out of pictures to write about?”
‘No. [ keep thinking of more and more when [ write and read.’

S0
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CuarTer 6

Publishing the Writing

Lock at page 61 for ways to go about publishing. The main point is: T he
essence of “publication™ is not just producing a "book™; it is getting writing
to real readers —getting it read.’ Here are some of the gains that acerue to
a ‘publish-and-read’ writing classroom:
.. Publication stimulates writing~writers like to be published:
.. it impels the writer to study the projected readership:
. it eultivates ‘real writing®, i.c. writing meant to be read:
. it influenees the writer 1o strive for exeellence:
. it prompts siudy of various writing modes, for various purposes:
. it improves reading because the writing is rcad with interest;
.. It exerts peer pressure on reiuctant readers to do some reading:
. it enables the class to produee many of it own texts and materials, all
wrilten at an appropriate level;
. similarly, it cnables the elass to produce learning materials for more
junior elasses, in the knowledge that the juniors look up to the older
children and readily receive therr ‘message’.

‘You Will See 2 Mavked Improvement in Actitude . . .

As a Resnurce Teacher, Jim Finwiay has found that the wiite-publish-read

process of the conference approach works wonders with reluctant learners.

He instances Jillian in Year 3:
‘At the beginning of the program Jillian said, “1 ean't read! | know 1
ean't read!” But after a month, when she had had two storics pub-
lished, she said of one of them. “Of course I can read it. I wrote it.”
Later she said. “} want to write a ‘play. Do you have a inagazine with a
play in it?” Ske had developed enough eonfidence 1o try a new mode
and to read in order 1o find an appropriate model.’ '

Handling Publication

The physieal problems of puolishing in primary elasses are not very
different from those diseussed for K 2 {pages 62-3), but there may be less
reliance on typing by paremt aides and more production by the children
themselves.

Mast teachers will beinelined o see “publication’ as something limjed to
the elassroom, the readers being the children and the teacher, Gthers will
want o go further and a1 least reach parents and other elasses.! But
Cobden Primary School? in a rural arez of Victoria has shown hat ‘three

1 See the desailed analysis of potential readers for a schoolthild s wnting in R. DL Walshe »
Every Child Can Wrnee' (PE'1 AL 1981). p. 51

? "We would love o share our books anl gur expenence with anyune wistuing (o do dhe saine
sort of thing.” write Rarbara Ketr. Brece Mitthell and Rosalie Moorficld. Gobden P S..
Victoria St.. Cobden. Vic. 3266.
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Authors working on one of the bouks published imaginatively by Cobden Primary School
and distributed widely throughC-it rural Victoria. The Project began ' ith a resolve to ‘throw
away some of those awf i readers’ cluttering the storeroom shelves and replace them with
interesling books writien by rhe children.

or four inteiested i»achers and parents’ can launch a much more e citing
publishing venture . . . k began with the resolve to "throw away some of
those awful readers sitting unread on the storercom shelves’—and 1o
replace them with books written by the children.

Five things, the Cobdenites decided, were needed in setting up a school
publishing eompany. First, a helpful printer—they found one, an
ex-teacher, with an offset press. Second. a distribution network —they con-
tacted ull newsagents, booksellers and schools for 200 km around (and sold
out a 900 print run in two weeks!). Third, illustratorg—they found able
volunteers easily. Fourth, authors — there were *2boat74 of them, bursting
to be incluaed’, eager qr conferences, willing to follow an arduous write-
discuss-edit-rewrite ppogram. Fifth, funds~they 1aised a capial of
$700.00. They h‘“"-‘}],ﬂ" e a "slight profit’ onifhe venture and are now plan-
ning more books . ;| ‘ot only have we pravided more suitable texts, bu:
the biggest g~in hafs been in making the children enthusiastic writers.’
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CHAPTER 7

Programming and Evaluation

1, Simplified Programrning (see page 64)

For Years 3.6 as for K-2, the program of the conference approach can be
expressed either in a single sentence or the half-page oudline offered by
Robyn Plat. In a word, the approach & the program. For the rest, as Jim
Findlay says bluntly, "Establish your routines for daily writing and stick to
them.'

