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Abstract 

 Early literacy skill development is critical at the preschool years. Under that umbrella is 

emergent writing, a small but important component of overall literacy development. This article 

presents two writing strategies, writer’s workshop and dictation within the context of storybook 

reading, that preschool teachers can utilize to target emergent writing development. Suggestions 

for modifications for diverse learners are provided without, as well as discussion on how to get 

parents involved in working with their children on early writing within the home environment.  
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 Mrs. Anderson teaches in a preschool classroom serving children and families from a 

variety of diverse backgrounds, including children who are learning English as a second 

language and children with identified disabilities. One morning a rambunctious Jose flies 

through the door, excited to share his weekend activities with Mrs. Anderson. As Jose narrates, 

Mrs. Anderson wonders how she could capture such a fantastic retelling of events. She provides 

opportunities for children to practice their early writing skills, but she wonders if there are some 

other ideas she has not yet considered. Furthermore, she wants to ensure that she tailors her 

instruction to address the individual needs and interests of all the children in her classroom.  

  Emergent literacy skills are a set of foundational abilities that are considered to be the 

developmental building blocks to skilled and fluent reading (Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998). 

These abilities are thought to develop in an interwoven manner and include oral language, 

phonological awareness, concepts about print, letter knowledge, and emergent writing (Yopp & 

Yopp, 2009). Young children’s literacy skills are an important predictor of school success in 

reading achievement beginning in the early elementary grades (Denton, West, & Walton, 2003) 

and continuing through high school (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997). Evidence suggests that 

writing supports children’s acquisition of procedural knowledge (conventions of reading and 

writing) that is related to later reading, (Bloodgood, 1999; Ukrainetz et al., 2000), as well as 

reported associations between young children’s understanding of graphemes and phonemes and 

their later reading competence (Dickinson et al,. 2003; Storch & Whitehurst, 2002). As such, 

emergent writing skills are a small, but important, component of overall literacy development. 

Table 1 provides the developmental stages of writing for young children as well as facilitation 

techniques for teachers during each stage.  
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  The purpose of this article is to provide strategies for teachers, like Mrs. Anderson, that 

can be used to support children’s emergent writing skills, and ultimately enhance their overall 

literacy development. The activities highlighted in this article are the use of a writer’s workshop 

and dictation during storybook reading, specifically what these activities look like at the 

preschool level and how they can be implemented. In addition, suggestions for modifying 

activities to meet the needs of diverse learners will be included throughout. Finally, family 

involvement will be addressed in terms of how teachers can help families support their child’s 

emergent writing development.  

Writer’s workshop 

 Writer’s workshop has a lengthy history in elementary, middle, and high school 

classrooms (Atwell, 1998; Calkins, 1994; Graves, 1983; Jacobson, 2010; Ray, 2001); however 

more recently, this approach is increasingly being utilized in the early childhood classroom 

(Behymer, 2003). At the preschool level, emergent writing has as much to do with the social 

context in which writing takes place as the physical markings children make on paper, and the 

meaning they attribute to those markings (Clay, 1975; Rowe, 2008). Writing workshop is an 

instructional practice that encourages children to participate in a writing community. In writer’s 

workshop, teachers invite children to do all the things a writer really does: “research, explore, 

collect, interview, talk, read, stare off into space, co-author, and yes, pre-write, draft, revise, edit, 

and publish” (Ray, 2001, p. 5). It is important to remember that preschool children’s emergent 

writing skills will vary from child to child and therefore, the actual product of “writing” during 

writer’s workshop will also vary. Between 3 and 5 years age, children’s knowledge about writing 

as well as their writing-related skills increase and stabilize (Puranik & Lonigan, 2011); especially 

in environments where adults model writing for them (Bloodgood, 1999; Dyson, 1993).  
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Writer’s workshop in preschool 

 When children self-select a topic they will be more motivated to create, complete, and 

share their story with others because it is more meaningful to them. Self-selecting topics is 

particularly important for children, like Jose in the opening vignette, who is learning English as a 

second language. When English language learners are able to tell and retell stories from their 

home life, they are not only learning the structure of the English language, they are also sharing 

their culture-based activities with their classmates (Cheatham & Ro, 2010). Some children may 

have difficulty coming up with a topic, so teachers may hold a group discussion during which 

children can share their topic ideas with others.  

