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ABSTRACT 

This is an in depth case study of one writer over a period of two 

years comparing her writing at home with the writing completed at 

school during kindergarten and first grade. This study involves 

descriptions, interpretations, and analyses of Zoe's writing, 

including the processes and products across the two settings. 

There are two frames through which the writer and her writing are 

described, analyzed, and interpreted in this study. The first frame 

focuses on the purposes for and functions of Zoe's writing activity 

at home and in school. This includes present understandings about 

written language development in terms of purposes and functions, 

the conditions writers require in order to write, determinants of 

written language, and the various systems writers use to make 

meaning. The second frame through which Zoe's writing is 

interpreted focuses on the nature of the two settings, the home and 

the school. The settings are analyzed in terms of the activities and 

experiences in which the writer engages. The main goal is to 

understand the nature of a young child's writing activity across the 

home/school settings by analyzing the writing she did in each of 

those settings. The impact of the social nature of the settings upon 

her writing activity are also considered. It was found that when a 

writer is allowed greater control of the many facets of her writing, 

she takes more risks with genre, spelling, length, and complexity. A 

theoretical framework for written language use and development is 
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presented and discussed as 'a vehicle for understanding and 

developing writing programs and supportive relationships between 

the school and the home. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
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How great is our bounty? An inheritance of millions! Not of 
dollars but of opportunities. Millions of children, millions of 
moments when their human need of communication quickens to 
life the sparks of creativity! For the future nothing is more 
important than these sparks, whether only aglow or already 
incandescent, should light the way to new freedom and new 
awareness. The test of education in a democracy may well be 
the degree to which individuals learn to trust their soul's 
invincible surmise and thus . . . discover new continents, not 
of lands but of ideas and of ethics; new dreams by which to 
fashion themselves anew in music and dance and electricity; 
in clay and chemicals and wood; and in the enduring majesty 
of written words . . . (Alvina Burrows, 1955, p. 7) 

Alvina Burrows' words are important as an introduction to 

this dissertation for a few reasons. Their energy and vitality 

reflect the feelings I have for this work; they are one of my 'sparks'. 

Although I may not discover new lands or present musical joy, it is 

my hope that this undertaking will add to the knowledge we are 

accumulating about children's writing and contribute to teachers' 

and learners' understandings of writing. 

Framing the Study 

This study is a qualitative case study of one writer, my 

daughter Zoe, over a period of two years comparing her writing at 

home with the writing completed at school during kindergarten and 

first grade. The goal of this study is to understand the nature of 
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Zoe's writing activity across the home/school settings by analyzing 

the writing she did in each of those settings. The impact of the 

social nature of the settings upon her writing activity is also 

considered. 

I define writing in terms of text, consistent with the 

definition offered by Rosenblatt (1978): 

"Text" designates a set or series of signs interpretable as 
linguistic symbols. I use this rather roundabout phrasing to 
make it clear that the text is not simply the inked marks on 
the page or even the uttered vibrations in the air. The visual 
or auditory signs become verbal symbols, become words, by 
virtue of their being potentially recognizable as pointing to 
something beyond themsalves. Thus in a reading situation "the 
text" may be thought of as the printed signs in their capacity 
to serve as symbols.(p. 12) 

Writing, then, is the production of 'sets or series of signs 

interpretable as linguistic symbols'. 

This study involves descriptions, interpretations, and 

analyses of Zoe's writing, including the processes and products 

across the two settings. There are two frames through which the 

writer and her writing are described, analyzed, and interpreted in 

this study. The first frame focuses on Zoe's various uses of written 

language at home and in school. This includes our present 

understanding of written language development in terms of 

purposes and functions, the conditions writers require in order to 

write, determinants of written language, and the various systems 

upon which writers rely to make meaning. Of course these 

understandings have affected writing instruction in some 
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classrooms by supporting developmentally sensitive ways for 

children to come to understand the purposes and functions of 

writing. A young writer is not limited to composing narratives, but 

rather extends to the wide variety of uses of written language. 

Uses are the functions of and purposes for writing. We are coming 

to understand much about the ways in which children learn to use 

written language. These understandings form one theoretical frame 

for this dissertation. 

The second frame through which Zoe's writing is described, 

interpreted, and analyzed in this study focuses on the nature of the 

two settings, the home and the school. The settings are analyzed in 

terms of the activities (Leont'ev, 1981) and experiences (Dewey, 

1938) in which the writer engages within each setting. I have 

chosen to describe and interpret the writing across the two 

settings from a multidisciplinary view which will incorporate the 

areas of psychology, education, and linguistics. It is not my goal to 

separate these areas and denote them as such, but rather to blend 

them together and draw on them as they support and enhance the 

analyses presented. 

I found that disagreements about the uses of written language 

can be traced back to diverse points of view held by Plato and 

Aristotle. Applebee (1984) claims that: 

Plato argued against the corruption of mind that would follow 
inevitably from relying on books, instead of the discipline of 
mind, for our knowledge and wisdom. Aristotle, on the other 
hand, offered us an extensive, and still useful, inventory of 
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procedures for thinking about and developing an argument. (p. 
190) 

Clark (1990) offers the following which, at first, appears to 

cultivate the ancient debate over the usefulness of writing, but 

helps to resolve the conflict: 

Socrates answers his own questions about the kind of writing 
that would please the gods by creating a myth that describes 
its origin, a myth in which writing is condemned by a god. 
According to the myth, Theuth, the lesser god who invented 
writing, presented it to the great god Thamus with the claim 
that it would make people wiser by improving their memories 
and thus is a 'recipe for both memory and wisdom. ..Oerrida 
notes, however, that the word recipe, translated from the 
Greek pharmakon, can also mean "drug" in a sense that, to 
make Theuth's claim even more ambiguous, can mean either 
"remedy" or "poison". Indeed, when Thamus responds and 
refutes Theuth's claim, he does so by referring to writing as a 
drug that poisons ... (p. 24) 

The concern over writing has to do with its authoritative 

nature, one which frightened many of those involved in the debate 

who believe that writing would end discussion. Clark submits that 

writing which interferes with a dialectical process, by being so 

authoritative, is contrary to the very essence of writing. He 

believes that a more accurate account of the debate would suggest 

that "Plato describes why writing must function within the context 

of an ongoing process of dialectical exchange, [while] Aristotle 

describes how it does so" (p. 28). 

Although I do not continue the debate from the time of 

Aristotle and move forward, I will discuss our understanding of 

writing (Rosenblatt, 1988; Graves, 1983) and the research which 



supports and enhances the first and second frames of analyses in 

this study. 

Two Impetuses for this Study 
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The two impetuses for this work are parenting and teaching. 

These two impetuses overlap considerably since I am the parent of 

the child being studied and I was a primary grade teacher for 

fifteen years. 

parenting 

The anxieties and, at times, despair, involved in being a parent 

of a school age child are being documented more and more (Taylor, 

1983;Dorsey-Gaines and Taylor, 1988; Lareau, 1989; Bissex, 1980). 

Perhaps some of the most intense parent responses to schooling lie 

in literature such as Roll of Thunder Hear My Cry (Taylor, 1976) or 

this grandmother's response to her granddaughter's first,and very 

traumatic, day in school: 

She clutched me in her arms. Her black eyes that always 
smoldered like live coals deep in their sockets caught fire and 
three thousand years of anger and hatred were blazing in them. 
"Oh," she cried, "a black year on them. What have they done to 
my child! May they roast in helL.their schools and their 
teachers and all their works! May their schools burn down! May 
the cholera seize them! May the .earth open and swallow them 
up and may they suffer a thousand years for all the suffering 
they have brought upon us!" She rocked me back and forth on 
her breast. To the music of Baba's curses my hysteria 
abated,but I saw Mama looking down at me. Her eyes were 
sorrowful, but unrelenting. From what one must do there is no 
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escape. Tomorrow I would have to go back to school. (Paull, 
1972, p. 10) 

My concern for my children's tomorrows and 'the millions' of 

children's tomorrows (see Burrows, earlier) is a strong motive for 

this study. Through the intense study of one child, I hope to add to 

the knowledge base that will affect many. 