For the primary years, Cathy Hickson adds her observation that, "The
trend of the approach is wwards language fntegration: the children
write/read and out of this comes a flow of “language” which would
previously have been chopped up under such heads as handwriting. spell-
ing, vocabulary, usage, grammar, comprehension, reading, writing, and
thinking skills. But now there is neither time nor reason for all these
artificial categories. The children wrete and this is simultaneously a time of
reading. spelling, vocabulary - nd all the rest!

2. Evaluation (sce page 66)
The upiversal testimony of reachers who have tried the counference
approach is: 'Because of frequent conferences and frequent reading of
- what the children have written zbout their self-choser. interests, we know
every child much more deeply than ever before,’

To supplement this understanding, however. most primary teachers
seem to make use of (1) some kind of record dook in which an anecdotal
‘profile’ is built up, chiefly by jottings after conferences; (2) some kind of
periodic sampling, such as three pieces per term of each child’s best
writing.

The Years 3+6 eachers are just as concerned as the K-2 teachers to kesp
the parents fully informed of the new approach and of cheir children’s pro-
gress. They realise that this cannot be dore honestly by giving a numerical
mark nor by stock phrases such as "Not working to capacity’ or "Could show
more care’. Delighted by the children’s heightened interest in writing, the
teachers are pleascd to tell the parents aboat real and specific progress,
¢ Avril Berndt and Jack Mugford. 'The children now enjoy writing,
want (o write, often write at home . . . Quality has clearly improved . . .
They work cooperatively, helping one another . . . An upsurge of interest
in words -+ + Quantity has increased without detracting from quality . . .
The, positive effects for reading.’

. JIP] indlay. 'An enormous boost 0 confidence . . . They are trying out
Jey Qa‘yit:s without teacher direction . . . Both quanmy and quality have
:lmpmvcd . There is use of more prcclse language.’
¢ wjulia Smith. "The cffects on E.S.L. children are splendid . . . Metin
("]“url'.lsh with liccle English at home, and poor communication skllls) has
A " fnade outstanding progress, is now sequencing ideas well. has acqulrcd a
/_/j ; "}), sense of structure. his imagination seems 10 have been released .
PO AR
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CriarTer 8

‘Not Only Writing Improves . . .’

Teachers of Years 3-6, like those of K-2 (s e page 70}, have reported many
beneficial by-products of this approach to writing. Let me summarise these
and offer a tentative ¢xplanation.
1. Componcnt Elements of Wrating Improve. As well as the writing itself
(clarity, style), many components arc scen to improve:

handwirting, beeause it is 50 often read by others:

spelling. because it loses its fzars. through ‘invented spelling’:

punctuation, because it is seer. as an aid for readers:

word-fnterest, beeause there is constant attention to cffectivencss:

sentence-flexibility. because 'Now 1 know 1 can say j3 in many ways'.
2. Reading Improves. This is the nearly universal observation of teachers,
and it usually comes after only a couple of munths of operation of the con-
ference approach to writing. Some alo say that range of reading-interests
widens.
3. Learncrs Grow More Confident. The third n.ost common observation is
thac children’s confidence extends beyond writing and reading to learning
in general.
4. Bchaviour Improves. Perhaps this observation is o be expected, as a
corollary of the children's heightened confidence as learners.
5. Learning 'Across-the-Curriculum”™ Improves, This happens not only
beeause of the general inercase in learning-confidence bug because writing
in particular has an impertant place in the many ‘content arcas’ of the
curriculum.
6. Learning by E.S.L. Children Improves. The child for whom English is
a scecond language seems to respond warmly to all the main principles of
the approach. individual conference. free topic-choice, ‘invented spelling’
‘ownership’ of the writing, the process of drafting cditing publishing. and
ample time to write.
7. Learmng by ‘Remedeal” Children Improves. The approach is quickly
winning friends among teachers concerned  with so-called  slow,
‘reluctant’, “troublesome’. and ‘remedial’ learners  especially (so far) for
s suceesses with writing. reading and spelling. (See "A Remedial -Reading:
through-Writing Program’. by Jan Turbill, in Every Child Can Write!. by
R. D. Walshe, P.E.T.A,. 1981.)