 Young children may first draw their stories before attempting to write. Clay (1998) 

suggests drawings actually generate ideas for writing and help the child remember the idea when 

they attempt to express themselves in written form. Whether a teacher invites a child to write or 

draw, depending on where they are developmentally, it is important that the teacher treat the 

drawings as writing, until the child tells them otherwise (Baghban, 2007). At this point, 

children’s products may be “readable” only to them and may include different forms of writing 

such as drawing, scribbles (using dots, circles, and shapes), letter-like forms, and random letters 

to represent meaning (Cabell, Justice, Zucker, & McGinty, 2009; Puranik & Lonigan, 2011). 

Teachers will want to spend time highlighting the written products children create and engage 

them in meaningful conversations that encourage them to continue to grow and progress in their 

writing skills.   

 Children need time to practice their writing every day. In terms of time, teachers should 

focus on quantity rather than quality. Therefore, encourage children to spend lots and lots of time 

writing, helping them to do their best and not focus on being “perfect” (Ray, 2001). For those 
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children who are in the scribbling phase, teachers can acknowledge specific features such as 

writing or marking in a linear or straight line fashion and use of simple symbols or units in their 

writing. For more advanced or older children who are writing letters, for example in their own 

names, drawing attention to letter-sound relationships would be appropriate (Aram & Biron, 

2004). The teacher may talk about and model writing on a daily basis during a whole group 

teaching, small group teaching, or while working one-on-one with a child (Ray, 2001). Puranik 

and Lonigan found that many young children were able to complete a task that involved writing 

to describe a picture and writing after repeating a sentence (2011), both of which the teacher 

could ask a child to do during a writer’s workshop.  

  Finally, writers need to publish or share their work with other children, teachers, and 

parents. Most writing workshops function on the premise that most, but not all, of children’s 

writing will be published. Publications can come in various formats including but not limited to 

class booklets, wall or classroom displays, and collective works for individual children.  

An Instructional Framework for Teaching Writing 

 Given that children should be provided with writing opportunities every day, teachers 

would want to incorporate a writer’s workshop into their daily schedule. The day-to-day 

structure of a writer's workshop is comprised of the following components: (a) a focus or mini-

lesson, (b) teacher modeling writing, (c) children share ideas about writing, (d) independent 

writing time and conferencing and, (e) children share their writing (Calkins, 1994; Kissel, 2008; 

Jacobson, 2010; Ray, 2001).  

 Focus or mini-lesson. To begin, children gather around the teacher or move to a place 

where children can be in close proximity to the teacher. The purpose of sitting together is to 

create a writing community, build background knowledge, and spark discussion and 
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conversation as means to create a catalyst for writing ideas (Kissel, 2008). The teacher is seen as 

a facilitator, or guide, making connections that children can use in their writing. From beginning 

to end, the mini-lesson only lasts about 5 minutes so it is important that the teacher make the 

most of this time. The teacher may need to sit children who have attention difficulties or those 

who may require additional support closer to them. The teacher may also bring pictures, objects, 

or even a story to the group meeting to be used as conversation starters for children who are not 

able to spontaneously generate ideas. Families of children who are English language learners 

could be encouraged to use an audio recording device to record specific phrases or sayings that 

go along with a topic to help support their child as they progress through the stages of writing 

(Schwarzer, Haywood, & Lorenzen, 2003).  

 Teacher models writing. Throughout the composing process, it is crucial for teachers to 

model and think out loud about the writing process. The teacher’s writing should mirror where 

children are developmentally, in terms of what they are able to produce. As the term suggests, 

emergent writing is not an all or nothing skill set, rather, children will progress along a 

continuum from very basic writing in the form of scribbling to conventional writing and spelling 

(Puranik & Lonigan, 2011). While children may fall in various places along that continuum, the 

teacher will want to scaffold the writing process such that children can see the progression from 

basic to more complex forms of writing. For example, Mrs. Anderson may initially model only 

drawing pictures to represent her writing. As time progresses and children begin to understand 

letters and letter-sound correspondence, she will also begin to incorporate letters and letter-like 

representations, in the form of labels, into her drawings. Through this scaffolding process, Mrs. 

