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What do we mean by writing? Is it the ability to jot down a shopping list, or
to send a text to tell your loved ones that you won’t be back until 6pm?

Or is it the composing of  ‘great writing’ such as Hamlet or David
Copperfield or is it a strongly argued, eloquent newspaper article?

And what about words, sentences, stories, essays, reports (and so on) –
written by children of  all ages? Or the jottings of  people who keep private
diaries, write poems for pleasure or who blog just because they want to
communicate with others?

Write’ – which has no fewer than eighteen 
definitions in my Collins Dictionary (2003) – is

an umbrella term. 

‘Writing’ covers all the above and much more.
Writing is not, of  course, the sole province of  the Shakespeares, Churchills

and Newtons of  this world, although before universal compulsory education
(introduced in 1870 in Britain) many people could not write even their own
name. 

Introduction

10 Unlocking the Writer in Every Child

‘
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Today, everyone has to be able to write, and all children are, of  course,
required to write things in almost every aspect of  the curriculum, throughout
their schooling and beyond.

Indeed, there are very few jobs, however menial, which don’t require some
sort of  written work.

Reading and writing are complementary skills.
Children learn the mechanics of writing by 

forming for themselves on paper the squiggles they
are learning to decode.

Among other things, a writer is someone who:

0 draws or marks (symbols, words etc.) on a surface, 
usually paper, with a pen, pencil or other instrument

0 describes or records (ideas, experiences, etc.) in writing

0 composes a letter

0 writes words in joined-up script, as opposed to printed
style

0 is a composer of  books, documents, plays, poems, etc.

... and that’s before we start on the meanings of  ‘write down’,
‘write in’, ‘write off ’, and ‘write up’.

11Introduction

There is an official document, for example,
‘signed’ with a cross by John Shakespeare, father of
the playwright, when he was Mayor of  Stratford. 

In the 16th century it was possible to be both
a successful businessman (Shakespeare senior
was a glover) and completely illiterate.
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Writing can be, and is, developed alongside reading and language
development – which I discuss in depth in my book Unlocking the Reader in
Every Child (Ransom Publishing, 2010). But, because writing requires motor
skills and coordination, which reading doesn’t, it usually comes more gradually.

Somehow, as part of  literacy development, we have to find ways of
getting children to write – both in very basic, functional ways (e.g. a shopping
list) and creatively.

Children need to be able to write in many different
registers and for a wide range of purposes.

These purposes might include:

Many children really want to be able to write because they see adults doing
it as part of  everyday grown-up life – for practical purposes at least. That is
why children will often do ‘pretend’ writing as part of  their play activities.
This is something to be encouraged, because it’s part of  the developing
awareness that writing – or print – has meaning.

12 Unlocking the Writer in Every Child

3 letters

3 emails

3 stories

3 reviews

3 factual accounts, such as
writing up the results of
a science experiment

3 play scripts

3 poems

3 biographical and 
autobiographical 
accounts

3 reports

3 interviews

3 notes

3 blogs

3 articles for school 
magazines or other 
publications

3 commentaries on, for
example, their own art
or design technology
work

… and much more.
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13Introduction

Children also see adults
texting, sending emails or
messages on Twitter and
other social networking sites,
and so on. Versions of  these
kinds of  activities, too, can
develop as part of  play.

Stories and experiences
are, of  course, a wonderful
source of  inspiration for
children’s imaginative writing.

Writing is quite hard work. To write at any length,
either on paper or using a computer, needs 

stamina. How do we persuade children to remain 
interested in it without putting them off for life? This
book suggests some solutions.

We also have to work out what we mean by
‘good writing’. 

Do we mean conventionally correct writing
in terms of  grammar, punctuation and spelling –
known collectively as orthography?

Typically a child’s first
writing will be an attempt to
write his or her name (or
the initial letter of  it) – with
help – on, perhaps, a birthday
card at home or a piece of
art work at nursery.