Luria (1977-78) points out that "[t]he history of writing in the 

child begins long before a teacher first puts a pencil in the child's 

hand and shows him how to form letters" (po 65). As a parent who is 

also an educator, I took great interest in my daughter's literacy 

development. I was teaching primary grades during Zoe's first three 

years of life and was fascinated by her growing interest in reading, 

writing, speaking, and listening. She enjoyed playing with a variety 

of writing implements and applying them to various surfaces in 

what seemed like a sensual experience as she would drag and 

follow markers over paper with her entire body, drooling as she 

forgot to swallow, entranced at the marks the implements were 

making. Luria (1977-78) points out that young children use neither 

conventional form nor function in their writing. I noticed this about 

Zoe and also noted an important departure she made-one which 

indicated that she understood one function of writing. At the age of 

three years, nine months, Zoe presented me with a "letter". She 

called it a letter and explained that it was for her day care teacher. 

The letter was a bunch of tiny 'squiggles' which would not fit what 

Southey (cited in Clay, 1984) calls 'scribblative arts' as Zoe had 

attached meaning to the piece. 
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She explained to me that the letter said "Dear Teacher, I hope 

you will come over. I hope you write back. You will see the tree 

house. Love, Zoe." Zoe presented the letter to her teacher and 

received a response. She had begun to understand the uses of 

written language. Although she was not using conventional' forms of 

print and she could not recall the exact (verbatim) content of the 

letter the next day, she did remember what the basic message was. 

A week later when I showed her the letter and asked her to read it 

she could not recall the contents at all. 

Zoe used the interactional function of language (Halliday, 

1977) in her writing. She enjoyed Sesame Street and a print rich 

environment at home (Goodman and Altwerger, 1981) and began to 

discover some of the conventions of print. She eventually 

committed to paper what resembles a mountain range but, we were 

informed, was a song she had written. She pointed to what turned 

out to be four rows of connected M's and hummed Twinkle Twinkle, 

Little Star. Zoe had made another connection about the printed 

language. As she hummed, using the sound of M, I got a sense of her 

excitement about print. I began to save everything she wrote and to 

tape or take extensive notes on literacy events (Harste, Woodward, 

and Burke, 1984) at home. When Zoe started school, I extended the 

study into her classrooms because of differences I was seeing in 

written language activity across the home/school settings. 

Marie Clay (1987) has documented and discussed the 

importance of writing as it begins as an activity at home before 



children enter school. Clay (1984) enumerates concepts and 

principles which the child learns over time and experience with 

print. It is noteworthy that many of these occur before the child 

enters school. 
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Ferreiro and Teberosky (1979) ~se a Piagetian approach to 

understand children's literacy before school. They found children 

advanced through levels as they approach conventional reading and 

writing. Related to the present study is their understanding of the 

social activities or experiences taking place as children move 

towards conventional literacy: 

Written language is, in fact, a particular object sharing the 
social properties of language but possessing a consistency and 
a permanence oral language does not have. It is precisely this 
characteristic of objectivity, this existence prolonged far 
beyond the act of emission, that allows children in their 
exploration of written language to carry out a series of 
specific actions similar to those they carry out on physical 
objects. Written language has a series of properties ... [which] 
can be observed only through actions that others carry out 
with the object. Social mediation is indispensable for 
understanding such properties. (Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1979, 
p. 285) 

The many contributors to Goodman's (1990) recent volume have 

reaffirmed these findings in many countries. 

Harste, Woodward, and Burke (1984) have contributed to 

understanding Zoe's beginning attempts at writing. They point out 

that a child's scribble is an expression of the deep structure of 

language. When Zoe asked "What does this say" after she wrote 

some squiggles she was showing that she had an understanding of 
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writing, although she lacked knowing that she could encode the 

message. In her letter to her preschool teacher she showed certain 

understandings about encoding. She was also demonstrating that 

she knew the difference between art and writing. When Zoe began 

using writing as an "intent to mean" (Harste, Woodward, and 

Burke,1984, p. 113), she ceased asking what she had written. 

Harste, Woodward, and Burke also discuss the importance of risk

taking as an essential facet of coming to be literate and the various 

risks which Zoe took are discussed and analyzed across settings. 

This is not intended as a presentation of data but rather as a 

demonstration of the impetus for the present study involved in 

seeing what happened to Zoe's writing once she began her formal 

school experience. 

Teaching 

The second impetus for this study is my teaching experience 

of fifteen years. My classroom was a reading-writing classroom 

(Butler and Turbill, 1984), but I still wondered about what 

potentials I was not tapping during our writers workshops. This 

relates to the notion of activity and experience and the parameters 

and boundaries of experience. 

Summary 

In summary, this dissertation involves a study of the 

developing uses of written language of my daughter, Zoe, at home 
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and in school during the first two years of her formal schooling, 

kindergarten and first grade. Using recent research on writing and 

research from various disciplines which addresses settings and 

experiences, her writing is described and analyzed across the 

home/school settings. It is hoped that the findings will inform 

parents, teachers, researchers, teacher educators, and staff 

developers. 



CHAPTER 2 

WRITTEN LANGUAGE 
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The purpose of this chapter is to frame the way writing will 

be described, interpreted, and analyzed in this study. This will 

involve presenting my view of written language and the way that 

view is substantiated in the current literature on writing. Writing 

is viewed as a meaning-based language activity involving the 

production of signs as discussed in Chapter 1. Models of writing 

instruction, including a discussion of the conditions necessary for 

writing are also presented. The final portions of the chapter 

provide the frame for describing, interpreting, and analyzing the 

settings in which writing takes place by focusing on writing as 

activity (Leont'ev, 1981) and as experience (Dewey, 1938) 

particular to specific settings. Sections on literacy in the home 

and the home-school relationship are also included. 

The View of Written Language in this Study 

The view of writing I present in this study is consistent with 

and reflective of our growing understanding of language 

development. In this section I discuss written language 

development as well as issues of oral language development which 

relate to written language. We know that children learn written and 

oral language as they learn about and through language (Halliday, 

1988). 
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Learning Oral Language 

The conditions under which Zoe learned to speak at home are 

articulated by Cambourne (1984) and are supportive of my view of 

language. Cambourne discusses children as being immersed in 

language from the time they are born. They receive constant 

demonstrations of oral language and are expected to learn to speak. 

It is understood that children will take responsibility in their 

acquisition of oral language as they take risks and express 

themselves. As parents, we accept approximations of the child's 

use of language and provide opportunities for her to use language. 

Her use is followed by feedback or response (Cambourne, 1984, pp. 

6-9). These same conditions are necessary for becoming literate. 

Holdaway (1979) discusses the necessities for these same 

conditions for reading and writing development. 

Learning Written Langyage 

Learning written language happens through and during written 

language use. The view of written language in this study is nested 

in a theory of learning language: 

Language learning is easy when it's whole, real, and relevant; 
when it makes sense and is functional; when it's encountered 
in the context of its use; when the learner chooses it. 

Language is both personal and social . . . [I]anguage 
development is empowering: the learner 'owns' the process, 
makes the decisions about when to use it, what for and with 
what results. . . . 



Language learning is learning how to mean: how to make 
sense of the world in the context of how our parents, 
families, and cultures make sense of it ... 

In a word, language development is a holistic personal
social achievement. (Goodman, 1986, p. 27) 

42 

Murray (1982) discusses the process of writing in a manner 

very consistent with the view of learning presented above. Writing 

is a personal and social activity which requires time. Time 

(Hansen, 1987) is essential to the writer. The gift of time allows 

the writer to explore and experiment with her writing. Murray 

(1982) reports that above Franz Kafka's desk was a sign which read: 

"Wait". He describes four forces which nudge the writer towards 

writing: 

increasing information about the subject . . . increasing 
concern ... a waiting audience ... [and] the approaching 
deadline. (pp. 33-34) 

These forces funnel into eight signals "to which writers respond" 

(p.36): 

[1] . . . genre . . . [in which] the writer uses such literary 
traditions to see and understand life . . . [2] point of view . . . 
[3] voice [in which] the writer listens to the sound of the 
language as a clue to the meaning of the subject and the 
writer's attitude toward meaning. . .. [4] News ... for writers 
who ask what the reader needs to know or would like to know . 
. . [5] the line . .. A single line can imply voice, a tone, a pace, 
a whole way of treating a subject ... a lead ... [6] an image . . 
. [7] a pattern in a subject...[8] a problem to be solved rather 
than a quick answer. (Murray, 1982 pp. 36-39) 

Most writers will not experience all eight of Murray's signs 

with each piece they write. His point is that writing is a process 

more than a product. Although a writer might have a completed 
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piece at the end of many long hours, or at the end of a few seconds, 

the process of putting pencil to paper is complex and far reaching 

into the writer and the writer's immediate and long term past and 

future. 