Anderson is concurrently exposing the children to concepts about print, a critical component in 
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children’s overall understanding of the function of literacy in their lives (Kissel, 2008; Clay, 

1975, 1998). Mrs. Anderson should allow approximately 5-7 minutes for this stage.  

 Children share ideas. When the teacher finishes talking about and modeling her writing, 

children are then encouraged to spend about 2-3 minutes sharing what they are going to write. 

While the teacher is monitoring children’s discussions, it may be a good idea to group children 

together whose writing is on the same or similar topics. By doing this, young children are able to 

scaffold each other as they socially co-construct texts (Kissel, 2008). The teacher may also want 

to group specific children together to maximize their participation. For example, Mrs. Anderson 

may pair a child who has difficulty verbally communicating his or her ideas with a group of 

more competent peers, or encourage children who speak similar languages (other than English) 

to work together while speaking in their native language.  

 Independent writing and conferencing. Children should be given ample time for this 

stage, between 10-15 minutes. It is during this stage that the teacher can introduce a variety of 

materials for children to use that support their individual strengths and needs. For example, to 

support fine motor development, Mrs. Anderson may provide crayons, pencils with grips, or 

carpenter or pyramid pencils. Furthermore, children may require an adapted writing surface so 

taping the paper to the table or providing a clipboard may be beneficial (Mayer, 2007). Other 

materials like notepads, Post-its, and paper of various sizes and shapes are motivating and, above 

all, fun for all children.  

 Conferencing is a way to get children to orally tell what they have written.  “Tell me what 

you wrote or tell me more about your story” is an excellent way for a child and teacher to talk 

about writing. English language learners may only be able to provide a one or two word response 

when asked about their drawing. Mrs. Anderson can expand upon what the child has said by 



8 

 

asking follow-up questions and then incorporating those responses into their previous statement 

For example, if Jose has drawn a picture of a dog and responds, “Dog” when asked about his 

drawing, she could ask questions such as, “Is your dog big or small?” or “What color is your 

dog?” She would then add the additional information to his sentence and read it back to him.  

 Children’s actual written products appear to vary according to the complexity of the task 

presented. For example, children may use more advanced writing features (invented spelling and 

letter-sound correspondence) for easier writing tasks such as name writing, and resort to basic 

writing features (scribbles and random letters) and even drawing when the task is more 

challenging, such as sentence writing (Tolchinsky, 2003; Puranik & Lonigan, 2011). It will be 

important for the teacher to keep in mind that children may combine both basic and more 

advanced forms of writing in the same composition, especially when writing stories (Bus et al., 

2001).  

 Sharing writing with classmates and teacher. Writing workshop ends with 

“publishing” or sharing the writing, lasting about 5 minutes. Perhaps one of the best ways for 

children to share their writing is by creating an “author’s chair” (Graves & Hansen, 1983). The 

authors are able to sit in this chair and read their writing to an authentic audience. It may be 

helpful to have children who are confident in this role share first, as a way to model appropriate 

behavior and delivery of their writing. The teacher may consider using a rocking chair or other 

adapted seating for children who may require additional sensory input while reading. Sharing 

written work is very powerful as not only are children motivated to share their written work, but 

also may improve the quality of their written pieces (Graves & Hansen, 1983).   

Dictation in storybook reading 
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 Many activities within preschool classrooms support early literacy development; 

however, reading books to children is a particularly powerful platform for introducing and 

enhancing literacy skills (Bus, van IJzendoorn, & Pellegrini, 1995; Lonigan, 2004; Scarborough 

& Dobrich, 1994; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998). Books are a great learning tool for young 

children, are pleasurable, and experiences with books build a positive attitude toward future 

reading (Dickinson & Tabors, 2001). How, then, can storybook reading also provide a platform 

for enhancing children’s emergent writing skills as well? The following sections will describe: 

(a) how teachers can utilize question asking as a means to generate dialogue amongst children, 

and (b) how dictation can be incorporated into book reading sessions, and other extension 

activities, to target writing within the context of reading books to young children.  