Remember, writing is at least three things:

0 learning to form (or type) letters, words, sentences and
paragraphs

0 creating interesting and appropriate blocks of  text –
generally known as ‘good writing’

0 expressing ideas in clear, accurate and appropriate
language.
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Unlocking the Writer in Every Child14

Well, obviously these things are very important and must be taught
systematically, but they do not in themselves equal ‘good’ writing.

Fluent, joined-up handwriting matters too, but it isn’t the essence of  good
creative work – which can, of  course, be composed just as well on a computer
as with a pen on paper. (I am, for example, writing this book using a computer.)

If we want to unlock the writer in every child, we
have to teach and develop a wide vocabulary,

used in original ways. 

Sometimes it is appropriate to break conventional grammar rules (although
of  course you need to know the rules in order to do that!) or to use punctuation
in unorthodox ways. Even spelling is a very different skill from writing well,
and can be learned in parallel, separately, and then applied to the child’s
writing – as we shall see.

Is this book for you?

Many heavily academic books have been written about teaching writing. This
is not one of  them.

My aim in this book is twofold:

to provide a basic, quick-to-read guide to teaching and 
encouraging writing of  all types and at all stages, and

to suggest practical ‘try this’ ideas to help overcome obstacles
and, perhaps, to give some fresh perspectives.

So in this book I shall be moving from quick overviews to very ‘hands on’
things to try with children. That is why each chapter in this book is divided
into two parts: first, a quick outline of  key issues, followed by a section of
practical teaching ideas.

I hope this book will help teachers, special needs co-ordinators, school
(and other) librarians and anyone else working in schools, such as learning
support assistants, teaching assistants and volunteers who help with literacy
work.

1

2
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But this is not a book just for professionals in
schools.

Are you a parent or guardian trying to encourage your children to write?
Or are you simply concerned that your children may not be progressing at
the rate they should – and in the right way?

If  so, you probably need information about how literacy teaching works
– in which case this book is for you, too.

We all want to do the best we can to help our
children, and developing effective literacy is

probably the most important skill they will ever
learn.

Remember, though, that no two pupils are the same – and every teacher
is different. One size most definitely does not fit all. That is why it’s useful
to have plenty of  strategies for getting reluctant writers going: what works for
one pupil in one classroom with a particular teacher or learning assistant
won’t necessarily work in a different situation.

Let’s start with the very youngest ones.

Introduction 15

So we have to find ways of  meeting individual
needs. And parents at home, of  course, are
better placed than anyone to do just that. So
don’t be afraid to get involved if  you want to
help your own children.
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Never Too
Young to Start1
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Never Too Young 
to Start

Writing is part of everyday life

Babies are mini learning machines – amongst other things.
Children learn more, and faster, in the first few months after birth than

they do at any later stage in their life. This applies as much to their learning
the foundations of  writing as it does to everything else they learn during this
period.

Of  course you can’t put a pencil in the hand of  a new-born baby, but Josh
or Emma sees (and hears) adults using pens, pencils, computers, mobile/smart
phones and so on from the moment the midwife records the birth weight
and the proud dad texts his parents with the good news. 

Writing is part of everyday life – from day one.

Babies absorb far more than most adults realise or expect them to.
Consider the way young children understand what is said to them (‘It’s time
for your nap,’ ‘Where’s your teddy bear?’ and so on) long before they can speak.

1
The Issues

18 Unlocking the Writer in Every Child
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19Chapter 1 – Never Too Young to Start: The Issues

The physical activity of  writing requires:

0 Motor skills
To make a mark on paper or on a screen, you have to make
some sort of  muscular movement.

0 Co-ordination.
You have to manage the paper, crayon, screen, keyboard (or
whatever you are using) with your hands and your eyes – and at
the same time.

‘Le graphisme’

In France, infants teachers place great emphasis on what they call ‘le
graphisme’ – a word which doesn’t really translate. It means something like
‘the graphic act’ and involves careful preparation of  young children for
writing through art work, PE, music and rhythm. 

The focus in le graphisme is on developing:

0 overall motor control – the ability to control one’s body

0 fine motor control – the ability to fine-tune the movements of
the arm, hand and fingers

0 visual control of  the traces produced by the hand, and

I’ve never forgotten an experience when I was looking after
a young relation aged 10 months for a few hours. Something
had upset me, and I stood for a minute looking out of  the
window, shedding a tear. 