The complexity of the process of writing seems to lie mostly 

in our trying to understand what happens when writers write. As 

Goodman (1986) points out, learning language is natural. Our 

efforts at understanding written language development have led to 

an understanding of the conditions necessary for writers to learn to 

write. use written language development interchangeably with the 

'process of writing', 'learning written language, and 'writing' 

because they can not be separated. Hansen (1987) points out that 

writers require: time; choice, which others (Atwell, 1987) refer to 

as ownership; response to their writing; structure, which is 

consistency in the setting; and a community .of writers. The 

importance of a community reflects the social nature of writing. 

Even though writers put pencil to paper quite alone, they are doing 

so within a community. 

First grade teacher Mary Ellen Giacobbe (1986) understands 

the complexity of writing when the teachers and children involved 

in writing as a community are committed to a meaning-based 

understanding of written language: 

Time alone does not necessarily make a difference for 
writers, however. What students do with the time and who is 
determining what they do with the time are important 
considerations. Learning to write and writing to learn, 
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writers are encouraged and expected to make choices about 
what they do ... to explore the unknown through writing. The 
writer is expected to take control of and responsibility for 
what she is learning. Students work toward greater 
understanding of the meanings of their own texts as well as 
subject areas. {po 146} 

Giacobbe's understanding of writers as they are coming to know 

more about their own writing is clear in this statement: 

Learners need time, choice, and response. I do not think 
teachers need to choose between learning to write or writing 
to learn. A productive classroom in any subject should 
provide opportunities for the student to wonder, to pose 
questions, to pursue possible answers, to discuss with others, 
to come to some conclusions--all in writing and all in an 
attempt to come to a greater understanding of what they are 
trying to learn. The research done by Graves and Calkins and 
Sowers, and by teachers experimenting with writing 
workshops in their classes, indicates ... that writing can be the 
vehicle for learning--for learning about writing and for 
learning about particular topics in content areas. {p.147} 

The view of written language which frames this study has a 

whole language base. In line with that is the principle that: 

Three language systems interact in written language: the 
graphophonic {sound and letter patterns}, the syntactic 
{sentence patterns}, and the semantic {meanings}. We can 
study how each one works in reading and writing, but they 
can't be isolated for instruction without creating non
language abstractions. All three systems operate in a 
pragmatic context, the practical situation in which the 
reading and writing is taking place. That context also 
contributes to the success or failure of the reading or writing. 
{Goodman, 1986, pp.38-39}. 

In this study, I refer to these three language systems: graphophonic 

when the focus is on the relationships between sounds and letters; 
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syntactic when dealing with the relationships between words, 

phrases, and individual sentences; and meaning. The meaning 

system of written language focuses on understanding in terms of a 

context, situation, or setting. It subslJmes the other two systems, 

although it can not exist without them. 

In the following sections, I discuss determinants of written 

language, functions of written language, purpose for written 

language, and the linguistic data pool. 

Determinants of Written Language 

Halliday's (1978) concepts of field, mode, and tenor as 

determinants of written language are used in the analyses of 

writing and they offer further support of my view of writing in this 

study. Basic to this discussion is that "learning language, learning 

through language, and learning about language [are] the three 

components which collectively constitute what education is about" 

(Halliday, 1988, p.35). 

Halliday (1978) offers the following to explain field and 

tenor: 
Field refers to the institutional setting in which a piece of 
language occurs, and embraces not only the subject-matter in 
hand but the whole activity of the speaker or participant in a 
setting .... Tenor ... refers to the relationship between 
participants ... not merely variation in formality . . . but such 
questions as the permanence or otherwise of the relationship 
and the degree of emotional charge to it. (p. 33) 

The tenor is "the personal relationships involved" (Halliday 

and Hasan, 1985, p. 31). At school there is tenor with teachers, 
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other children, the principal, etc. At home, Zoe has personal 

relationships with parents, sister, her dog, etc. The nature of these 

relationships, the tenor, contributes to the settings and Zoe's 

experiences in them. 

The mode of discourse is the way in which language is 

expressed (Halliday and Hasan, 1985, p. 34). Mode might be oral 

speech in the form of a dialogue or a monologue, or it may be some 

form of written language. Doughty, Pearce, and Thronton (1972) 

suggest that "mode refers to the channel of communication adopted, 

not only the choice between spoken and written medium, but much 

more detailed choices" (pp. 185-186). 

Halliday (1978) explains field, tenor, and mode further: 

Field refers to the ongoing activity and the particular 
purposes that the use of language is serving within the 
context of that activity; tenor refers to the interrelations 
among the participants (status and role relationships); and 
mode covers roughly Hymes' channel, key, and genre. . .. The 
categories of field, tenor, and mode are thus determinants and 
not components of speaking; collectively they serve to predict 
text. ... (p.64) 

I use field, tenor, and mode to understand the systems of 

meaning which are occurring at a given point in time at a given 

setting: 

The semiotic structure of a situation type can be represented 
as a complex of three dimensions: the ongoing social activity, 
the role relationships involved, and the symbolic or rhetorical 
channel. We refer to these respectively as 'field', 'tenor' and 
'mode'. ..The field is the social action in which the text is 
embedded; it includes the subject-matter, as one special 
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manifestation. The tenor is the the set of role relationships 
among the relevant participants; it includes levels of 
formality as one particular instance. The mode is the channel 
or wavelength selected, which is essentially the function that 
is assigned to language in the total structure of the 
situations; it includes the medium. (Halliday, 1978, p.110) 

Although I prefer the word 'setting', Halliday uses context of 

situation to describe language and social activity: 

The situation consists of . . . the social situation: that which 
is 'going on', and has recognizable meaning in the social 
system . . . and in which the text is playing some part, and 
including 'subject-matter' as one special aspect; . . . the role 
structure: the cluster of socially meaningful participant 
relationships .. .including the speech role, those that come into 
being through the exchange of verbal meanings; ... the 
symbolic system: the particular status that is assigned to 
the text within the situation; its function in relation to the 
social action and the role structure, including the channel or 
medium and the rhetorical mode. (pp.142-143) 

The field, tenor, and mode of written language determine how 

language will make meaning at a given time. Halliday (1978) 

continues: 

... a social context (or 'situation', in terms of situation 
theory) is a temporary construct or instantiation of meanings 
from the social system. A social context is a semiotic 
structure which we may interpret in terms of three variables: 
a 'field' of social process (what is going on), a 'tenor' of social 
relationships (who is taking apart) and a 'mode' of symbolic 
interaction (how are the meanings exchanged). If we are 
focusing on language, this last category of 'mode' refers to 
what part the language is playing in the situation under 
consideration. (p. 188) 
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Field, tenor, and mode form part of the analytic frame of writing 

across settings which I apply to Zoe's writing. Another facet of my 

view of written language development is the functions of written 

language. 

Functions of Written Language 

Previoulsy I defined use as function and purpose. In this and 

the following sections I elaborate on that definition. Smith 

(1983b), relying on Halliday (1977), enumerates the functions of 

language which serve as one vehicle for analysis of written 

language across the two settings of this study. These functions are 

presented in this section because they are consistent with, indeed 

inherent in, my view of written language in this study: 

Instrumental: Language as a means of getting things, 
satisfying material needs ... 

Regulatory: [language for] controlling the behavior, 
feelings, or attitudes of others ... 

Interactional: [language for] [g]etting along with others, 
establishing relative status . . . 

Personal: [language for] [e]xpressing individuality, 
awareness of self, pride ... 

Heuristic: [language for] [s]eeking and testing knowledge. 
Imaginative: [language for] [c]reating new worlds, making 

up stories, poems . . . 
Representational: [language for] [c]ommunicating 

information, descriptions, expressing propositions [this is 
also called the informative function] . . . 

Diversionary: Puns, jokes, riddles . . . 
Authoritative/contractual: Statutes, laws, regulations, 

agreements, contracts . . . 
Perpetuating: Records, histories, diaries, notes, scores . . 

(Compiled from Smith, 1983b, pp. 53-54) 
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Children are involved in using these various functions of language, 

but we might not notice unless we look carefully: 

... too often, parents, teachers, and children themselves do 
not recognize these activities as legitimate reading and 
writing. Therefore, children are not helped to realize that 
they are already reading and writing, building knowledge about 
written language, including its various forms and functions. 
If children can be helped to believe they already do read and 
write, then school instruction does not become such a 
foreboding task. (Goodman & Goodman, 1983, p. 594.) 