Asking questions 

 While teachers may ask questions of children during a typical storybook reading session, 

the types of questions that are asked can actually elevate the book reading session, while 

simultaneously stimulating writing opportunities. A set of question prompts, designated by the 

acronym CROWD, can be incorporated into book reading sessions if carefully planned for. 

CROWD stands for completion, recall, open-ended, wh (who, what, when, where, and why 

questions), and distancing (Whitehurst et al., 1994). Table 2 provides specific definitions and 

examples of these prompts that encourage dialogue between teachers and children, and invite 

children to become interactive partners in a communicative exchange. Furthermore, engaging 

children in this type of book “talk” allows children to share their ideas and interests and expand 

their vocabulary, knowledge base, and understanding (Kalmar, 2008).  

Transforming dialogue to written language  
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 As children are sharing their thoughts, ideas, and questions, teachers can capitalize by 

writing, i.e. dictating for them. Listening to and writing down children’s words allows them to 

become aware that spoken language can also be written down, and helps them to begin to 

understand conventions of print such as capitalization and punctuation (Tunks & Giles, 2009). 

Dictation can be planned or happen spontaneously, as with Jose in the opening vignette, so 

teachers need to be prepared. Teachers can plan a specific time to take dictation, in this case 

during storybook reading.  

 For example, while reading the book Pie in the Sky by Lois Ehlert, Mrs. Anderson could 

ask the children to predict what they think will happen next in the story, thus utilizing a “wh” 

prompt. As the children are speaking, she can write down their words, clarifying as needed and 

expanding with further questions or comments as necessary. Children learn new skills by 

observing others engaged in meaningful writing activities (Fox & Saracho, 1990; Saracho,1990; 

Burns & Casbergue, 1992; Chapman, 1996). Teachers may consider using large paper on an 

easel to allow the children to see her as she models correct letter formation, directionality, 

spacing, and text placement (Mayer, 2007). It may also be helpful to write the children’s 

statements next to their printed name (written either by teacher or the child) to help them in 

identifying their own words. The sheet(s) of paper with children’s ideas can be saved for use the 

next time the story is read as a way to help children recall information or facilitate discussion. 

Children will enjoy reading back their contributions to group writing activities. The teacher can 

further encourage children to re-read by allowing them to point to each word as they read it using 

fun and enticing items such as a feather or wooden spoon. Some children may need to substitute 

pictures in place of words, or be provided with a prompt to help them generate a more complete 



11 

 

response. These are all strategies teachers can use to ensure that each child can make a 

contribution to the group.    

 With regards to storybook reading, teachers can create an atmosphere of multiliteracy and 

further support English language learners by incorporating the following into her classroom 

environment: encouraging a parent or sibling to read a story in their families native language, 

make books available in all the languages spoken in the classroom, learn and teach familiar 

words or phrases from books in a child’s first language, and create a library of audio and/or 

video tapes of parents telling a story in another language (Schwarzer, Haywood, & Lorenzen, 

2003).  

Extension activities 

 Teachers could also use dictation during extension activities that occur after children 

have become familiar with the content of the book through repeated readings over the course of a 

few days. Repeated readings allow children to become familiar with the characters and aspects of 

the book, while also allowing opportunities for activities which can be expanded and enriched 

over time (Fowler, Yates, & Lewman, 2007). For example, Pie in the Sky ends with a recipe for 

making cherry pie from which Mrs. Anderson could build an activity, such as making their own 

original recipe for pie. The children can provide their ideas for the ingredients and directions for 

how to make the pie, while Mrs. Anderson scribes. Pictures could also be introduced to help 

those children who may need additional support recalling the information. The recipe may even 

be transcribed into a classroom newsletter to share with parents. Additionally, the dramatic play 

center may be stocked with all of the items necessary to bake a pie (i.e. pots, pants, spoons, 

bowls, ingredients, hat, apron etc), including writing utensils and paper so that children can 

practice “writing” while engaging in free play with their peers.  
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 Finally, teachers can encourage the children to illustrate their favorite part of the story, an 

alternate ending, or simply what they remember. Many of the same modifications in terms of 

materials and arrangements can be used during these activities to support children with 

individual learning needs. Once children have completed their drawings, she could dictate the 

words that go along with the pictures and perhaps combine the pages into a classroom book. 