How to Explain These Many Improvements?
A powerful case can be made for the importance  even centrality  of
writing in school leaming. An era is ending in which writing was mostly
treated as handwntimg plos ratlier mechanieal “composision’. Now writing
is increasingh seen as thinking itsclf. 1t is a specially careful kind of think
ing. thenking made vtsible on the page, where the ideas can be subjeeted to
a process of revision and so clarified.

Writing coneened n glns way demands fro'n the writer substantial
mforination. ceenemy of thought, logical sequencing of ideas. concern for

4
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the reader, and concern for style. Icis this tmprovement in thinking /learn-
ing powszr thac is being achieved by the confercnce approach with cffeces
that not surprisingly arc cxcending beyond writing to the whole
curriculum.

‘Just chink-—che literate masses!’

'Yes I'm converted! . . . The basis of che approach is the confidence
it inspires. Every child, fecling confiden in this environment, writes
willingly: then, receiving auwcntion and praise., writes again. A cycle
The confident readiness 1o write ruarantees quandcy, buc skills are
watched by the ocher children as well as by the tcacher and so the
quality grows . . . I'n enthusiastic when I see my class’s results,
achieved in so shore a time. Next year, knowing whac I now know,
things will be even beuer . ., The mind soars! Just think — che literaw
massesl’

Anne Cumming, Newbridge Heights P.S.

Teachers and Schools of the
St. George Writing Project K-2

o Grays Point Publie Sebool (Grays Point, N.S.W. 2232)
Robﬂn Plau (Mistress): Year 2: 15 girls, 9 boys

Debbie Bivwnjohnt Year 1; 16 girls, 14 boys

Wendy Gocebel: Year 2 13 girls, 13 boys

Lurline Grime: Kindergarten: 11 girls. 12 boys

Judy Harris: Year 1: 18 girls. 13 boys

Linda Mein* Kindergarten: 14 girls, 8 boys

o Hurstville South Public School (Hurstville South. N.5.W. 2221}
Robyn Legge (Misiress): Year 1; 15 girls. 19 boys

Jancen Bartlect: Year 1: 14 girls. 13 bo

Carolyn Bowman: Year 2: 12 girls. 15 boys

Jim Findlay: Resoure:: Years 1-6

Margarec Newton: Kindergarten: 13 girls, 12 boys

Pat Robertson: Kindergarten: 15 girls, 12 boys

Chris Small: E.S.L.: Years 1-6

Robyn Smith: Year 2: 14 girls. 14 boys

Ruth Staples: Year 2: 16 girls. 11 boys

o Sylvania Heights Public Schoo! (Sylvania. N.S. W, 2224)
Barbara Fiala {Mistress)
udy Antoniolli: Year 2: 17 girls, 14 boys
velyn Collaro: Year 2: 16 givls. 14 boys
Margaret Cooper: Year 1: 16 gitls. 12 boys
Therese Corben: Year 2: 13 giris, 11 boys
Joan Ham: Kindesganten: 17 girls, 14 boys .
Chrisia Hunt: Year 1: 15 girls. 14 boys
Liz MarshaJl: Comp. 1/2:'5 girls. 18 boys
Fiona Pewning: Kinderganen: 13 girls. 14 boys
Marilyn Rigg: Year 11 19 rls. 10 boys
_l{oan Smollett: Year 2: 1 girls. 13 boys
aren Wade: Comp. 1/2: 11 girls. 11 boys ,
! 1e % ‘yndham: Kindergarten: 14 girls. 14 boys
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