Halliday (1977) reports that schools tend to rely on the 

representational/informative use of language. He points out that 

language is only language when it is in use and that the context in 

which language takes place defines it. The development of language 

(written or oral) is the development of a meaning potential. 

"Language is as it is because of what it has to do" (Halliday, 1977, 

p. 26). Language is part of the setting of school. Halliday is 

disappointed that schools rely on the representational/ informative 

use of language and suggests that a child's difficulty with school 

language "arises because he is required to accept a stereotype of 

language that is contrary to the insights he has gained from his own 

experience" (p.3) . 

. Smith (1983b) submits that the functions of written language 

he presents (reflective of the functions presented by Halliday) 

remain as part of the individual's repertoire of written language for 

life. Halliday's (1977) view is that the functions become more 

complex once the child has a sense of the lexicogrammar of 
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language and engages in dialogue. At this point, the child has 

control of two mega-functions: pragmatic and mathetic. The 

pragmatic mega-function is used to get needs mat and deal with 

other individuals. The mathetic mega-function is used to explore 

and make sense of the world. With increased time and experience 

with the spoken language, the child eventually reaches adult stages 

called meta-functions. These involve the child in all the 

complexities of language for multiple uses. The ideational meta

function embodies "the speaker's experience and interpretation of 

the world that is around him and inside him, and [the] interpersonal 

embod[ies] his own involvement in the speech situation--his roles, 

attitudes, wishes, judgements, and the like" (Halliday, 1975, p.56). 

The third meta-function is the textual function. Halliday (1977) 

summarizes the meta-functions: 

ideational-content of language, its function as a means of the 
expression of our experience, both of the external and of the 
inner world of our own consciousness ... [and] basic logical 
relations . . . interpersonal-language as mediator-expressing 
our own personalities, feelings, interacting, social interplay 
. . textual-enabling . . . creating text, which is language in 
operation as distinct from strings of words or isolated 
sentences and clauses (p. 58) 

Halliday's reference to text as 'language in operation' supports my 

view of written language. 

The functions of written language which Zoe used across the 

settings of this study are considered in terms of her growth as a 



writer. Functions are related to authenticity, purpose, and 

intention in writing as defined in the ext section. 

purpose. Authenticity. and Intention 
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Authenticity, purpose, and intention are facets of my view of 

learning written language. Writing involves the exploration of the 

purposes of and for written language, clarification of intention, and 

the production of authentic text. These three overlap considerably 

in the literature because they overlap as realities for writers in 

meaning-based writing activity. Our understanding of what it 

means for children to write authentic pieces of writing (Wortman, 

1991) is a facet of the meaning-based view of writing in this study. 

Even journal writing, much used by many teachers, becomes less 

authentic for children in certain settings when, for example, a 

kindergarten child questions why he must write in a journal to the 

teacher since that teacher is standing next to him (Wortman, 1991). 

Edelsky and Smith (1984) submit that "[i]n authentic writing, the 

pragmatic system is not separated from the other three; when 

really writing, a writer's purpose and intentions (part of 

pragmatics) have graphophonic, syntactic, and semantic 

consequences" (p.24). They explain that much of school writing is 

not completed as a result of the child's intentions: 

Putting pen to paper in school is usually an activity where a 
child writes out someone else's intentions, where 
prerequisite pragmatic conditions (like having a less informed 
audience when writing for the purpose of informing) are not 
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met. In school writing, ... one or more systems of written 
language are often missing altogether (as in workbook 
exercises) or the connections between the pragmatic system 
and the other three are distorted or severed. When either of 
these conditions obtain, what is engaged in and produced is 
not an instance of genuine writing because ... essential features 
are missing. (Edelsky & Smith, 1984, p. 24) 

DeFord (1979) finds "[p]urpose is central to written 

language" (p. 158). She describes purpose as an integral facet of 

setting. Edelsky and Smith (1984) suggest that information must be 

genuine in a child's writing. Writing which exists in a fabricated 

relationship between the child and the teacher exists solely for the 

purpose of evaluation and is not a legitimate exchange of 

information: 

... authentic writing was integrated into other activities and 
became a part of interactions and contexts beyond the one for 
which it was intended. . . . These [purposes for writing] were 
all writer's, not the teacher's purposes. Such variety of 
purpose in official, if unassigned, classroom writing stands in 
marked contrast to the more singular purpose with which 
children produced inauthentic writing--compliance with an 
assignment to be evaluated. (p.28) 

Edelsky and Smith's (1984) study of an inner-city sixth grade 

whole language classroom left them with this understanding of the 

teacher's view of writing: 

The teacher . . . does not see the writing process as a 
mechanical sequence of steps (rehearsing, prewriting, 
writing, rewriting) but as a social, linguistic, and 
psychological enterprise children engage in to get a job done. 
(p.25) 



This helps set the foundation for the importance of setting and 

experience as they relate to the view of writing in this study. 
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The notions of time, ownership, and response lay the 

foundation for meaning-based writing and ensure that experiences 

remain authentic. Time, ownership, and response allow for the 

great variety one might find in a classroom full of writers: 

Much authentic writing (certain lists, notes, signs) were 
dashed off, an investment of time and care appropriate to the 
purpose and audience. Other authentic pieces were worked at, 
struggled with, but not chafed under. Like mature writers, 
these young writers sometimes blocked, paced, and avoided. 
But they also talked about summer plans for capturing in print 
certain stories in their heads the way fishermen talk about 
going after elusive fish. And when the teacher gave them an 
extra period on some days to work on books they were writing 
for publication, they cheered. (Edelsky and Smith, 1984, pp. 
31-32.) 

The "most significant element in writing", according to Murray 

(1985, p. 180) is surprise; surprise seems to be his word for 

authenticity. He contends that we do not write to write that which 

others have already written or already know. He believes that it is 

surprise which motivates writers (p.181) and maintains their 

interest in the writing process. This is consistent with Atwell's 

(1987) notion of ownership. Murray suggests that surprise is 

something that we must expect from our own writing and the 

writing of others. He points out that surprise can only occur when 

we invest ourselves in the "habit" (p. 177) of writing frequently. 

This is not always easy, but it is an essential facet of writing. 

Murray believes that writers must recognize the surprises in their 
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writing as they come to resolve certain problems within their 

writing. "Surprise is felt in the working out of the order, direction, 

proportion, and pace of the text" (p.180). He also submits that 

writers must often accept that the burden of their task is not 

always easy. Writers might find themselves involved with 

characters they find distasteful or a topic that is difficult to deal 

with (p.180). Murray suggests that we must push ourselves to 

accept the responsibility inherent in our writing. 

Dyson (1984; 1985) addresses the issue of authenticity in 

children's writing in her study of a kindergarten classroom in which 

the teacher has the children do extensive amounts of copying and 

does not present situations in which the children initiate their own 

writing. Dyson found that the lack of writing originating with the 

children and the focus on copying correctly resulted in children 

focusing on the surface or mechanical features of printing and 

investing little of their energy in meaning. Dyson's study relates to 

authenticity and shows how important the parameters of a setting 

can be. 

The growing understanding of written language as purposeful, 

authentic, and intentional has had an impact on literacy in homes 

and schools particularly in the way in which written language is 

viewed. Various realities about writing are replacing some long

held myths. 

Myths and realities of written language. Twenty two myths 

about writing--doing it, learning it, and teaching it--are 
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enumerated by Smith (1983a). Research and classroom practices are 

putting these myths to rest, offering insight and understanding into 

the writing process and the 'realities' Smith articulates. Smith's 

list of realities includes: 

· . . writing helps create experiences and explore ideas. . . . 
writing is for communication and for the writer serving as a 
vehicle of thought. The writer is the first reader of a piece. . 
· writing can create ideas and experiences .... Writing is not 
permanent; it is open to many changes in many ways 
individually and socially .... Writing is not necessarily linear 
as writers can paste and cut from many directions and 
sources. . . . There is no specific order for the learning of 
reading or writing. One may read first, write first, or do both 
simultaneously .... Writing is not best taught by direct 
instruction. It is learned .... Most classrooms are not places 
where writers learn to write .... Writing is a social activity .. 
· . Writing is an individual act as writers have their own 
particular idiosyncrasies. (Condensed from Smith, 1983a, pp. 
81-87.) 

Smith's realities suggest the complexity of learning to write. Yet, 

under quality conditions (discussed in a later section), young 

writers handle the complexity quite well. 