Children can be encouraged to write or scribble their own words, as they are able and willing. In 

this way, the teacher is honoring the child’s attempt to write while still putting their words into 

written form. Reading books is a fun, enjoyable activity that many preschool teachers utilize 

within their classrooms. Incorporating dictation into actual book reading sessions, as well as 

extension activities, is a great way to promote the development of children’s emergent writing 

skills. 

Parent Involvement 

 Cultivating a home to school connection is important at every grade level, but especially 

during the preschool years. Encouraging parents to also work on skills and abilities that you are 

targeting at school is a great way to begin to build a connection and, of course, further develop 

children’s skills. Mrs. Anderson can ensure that families are as involved as possible in a variety 

of different ways. A home to school journal is a frequently used strategy in a preschool 

classroom as teachers write comments about the child and their day, and encourage families and 

children to also write in the journal. The journal travels back and forth between home and school 

and is a great way to keep parents engaged. Mrs. Anderson could also host a family writing night 

where children and families are encouraged to create their own book based off of a favorite 

author or topic. Finally, a “backpack” system can be put into place in which a book and prop 

corresponding to that book are available for parent checkout. Included in this backpack are 
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carefully selected activities that encourage the child and their family to engage in writing 

together.  

Conclusion 

 Emergent writing at the preschool age is a dynamic and fluid process. Writer’s workshop 

is presented here as one strategy that teachers can utilize as a means to support children as they 

move through the writing process. Children’s written work will vary depending on age and skill 

level, therefore, it is important to recognize strengths in children’s writing and encourage them to 

transition to the next level. Parents are great motivators and can also serve as partners with you 

in terms of children’s development. Encourage them to read, talk, and above all write with their 

child as much as possible!  
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Table 1 

Stages of Emergent Writing 

Stage How you can facilitate 

1. Scribbling from left to right – may not have any 

discernible shape or structure 
� Encourage writing development through 

physical arrangement and types of 

materials readily available to students (e.g. 

markers, pens, pencils, crayons, chalk, and 

paint) 

 

� Make writing materials accessible for 

students in various parts of the classroom 

and outdoors to encourage children to write 

at different times (e.g. centers, signing in 

upon arrival, sidewalk chalk or outdoor 

paints on the playground) 

2. Creating letter-like forms – may begin as 

“cursive-like” scribbles and then small letter-like 

shapes; may wobble or have a downhill slant across 

the page 

� Encourage children to concentrate on the 

message and not on letter formation or 

spelling. 

 

� Provide stencils and other letter 

manipulatives for children to explore as 

they learn to form different letters 

3. Creating random strings of letters – can include 

letter approximations and/or combinations of 

scribbles and letters (Perlmutter, Folger, & Holt, 

2009) 

� Encourage children to write their names. 

Children’s names are very meaningful to 

them and thus, more motivating to write. 

 

� Honor children’s conceptions of writing 

and allow them to self-select topics of 

interest to write about, for example daily 

journaling about a topic that is their 

favorite. 
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Table 2 

Dialogic Reading Prompts and Examples 

Prompt Example  

Completion – completing a sentence with 

familiar word(s) 

Brown Bear Brown Bear, What do you see? Bill Martin, Jr.  

 

“Brown bear brown bear……________________? 

“Purple cat purple cat………________________? 

(Complete with the words “what do you see?”) 

Recall – remembering some aspect of the 

story (e.g. words, pictures, character, plot) 

The Very Hungry Caterpillar Eric Carle 

 

“Can you remember some of the foods that the caterpillar 

ate?” 

“What did he turn into at the end of the story?” 

Open-ended – requires more than just a 

one or two word response  

“I Was So Mad” Mercer Mayer 

 “What was your favorite part of the book?” 

“How could the story have ended differently?” 

Wh-prompts – who, what, when, where, 

why 

Rosie’s Walk Pat Hutchins 

“Who was Rosie trying to get away from?” 

“Why do you think she was trying to get away from the 

fox?” 

“Where were some of the places that she walked?” 

Distancing – connecting the story with 

children’s background knowledge  

The Little Red Hen Byron Barton 

 

“Has anyone ever made bread before?” 

 

“Have you ever needed help with something before and no 

one would help you?” 
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