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Introduction

Welcome to this revised edition of Getting Ready to Write. Since the first edition was published it’s wonderful to say that many Early Years practitioners have spoken to me about how the book gave them a new understanding of the steps children take on their developmental journey to writing. Most importantly, this knowledge had an impact by giving readers greater confidence to reflect on practice and provision, and make small or larger changes to the way they were doing things, which in turn increased children’s engagement with and progress in mark making and writing. A win-win situation! It’s hugely empowering to know you can thoroughly articulate how your provision is linked to children’s unique developmental milestones to anyone who asks.

Early Years policies may have come and gone while this book has been around, but the truth is that the core science and research of child development remains unchanged. As such, you won’t find massive changes to the main messages of the book in this new edition, rather nuggets of new learning I wanted to share, and of course more top-notch activities.

As an Early Years teacher trying to get children to write, I think I probably got more things wrong than I did right. It wasn’t that the children I taught never learnt to write, far from it. But looking back, given what I now know and understand, I think I could have done so much better, especially for those children who were reluctant mark makers and writers. What my teaching suffered from was a combination of lack of knowledge, inappropriate practice and feeling pressure to get children writing as soon as possible.

Once you begin to understand the physical development of mark making and combine that with children’s phonological awareness and engagement, then you have got a winning combination.

First of all, let’s consider the physical aspect of the mark making journey and try and make some sense out of that. If we trace our ancestry back to the time of the evolution of our species, we find ourselves in the company of primitive people. While they were discovering how to make fire and build shelters do you think that one primitive person said ‘I’m just popping out to catch our tea’ and another replied ‘Hold on, I need a few bits while you are out. I will write you a list.’? Of course not!

Being able to write is not a fundamental need that our bodies are designed for. We have evolved a physical body that enables us to survive as a hunter-gatherer. So all of the physical movements our body is accomplished at doing are there because we need them to be able to survive.

We have tiny pivots at the ends of our fingers as well as pivots that increase in size from our knuckles, wrists and elbows right up to our shoulders: these provide us with a huge range of motion from the ability to pick up tiny objects to powerful throwing actions. Our palms enable us to grasp, hold and control a range of tools for a variety of uses. We create a stable central base, often called our core, from which our extremities can move freely. Our feet are flat on the floor to help us to balance while we use a range of motion on our upper body. Meanwhile our brain, assisted by our senses, is constantly working to help us to process all the information that we are taking in. This enables us to balance, judge distance, move appropriately in the space that we have (proprioception) and select the right bits of our body to do the job that needs to be done.

Whereas our distant ancestors might have used their hands to make flint arrow heads, skin animals or sharpen sticks, we now use them to help us to communicate through mark making and writing. We are not born as writers. The physical ability to write requires great dexterity and muscle control, which in turn takes practice.

If we want children to be enabled and successful writers then it really helps if we are able to understand the small step stages of physical development and dexterity, how they link into mark making and what we can do on a daily basis to support and extend children in their progress.

As we focus closely on the skills of physical writing, you might be asking yourself if these are still relevant in a digital world where everyone seems to be typing on a keyboard or screen. It’s true that technology is constantly changing the way we live and work, and it’s interesting to consider the place handwriting will take in our children’s everyday lives in the future as children see literacy around them now in so many rich and varied ways.

The important thing to remember is that children flourish and become avid readers and writers when a variety of models of literacy are available to them; ones which allow them to express themselves creatively through both technology and handwriting. Overall, the goal is for children to communicate their thoughts and ideas confidently in many ways. Talking to children about why they might choose a digital way of writing instead of a pen (or vice versa) and encouraging them to use keyboards and digital ways of writing alongside their handwriting is part of the journey. Alongside this essential physical development we also need to give children a huge range of experiences to help them to grow their imagination, lots of quality talk to give them the vocabulary and the language mechanisms of writing plus a healthy dollop of phonics to enable them to record their talk in ways that can be understood.
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There are a number of day-to-day elements of your practice that could impact this development.


Knowledge

Hopefully, by reading this you will learn some things that will have a positive impact on your children’s development and also you will be more aware of the areas of development that you might want to look into and investigate further.



Assessment

It is essential that you assess your children not only by the letter shapes and sounds that they know but also by their stage of physical development, both in their upper body and their grip. Once you are aware of where they are at, then you can identify the next steps for their development.



Environment

Following good assessment you will then need to show how you are reflecting that assessment in your environment. If you have identified a group of children who are still using really gross motor upper body movements, then where have you made provision available for them? By the same token, if you have a group of children who are using very fine motor movements where is your provision for them?



Challenge

Once your assessment is complete and you have put provision in place to reflect the needs that you have identified, then you have the eternal dilemma of how you get the children you have targeted to engage with the relevant resources. Also, how are you showing that the resources you have offered are taking these children’s learning forward and not just creating opportunities for low level non-challenging play?

The classic scenario is a child who walks into the mark making area, selects some white paper and felt tips and produces this type of work in about a minute and a half.

It shows an understanding of print, has lots of detail and shows a high level of dexterity. As an adult you might be tempted to ‘ooh’ and ‘ahh’ over it, but actually in terms of learning and challenge this child may only be consolidating a skill that they are already good at. There is nothing in that area to move them forward. If they do that every time they go into the mark making area then a great deal of their time may be spent in learning stagnation.



Continuous Provision

We have to stop thinking about continuous provision as ‘the stuff we always have out’ and start thinking about it as ‘continuing the provision for learning in the absence of an adult’. That is when continuous provision will actually have an impact on learning. You cannot guarantee what a child or a group of children will do in an area when you are not there with them to support and guide their play. The hope is that children might scaffold each other’s play or be prompted to challenge themselves to move their learning forward. You can show that all areas of your continuous provision are linked to assessment, resourced to reflect needs that you have identified through assessment and observation, and then enhanced to engage children in subject areas in which they are interested. Do you have resources that develop all the stages of mark making and writing all of the time? Are these available indoors and outdoors?



Implementation

Children not only need opportunities to develop their skills through continuous provision, they also need direct adult interaction on a daily basis. If a child has a choice between something that they can already do and that they find easy or something that is hard and going to challenge them, they may lack the confidence or particular skills to push the boundaries of their learning. Therefore some regular, quality adult intervention with high levels of engagement can really move children’s progress on quickly, rather than waiting for it to happen by chance. A great deal of mark making attainment comes from children’s ability to develop and control their muscles. If we wanted to develop our muscles quickly then we would do exercise every day and work on specific areas that we wanted to improve. We should apply the same principle to children’s physical development for writing.
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