My view of written language development is supported by the 

notion of a 'linguistic data pool' (Harste, Woodward, & Burke, 1984) 

which helps to explain how young writers learn written language. 

The Linguistic pata pool 

An artificial aspect of this study is its minimal focus on the 

reading/writing connection. The examination of writing as 

contextualized within a setting or experiences would almost 
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demand that reading and writing be considered together. The 

conceptualization of the linguistic data pool ( Harste & Mikulecky, 

1984; Harste, Woodward, & Burke, 1984) suggests that language 

experiences contribute to a general pool from which future 

experiences are drawn: 

What language users learn from a language encounter feeds a 
common pool of linguistic data which can be drawn upon in a 
subsequent language encounter; . . .Oral language encounters 
provide data for written language encounters and vice versa; . 
. . Growth in a given expression of language must be seen as a 
multilingual event; in reading, for example, hearing a set of 
directions read, encountering written language with others, 
listening to a book, talking about a newspaper, or attempting 
to write your own story; all support growth and development 
in literacy. (Harste and Mikulecky, 1984, p. 53) 

The linguistic data pool is a black box of sorts in that teachers do 

not know what is in an individual's pool. Additionally, the pool of an 

individual is affected by the context in which the individual is 

spending time and by the history of the individual(Haliiday and 

Hasan, 1985). The linguistic data pool is influenced by other 

systems such as music, art, and dance (Harste, Woodward, & Burke, 

1984). Thus, description and interpretive analyses of a single 

strand, writing in this case, provides a window into the linguistic 

data pool. The differences which are noted across the settings have 

the potential of offering insights into the operation and activity of 

the data pool as a function of setting. 

Studies such as the one reported by Mason and Peterman 

(1988) of kindergarten children's writing after they have listened 
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to books are relevant to the notion of a linguistic data pool. They 

report that "learning about written language occurs when teachers 

read books to students, talk to them about the book contents, and 

arrange for them to try reading and writing about what they have 

read" (p.4). Dyson (1987) reports on children's speaking activity in a 

kindergarten through third grade classroom. She finds that children 

are involved in "composing events" (p.4) which involve movement, 

drawing, discussion, sound effects, and writing. Thus the 

production of written text in Dyson's study involves: language, art, 

and movement. This stretches the concept of a linguistic data pool 

to be a pool which involves more than linguistic elements. 

The linguistic data pool is consistent with what occurs during 

a transaction in reading and writing. Transaction is defined as that 

which: 

designates, then, an ongoing process in which the elements or 
factors are, one might say, aspects of a total situation .... 
What the organism selects out and seeks to organize according 
to already acquired habits, assumptions, and expectations 
becomes the environment to which it also responds. 
(Rosenblatt, 1978, p. 17) 

Rosenblatt (1988) defines two facets of reading, efferent and 

aesthetic: 

In efferent reading, then, we focus attention mainly on the 
public "tip of the iceberg" of sense: The meaning results from 
an abstracting-out and analytic structuring of the ideas, 
information ,directions, conclusions to be retained, used, or 
acted on after the reading event. 
The predominantly aesthetic stance covers the other half of 
the continuum. In this kind of reading, the reader adopts an 
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attitude of readiness to focus attention on what is being lived 
through during the reading event. (p. 5) 

Rosenblatt (1978) notes that efferent and aesthetic stances exist 

for writers, too. 

The linguistic data pool conceptualization suggests that 

writing can be efferent or aesthetic and as such a function of the 

activity or the experience of the writer. 

Systems of meaning. Burke (presented by Short, 1990) has 

extended the conceptualization of the linguistic data pool to include 

within it any systems of meaning with which an individual comes in 

contact. She discusses this as the sign data pool and focuses upon 

progressive meanings which an individual makes for herself as a 

result of experiences with those sign systems. Various settings 

provide experiences for the child which are a function of the 

parameters of those settings. This means that writing is a function 

of more than the individual. Halliday and Hasan (1985) discuss 

semiotics as systems of meaning. Within a classroom or a home 

setting there are many systems of meaning which constitute the 

experience of the child. There is a written meaning system, or 

perhaps many systems of meaning around different types of writing. 

There are systems around oral language, around physical space, and 

more. 

now turn to models of writing instruction which rest upon 

these views of writing. 
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Models of Writing Instruction 

Writing instruction usually is focused in one or more of the 

three systems of language: graphophonic, syntactic, or meaning. A 

teacher is usually the individual responsible for the decision, 

although district and state level decisions impact her classroom. 

Instruction which focuses mostly on the graphophonic system of 

language is referred to as subskills models of writing instruction 

(Goodman, Watson, and Burke, 1987). This includes most phonics 

oriented programs. Instruction which rests mostly in the syntactic 

system of language is referred to as skills models of instruction 

(Goodman, Watson, and Burke, 1987). Instruction which is focused 

on meaning is referred to as models based in meaning or meaning

based models of instruction throughout this study. Goodman, 

Watson, and Burke (1987) refer to these as holistic. 

Models of instruction which focus on meaning also recognize 

the importance of the graphophonic and syntactic systems. Process 

writing, a meaning-based model of writing instruction, is the focus 

of the following sections because of the impact it has made on 

written language instruction. 

Before process Writing 

This section begins with a brief review of the process writing 

literature and then focuses on conditions of instruction which 

support written language development. 
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The writing process movement has its roots earlier than the 

work of Donald Graves (1973). Iredell (1898) discusses young 

children's fascination with writing almost a century ago. Hildreth 

(1939) studied children's writing of their own names and found that 

children are quite interested in writing, often for hours at a time. 

She reported that "children increasingly practice writing through 

preschool years and that as they mature they demand more help 

from their elders in achieving skill in writing" (p. 302). The 

dialectic between invention and convention (Goodman, 1988) was 

evident to Hildreth as she saw children eager to learn conventions 

of print and almost simultaneously involve themselves in inventing 

writing, pretending that they could write conventionally in order to 

explore the functions of print. 

Burrow's (1951) describes classrooms in which children 

busily construct initial drafts of writing projects without worrying 

about mechanics or spelling. Later, with the help of the teacher, 

the children worked on final copies to be presented to the class. 

Burrow's conviction that a process of writing which honors the 

author and his or her choice of content as the foundation of a 

powerful writing program and even a country is best expressed 

when she says: 

For it is through honest revelation that real satisfaction is 
achieved, that genuine needs are met, that learning is 
promoted, that the creative urge is strengthened. And 
creativeness is essentially valuable in a democracy where 
uniqueness, not uniformity, is a source of strength. (p.207) 
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She has a sense of urgency as she later writes (1952): 

Being in the role of authority over one's characters is a 
vicarious and constructive way of balancing the scores. That 
children use such media spontaneously, often violently, with 
no hint of self-consciousness is all the more evidence of their 
essential need [to write]. (Burrows, 1952, p. 137) 

Changes in the basic curriculum which were appearing in the 

late 1950s and early 1960s were having an impact on writing. 

Parke (1959), who provides a thorough history of this early period 

of writing instruction, discusses the "vitalization of the 

curriculum ... [and] [i]ncreased communication among children in 

primary grade classrooms in a more permissive atmosphere" (p. 

107) as having an effect on the way children were allowed to 

compose at the time. Parke cites some studies in favor of more 

traditional approaches, but she presents many others which support 

the process writing tenet that "the mechanics of writing should be 

subordinated to the substance of ideas" (Parke, 1959, p. 110). 

process Writing 

Virtually any piece of research focusing on children's writing 

discusses the impressive impact of the work of Donald Graves and 

the many teachers and researchers he has influenced since his 

dissertation (1973). He has influenced me as a teacher, a teacher 

educator, a parent, and now as a researcher. His influence upon me 

as a teacher was dramatic when I was teaching seven year olds and 

reading his work about seven year olds. Graves (1981) claims that: 



The complexity of the writing process and the 
interrelationships of its components have been 
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underestimated by researchers, teachers, and other educators, 
because writing is an organic process that frustrates 
approaches to explain its operation. (p. 227) 

The above quote captures the essence of Graves' work from his 

dissertation through more recent works such as Investigate 

Nonfiction (1989) one of The Reading/Writing Teacher's Companion 

series. Writing is a system in which a child participates. 