Young Jemina crawled across to me and gently stroked my
leg to express sympathy. She understood, without being told,
that I needed comfort.
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0 spatial control of  one’s body, involving awareness of  horizon-
tality, verticality and how to transfer a movement onto paper.

Although there is no
overall concept of  le graphisme
in the UK education system,
it is well worth our bearing
the concept in mind as we
educate, stimulate and play
with young children whose
writing skills we hope one
day to unlock.

Many of  the activities
suggested in the second
half  of  this chapter are,
effectively, ways of  working
on le graphisme.

Early drawing

A child with a crayon is starting to develop the hand control that will eventually
be needed to form small letters. That child is also beginning to practise
shapes. After all, the 26 letters of  the English alphabet are based on circles
or part circles, strokes and dots – exactly what the young child draws on the
paper.

Always encourage drawing and art work in the
youngest children. It’s valuable in itself, but it is

also an essential stepping stone on the journey to
writing. 

Meanwhile you can help the youngest children by playing games with
them that use their fingers. Songs with actions, or storytelling in which fingers
become puppets and sorting beads, are good examples. Anything that helps
strengthen their muscles.

Unlocking the Writer in Every Child20

Le graphisme has been
thoroughly researched by
Kent primary school teacher
Fiona Thomas, who then
applied its principles in her
school with very interesting
results. 

You can read her account
of  this, ‘Une Question de
Writing’ (1998), at http://on-
linelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111
/1467-9604.00054/abstract.
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Playing with finger puppets is a great way to develop motor skills.

Shaping letters

As the child’s drawing develops, those circles and strokes can gradually be
formed into big letters. Usually the first to be formed is the initial letter of
the child’s name, such as S for Susannah, I for Ishmael, B for Bashar or J for
Jasmine. To begin with, they will not be able to write their letters small,
lacking the necessary fine motor skills. However the children can colour their
big letters in, thus creating illuminated letters for the classroom wall. 

Chapter 1 – Never Too Young to Start: The Issues 21

Try to avoid the disjointed ‘ball and stick’ approach to
forming letters. In the past children were often taught
that a ‘b’, for example, is a circle with a straight line
next to it or that a ‘g’ is a circle with a hook underneath.
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Instead, encourage the children to shape letters from one continuous,
flowing line. Keep the crayon on the paper – which may mean going over
some bits of  the letter twice. This is important because of  a recent development
in the teaching of  handwriting, which we shall come to shortly.

Progressing to a pen or pencil

If  children are very young or very immature they will not be ready to hold a
narrow pencil or pen. If  you force them before they’re ready, they will soon
find that writing hurts, because it causes cramp and other problems. That,
naturally, puts them off  writing – which is the last thing we want. 

As the drawing evolves into writing, and finger
skills improve, encourage the child to hold the

pencil or crayon with the barrel lying loosely in the
angle between the thumb and first finger. 

Unlocking the Writer in Every Child22

How to hold a pen: the tripod position.
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The first finger should rest bent on the top of  the pencil, which is held
from the sides by the tip of  the thumb and the side of  the second finger. 

Handwriting experts call this the ‘tripod position’. There are special pens
and pencils on the market which can help some children with this. These
writing implements have a triangular-shaped barrel with shallow concave
grooves, so that the children’s small digits sit naturally where they should.
These pens are in regular use in some schools.

Learning the tripod position – and establishing
good habits – will solve many problems later.

Three basics 
for good handwriting

Paper: use well-spaced, lined paper.

Posture: make sure that the desk and chair are at the right
height. The child should be sitting comfortably, with a
straight back.

Pens & pencils: a sharp HB pencil is recommended to start
with. Avoid ballpoint pens.

Chapter 1 – Never Too Young to Start: The Issues 23

1

2

3

A child who holds a pencil too tightly, or who
chooses some other form of  grip, will probably
have difficulty writing at length. He or she may
end up as an adult with problems with repetitive
strain injury, too.
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