Graves (1984) warns against orthodoxy in the instruction of 

the writing process. Part of problem of the complexity of an 

organic process is the tendency of teachers to reduce the process to 

dogma to which all believe they must subscribe in order to be 

considered a writing process classroom. Graves (1988) has been 

reduced to a four step method or a seven step method. This 

reduction clearly annoys him as he enumerates the orthodoxies 

which disturb him, particularly the way teachers focus on: 

revision, personal narratives, constant conferencing and publishing, 

and dogmatic adherence to a cycle of writing and sharing (Graves, 

1984, p. 153). 

Graves(1983) does not leave the process of writing as a 

mystery which teachers must figure out. He describes literacy-rich 

environments for children which involve school days steeped in 

literature. He deals with helping children choose topics, 

conferencing, evaluating, and how to help children develop their 

abilities as writers. 
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Individuals who are committed to meaning-based writing 

learn to respond to the surface structure and deep structure needs 

of children's writing through conferencing. Surface structures 

include mechanical features of writing such as punctuation, 

spelling, grammar, and handwriting. Deep structures are those 

addressing or dealing with meaning. There is a mutuality of respect 

and understanding which each teacher develops with each student 

and each class. Teachers learn to judge when to instruct and ho,w 

much to instruct and who requires direct instruction in particular 

areas. Instruction is usually in small groups and focuses around 

individual needs. Shared needs are addressed in larger groups. And 

children's uses of written language are expanded, as Graves (1989) 

explains about nonfiction: 

The object of the whole report process is to help students 
find territory of information they know something about, and 
then enjoy the process of learning still more by listening to 
their reading and to the texts they compose. (po 103) 

Students learn from their questions, the sources they seek in 

response to their questions, and from the texts they produce. 

Individuals (parents or teachers) committed to meaning-based 

writing experiences learn to know when skills instruction might be 

in order, what those instructions might look like, and when other 

issues (such as reassurance) are required. Such an individual, as a 

writer him- or herself, becomes sensitive to the needs of a writer 

and is constantly growing to understand written language more and 

more. 
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Beyond Process Writing 

In 1988 at the Catskill Whole Language Conference (Oneonta, 

New York), Donald Graves spoke of the funeral for the word 'process' 

at the process writing laboratory at the University of New 

Hampshire. He realized that too many teachers and researchers 

were viewing process writing in some dogmatic fashion. 

My considerations of writing activity and experience across 

settings is aimed at looking at writing as contextualized. The 

importance of the context has been shown by Emig (1971) and, more 

recently by Y. Goodman (with Wilde, Bird, Vaughan, Kasten, and 

Weatherill, 1984): 

. . . the social context for writing is significant even when a 
writer is writing alone . . . we have begun to appreciate the 
dynamic interactions of students, paraprofessionals, teachers 
and researchers on the evolution of text. These dynamic 
interactions have an important impact on the ways writers 
view themselves as writers as well as on what they create. 
(pp.XI-19 -XI-20) 

Others (Harste & Short, with Burke, 1988, for example) have shown 

that writing is very much a socially based activity. 

My focus on the importance of setting will begin with a 

discussion of the conditions necessary for learning to write. Then 

will focus on writing activity and experience and how they relate to 

setting and written language development. 



Conditions Necessary for Written Language Development 

The meaning-based models of writing instruction presented 

above are a basis for the view of writing in this study. Those 

models contain certain conditions which writers require. 

Time Ownership Response 
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Atwell (1987) presents three important conditions for 

meaning-based writing. The way individual teachers interpret 

these conditions is reflected in the way the teachers run writing 

programs, their attitudes about what is produced, their 

conferencing techniques, and other aspects of writing. Parents 

involved in their children's written language development also deal 

with these same conditions. 

The powerful conditions which Atwell (1987) discusses are 

time, ownership, and response. Writers need the time to write. 

Time is a commodity in the classroom and the home and teachers 

and parents willing to permit the time that serious writing and 

writers require are sending messages to children about written 

language. This has a lot to do with experience and setting. 

The second condition which Atwell discusses is ownership. 

Students must be allowed a certain degree of ownership in terms of 

their writing. This has to do with the many decisions writers make 

along the way as they are composing a piece. Students may be 

required or allowed to choose a topic, a length, writing paper, 

implements, the area of the room in which to write, the amount of 
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time they will invest in a piece, and they might decide to abandon a 

piece of writing that is not working for them at the present time. 

They may choose to collaborate with an expert, a friend, the 

teacher, or some other source or resource. Thus, ownership is 

involved in relationship. The teacher (or parents, in the home) and 

the children are in a relationship. Ownership of a piece of writing 

is a negotiated issue which is a function of authoritarian issues, 

school policy, student willingness to assume the responsibility 

inherent in ownership, parent-child relationships and more. 

The final condition Atwell presents is response. Response 

takes much into consideration: 

Writers are vulnerable.That's the writer there on the page, his 
or her essential self laid bare for the world to see. A writer 
wants response that is courteous and gentle, that gives help 
without threatening the writer's dignity. Every adult 
remembers at least one real experience writing in 
school ... when an English teacher's response took the form of an 
attack: red ink bled all over a piece of writing that 
represented the writer's level best. (Atwell, 1987, p. 66) 

The growth of a single writer provides much information 

about the writing process. This is evidenced in the work of Lucy 

Calkins (1983; 1986; 1991) in a twofold manner. On the one hand 

Calkins' growth as a writer is apparent as one reads each work in 

sequence. Her understanding of what has to be said and how she 

expresses it change over the course of her books. More importantly 

for the present study are the insights into the writing process 

which her work provides. The case study of seven year old Susie 
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(1983) was part of a research project conducted under Graves' 

guidance. The case provides teachers and researchers with a 

description of some of the interests of a second grade child and 

insights into her process as a writer. Calkins discusses the writing 

that Susie did as a function of seven interacting aspects: 

1. ownership 
2. pace and control of one's pace 
3. writing conferences 
4. Susie's executive function and the role dialogue plays in it 
5. Susie's field of concern and the way she makes one concern 
vie with another . 
6. internalization 
7. Mrs. Howard's [the teacher] role (Calkins, 1983, p.66) 

Calkins' case study documents the independence children gain 

when involved in meaning-based writing programs. They learn to 

ask questions of their own and others' work which reflect what it 

means to be an author. The children discuss content and ideas first 

and mechanics later. Susie takes risks with her writing and feels 

safe doing so. She knows that her teachers and peers are available 

as listeners for her when and if she decides to explore some aspect 

of her work. As a writer, Susie has become aware of her strategies 

as they emerge and as she learns them from others. Time, 

ownership, and response are reflected in an integral facet of the 

setting, a condition for learning to write: safety. The children in 

Susie's class feel safe to explore writing, including a process of 

evaluation: 

Children also learned to evaluate their own emerging texts. A 
child would finish a draft and immediately her eyes would 
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climb back up the page; the youngster would shift from being a 
writer to being" a reader ... (p.137). 

Reflecting back upon the study of Susie, Calkins (1985) tried 

to make sense of the child's growth in writing as Calkins wondered 

about Susie's responding to her own writing in ways not 

demonstrated by the teacher. The power and impact of the entire 

setting struck Calkins: 

The children were again asking themselves questions which 
had been asked of them-this time, not by their teachers, but 
by the researchers who were observing in the school. How 
could I have overlooked the impact our presence would have on 
the children? .. AII of my efforts to teach the children had been 
to no avail. My presence at the child's side, my interest in th~ 
process of their craft, and my predictable questions had been 
a powerful teaching force. (Calkins, 1985, p. 197) 

The Art of Teaching Writing (Calkins, 1986) parallels Graves' 

(1983) book for teachers and children. Initiating writing with 

children, conferencing, teaching skills, and more are presented and 

are relevant here as Calkins presents the process steeped in writing 

she has gathered from many children in different settings. Her 

most recent work (Calkins, 1991) is a presentation of her research 

conducted in the New York City area. Children in the study used 

notebooks as the central point of all their writing. The notebooks 

became historical documents of the children's growth as they 

served as the point of departure for a variety of writing projects 

across classrooms. Calkins writes early in the book (p.11) that a 

teacher's " first objective, then is to fall in love with [their] 

children, and to do so quickly." Falling in love is described in the 
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rest of the book. It is a social and transactional process involving 

the time, ownership and response that makes writing authentic and 

steeped in the greatest respect for the writer: 

The learning and living and growing that happen as youngsters 
and teachers notice raindrops and old ladies talking and 
suitcases floating down the East River cannot be on trial 
whenever a child attempts to produce a piece of literature, 
nor can the yearning to do something big--to edit an anthology 
or combine pages of entries into a single story--be questioned 
simply because the first results are clumsy. (Calkins, 1991, 
p. 83) . 

Harste and Burke (1979) report the case of Alison, a first 

grader whose teacher does not afford Alison the ownership of her 

writing which would allow her to develop from where she is and 

express herself authentically in school. Harste and Burke submit 

that "[w]hile her teacher was well intentioned, the reading and 

writing activities which she provided did not build upon Alison's 

range of experience" (p.170). The teacher's belief that learning to 

write rests in mastering the surface features of written language 

resulted in simple tasks with a focus on errors. A clear message 

from the teacher was that "[c]reativity must wait upon control" 

(p.172) so Alison could not engage in sustained writing which she 

originated while in school. 

Oral Language as a Condition for Learning Written Language 

The parameters and use of oral language in the classroom and 

in the home are considered in this study of Zoe when they are 
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relevant to written language use. Oral language contributes to the 

nature of a writing experience within a particular setting and 

across settings as well. In this section I present literature which 

suggests that oral language, as it is used in a particular situation 

such as school or home, contributes to the setting in which the 

writer writes. In this sense it is part of the conditions under which 

writers write. 

Dyson (1982) suggests that children must solve the "written 

language puzzle" (p. 829). The solving process involves the 

understanding of various features and characteristics of print. 

Dyson points out that the "sociocognitive nature" and "functional 

capacities" of written language are essential pieces of the puzzle. 

The social and functional aspects of written language and oral 

language flow into one another in meaning-based writing and are 

integral parts of setting and experience. 

The use of oral language in school has been examined by 

Cazden (1985) as she points out the children rarely are allowed to 

initiate discussions in school. Sharing time (show and tell) is the 

one time of day when she found children initiate discussion of 

topics not directly in response to the teacher. Some topics are not 

allowed in certain classrooms, but overall sharing time is the time 

when children may initiate. 

Show and tell is an opportunity for language rich activity. 

Oken-Wright(1988) discusses six areas in which show and tell may 

impact children and the classroom. She reflects upon her own 
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kindergarten classroom as a place where five and six year olds can 

evaluate and bring closure to areas of study, express themselves 

and listen to others, and brainstorm ideas for future areas of study. 

Children also use the time for problem solving, to share ideas, and 

to express their thoughts and feelings. 

Oken-Wright's focus is on the child during circle time. Cazden 

(1985) focuses on the teacher's response to the children during 

circle time. She pOints out that this might very well be the only 

time during the school day when a child generates her own oral 

texts which do not have to subscribe to the teacher's criteria (as in, 

say, a math lesson). This is "often the only official classroom air

time when out-of-school experiences are acceptable topics in 

school" (p. 183). Cazden discusses a continuum which has emerged 

from her research. At the positive end of the continuum are those 

teachers demonstrating appreciation for the children's sharing of 

the events of their lives. Some teachers collaborate with children 

during show and tell and ask many questions to find out more 

information for the rest of the class. Moving toward the negative 

end of the continuum, we find the teacher who is perplexed by what 

the child has said and focuses on a theme in the oral text not truly 

reflective of the child's intention. Finally, there is the teacher who 

has a negative reaction to what the child has said; this might 

involve chiding the child for discussing something unimportant (to 

the teacher) or being redundant. 
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The interactions of students within the classroom was 

examined by Forman and Cazden (1985). They focused specifically on 

the social organization of the classroom and the roles of the 

teacher and students in that organization. They found that "group 

work is rarely encouraged" (p. 324) for social or cognitive 

purposes. Studies of this nature date back to Parten (1932) as she 

described the social participation in a preschool program. Of the 

six types of social interaction which Parten describes, Forman and 

Cazden found "parallel activity" (Parten, 1939, p. 250) outstanding 

in the classroom they observed. Parallel activity is when many 

children are involved "beside rather than with the other children" 

(Parten, p.250). Forman and Cazden conclude that adult-child 

relationships form one of the foundations for mental development 

(writing in this case). They also point out that a crowded 

classroom might prohibit extensive adult-child interaction and 

therefore peer interactions assume greater importance. Although 

the following is a lengthy excerpt from their study, it does offer an 

important element of setting considered in this study-the nature of 

social interactions: 

Although ... peer interactions take place in home and 
community as well as at school, they may be especially 
important in school because of the, limitations and rigidities 
characteristic of adult-child interactions in that institutional 
setting. Cazden (1983) argues for the value to child 
development of a category of parent-child interactions of 
which the peek-a-boo game and picture book reading are 
familiar examples. In interactions such as these, there is a 
predictable structure in which the mother initially enacts the 
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entire script herself and then the child takes an increasingly 
active role, eventually speaking all the parts initially spoken 
by the mother. The contrast between such learning 
environments and the classroom is striking. In school 
lessons, teachers give directions and children nonverbally 
carry them out; teachers ask questions and children answer 
them, frequently with only a word or a phrase. Most 
importantly, these roles are not reversible, at least not 
within the context of teacher-child interactions. Children 
never give directions to teachers, and questions addressed to 
teachers are rare except for asking permission. The only 
context in which children can reverse interactional roles with 
the same intellectual content, giving directions as well as 
following them, and asking questions as well as answering 
them, is with their peers. (Forman & Cazden, 1985, p. 344) 

Of interest and relevance to the present study is the nature of oral 

language as it relates to writing across the settings. The 

permissible times and topics for speaking with others, and who is 

allowed to speak, has an impact on writing when written and oral 

language are viewed as parts of the same conversation, composed of 

sequences of utterances: 

The boundaries of each concrete utterance as a unit of speech 
communication are determined by a change of speaking 
subjects, that is, a change of speakers. Any utterance-from a 
short (single-word) rejoinder in everyday dialogue to the 
large novel or scientific treatise-has, so to speak, an absolute 
beginning and an absolute end: its beginning is preceded by the 
utterances of others, and its end is followed by the responsive 
utterance of others. (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 74) 

Wertsch (1990) discusses the importance of the forms of 

discourse in various settings. He discusses Bakhtin's work as 

"focusing on forms of discourse that allow the investigator to make 
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a concrete link between institutional, historical, and cultural 

factors on the one hand and the mental functioning of the individual 

on the other"(p.119). 

Clark (1990) discusses conversation, saying that "not only 

does it function socially to create the common conception of reality 

upon which cooperation can be based, but the very process of 

sustaining it requires members of a community to participate in an 

exchange in which those conceptions are continuously revised and 

extended" (pp.36-37). Thus, written and oral conversations are 

important facets of a meaning system. 

The social nature of speech is examined in this study as it 

relates to the broader social context in which writers write. 

"Speech makes available to reflection the processes by which 

[children] relate new knowledge to old. But this possibility depends 

on the social relationships, the communication system, which the 

teacher sets up" (National Institute of Education, cited in Cook

Gumperz, 1990, p.6). My approach to understanding the setting in 

which a writer writes requires focusing on "the interplay of 

linguistic, contextual, and social presuppositions which interact to 

create the conditions for [home or] classroom learning" (National 

Institute of Education, cited in Cook-Gumperz, 1990, p. 15). 

Halliday's work is relevant to the present study as he believes 

that "the nature of language is explained in terms of its function in 

the social structure" (p.61). The settings in which Zoe experiences 

written language are social, both in school and at home. It is the 
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nature of written language across settings which is the focus of 

this study. However, permission to talk, foci of conversations, and 

roles Zoe and those around her play in conversations contribute to 

the setting, Halliday's context of situation. Oral language is 

considered as one condition for learning written language. It may 

be a part of written language activity as children talk to each other, 

or not, about their writing. 

The unique language use found in school, disparaged by 

Halliday, above, has also been described by Mehan (1982; 1984). He 

found that teachers tend to initiate a discussion, await the 

student's response, and then evaluate the response in a predictable 

I-R-E pattern. Bernstein (1971) believes that language used in 

school, that of the dominant SES class, is an elaborated code and 

children arriving at school with restricted codes, language of lower 

SES's, tend to fail in school. This stands in contrast to Edwards' 

understanding of language in school: 

These [characteristics of language use in school] seem to me 
to be among the salient conditions for a predominance of 
restricted codes as Bernstein defines then--that is, for a 
non reflexive relationship to bodies of knowledge which are 
already established, and which are there to be received and 
displayed but not challenged. (p. 238) ... 

And it remains unusual to find classrooms predicated on 
fully elaborated codes, classrooms in which pupils find 
frequent opportunities for disturbing or changing a body of 
received knowledge, and so of achieving meaning on their own 
terms. (p. 245) 

Language use in the classroom is not easily understood by the 

children as rules are often flexible or vary depending upon the 
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activity (Shultz, Florio, and Erickson, 1982). Shultz et al. explain 

that the children's hands-on math lessons resembles dinner 

conversations at home as there was welcomed spontaneity. During 

different activities in school, different communicative demands 

were placed upon the children. Although Shultz et al. focused on 

cross-cultural differences, their focus is relevant to the present 

study in terms of orientation: 

Our hunch is that differing expectations about communicative 
etiquette are a major reason for young children who come 
from culturally "different" populations acting in school in 
ways that are judged by teachers as misbehavior. (Shultz, 
Florio, & Erickson, 1982, p. 90.) 

This study looks across settings. The different uses of oral 

language are considered in terms of how such uses support, 

undermine, or have little effect upon the use of written language. 

Oral language is linked to responses to writing in this study 

because various pieces are responded to orally, and quite 

differently, across settings and time. 

The creation of a meaning-based writers' environment 

suggests that all of those in the classroom are writing and 

developing as writers. This is an important condition for written 

language development as I view it and frame it in this study. 

Demonstrations by Writers 

Many teachers involved in the children's writing in their 

classrooms are writers themselves (Graves, 1986). These are 
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teachers who can talk about writing from their own first hand 

experiences with the process and deal with children's problems and 

issues of authoring in a genuine way reflective of their own 

learnings as writers. Graves (1986, p. 809) points out that "[g]ood 

teachers must continually experience what it means to be a 

learner." Smith (1983a) considers it one of the great myths of 

writing to believe that someone who is not involved in the process 

of writing can teach it: 

Anyone who hopes to teach children how to write must (1) 
demonstrate what writing can do and (2) demonstrate how to 
do it. (po 87) 

Teachers who are involved with the teaching and learning of 

writing almost inevitably change how they relate to themselves and 

others as writers (Perl, 1983). Perl found categories of change 

which involve: "experience ... self-observation ... range ... 

collaboration ... audience ... and authorship" (p. 22). Experience 

involves the growth experienced by writers who are learning about 

writing as they are writing. Self-observation means that the 

writer pays attention to how it is he or she writes. The range of 

the writer has to do with the variety of genres, tone, and points of 

view. Collaboration includes not only formal conferencing, but 

informal ongoing discussions about written pieces and 

processes. The sense of audience is developed as writers have the 

time they need to develop their range. Perl's final category is 

authorship which involves choice and the need for response. 

Different writers at different times for different pieces require 
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different amounts and types of response. Perl's categories imply a 

social process which will be elaborated upon in the sections on 

setting and experience. The categories are integral parts of 

growing as a writer and will undoubtedly affect the teacher's 

kidwatching (Goodman, 1985) abilities. The view of the conditions 

a writer needs presented in this section has focused on teachers. 

The focus on teachers is relevant to demonstrations because 

teachers who are writing become aware of the complexity of being 

a writer. This usually influences classroom practices about 

written language activity. Children write differently at home and 

consider writing in the home in a later section in which I discuss 

family literacy (Taylor, 1983). 

Spelling as a Condition for Written Language Deyelopment 

Spelling relates to relationships, power, and permission. 

Teachers or parents who give their students and children 

permission to invent spellings are creating a certain setting for the 

writer. Invented spelling is inherent in the concept of ownership 

and the meaning-base which is at the heart of writing. This is not 

to say that spelling is never taught or dealt with, especially for 

projects which will be shared publicly (published). Smith (1983) 

points out that "[s]pelling is too complex to be learned from rules or 

by memorizing word lists" (p. 84). Gentry (1987) has researched 

spelling and found that it must be taught as the "organic, 

developmental process" (p. 47) that it is. He has found the 



79 

memorization of spelling word lists useless and most formal 

spelling programs misaligned with the needs of emerging writers: 

Learning to spell is organic when it grows outward from 
children's present experience It is social when it is done to 
share information with others, or when it evokes a desired 
response from someone else. Once we accept children as the 
center of the spelling curriculum, what's left is to discover 
the steps--organic, social, and instructional--that nurture 
their growth from their present experience to a richer 
maturity .... (p.46) 

Chomsky (1970) has shown--over twenty years ago--how 

much children understand about English orthography. She 

recommends that children be taught about the language conceptually 

so that their conceptual understandings can be applied to spelling. 

Children will become more efficient spellers, she contends, when 

they understand the relationships between words. Read (1971) 

focuses on children's understandings of the sound system of the 

language and how that manifests itself in their spellings. He found 

that "children's created spellings, no less than standard ones, are 

the result of a systematic categorization of English [sounds] 

according to certain articulatory properties" (p. 13). He presented 

this as evidence that children should not be given spelling lists in 

school, rather teachers should be teaching spelling by principles. 

He points out that "[t]he question is much deeper: which phonetic 

facts are relevant in the child's own phonological system as he 

begins to read and write" (p. 30). 
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Parke (1959) discusses a debate over spelling lists versus 

spelling which is individualized and reflective of other subject 

areas, finding support for not using lists in the work of well known 

spelling experts of the mid-1900s (Hildreth, 1948; Horn, 1957; 

Strickland, 1955; Burrows, 1959). Parke offers strong support for 

the teaching of spelling conceptually and avoiding the use of 

prescribed lists. She also suggests that spelling is an issue of 

mechanics which should not get in the way of original drafts 

focused on making meaning. 

More recently, Wilde (1990) has shown that children have 

much orthographic knowledge and the impact that their knowledge 

should have on instructional strategies is not met in traditional 

spelling programs which are bound to spelling textbooks. 

Teachers committed to involving children in meaning-based 

writing activity seek to understand the broad knowledge base we 

have of spelling and choose to not let traditional views of spelling 

impair their ultimate goal of cultivating writers. Meaning-based 

writing involves children writing pieces which have meaning for 

them. Rhodes (1981) describes a child who spent thirty minutes 

carefully writing a story which, when completed, read, "I had a cat." 

Rhodes comes to find out that the child did not have a cat, but that 

was the only story the child could spell correctly. 

I now turn to discussions of activity and experience as ways 

of describing and analyzing writing as a social activity. 
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Activity 

But writing, which is often spoken of as a solitary activity, is 
not a matter simply of dipping into a memory pool. Writing, 
we know, is always an event in time, occurring at a particular 
moment in the writer's biography, in particular 
circumstances, under particular pressures, external as well 
as internal. In short, the writer is always transacting with a 
personal, social, and cultural environment. .. Thus the writing 
process must be seen as always embodying both personal and 
social or individual and environmental factors. (Rosenblatt, 
1988, p. 9) 

Rosenblatt's description of writing is a description of an 

activity or action in a specified context. It is the contextualization 

of the activity of writing which is the focus of this section and 

influences the entire study. The language issues described by 

Rosenblatt are an integral facet of that setting. Experiences within 

a setting are often viewed as activity and it is the nature of that 

contextualized activity which will be described and analyzed in this 

section. 

Tharp and Gallimore (1988) define activity settings as: 

... the social furniture of our family, community, and work 
lives. They are the events and people of our work and 
relations to one another. They are the who, what, when, 
where, and why, the small recurrent dramas of everyday life, 
played on the stages of home, school, community, and 
work .... We can plot our lives as traces of the things we do, in 
dissolving and recombining social groups and energy knots. 
[they] incorporate cognitive and motoric actions itself 
(activity), as well as the external, environmental, and 
objective features of the occasion (settings). (p. 72) 
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Wertsch (1981) explains the "major features of the theory of 

activity" (p. 37), summarizing the work of Leont'ev (in Wertsch, 

1981). Leont'ev, one of Vygotsky's students and colleagues, was the 

psychologist who elaborated most upon a theory of activity. 

Leont'ev deals with: the levels of analysis in the theory of activity; 

goal-directedness at the level of analysis conceived with actions,; 

mediation; genetic explanation; social aspects of activity; and 

internalization. 

Levels of analysis have to do with a three part design 

consisting of activity, action, and operation. The activity, as 

Leont'ev meant it, has to do with the motive for the experience. The 

action has to do with the goal of the experience. Operation is the 

physical or mental motion required of the experience. Each piece of 

writing I collected for this study can be analyzed in terms of the 

motives, the goals,' and the operation involved in carrying out the 

writing. This analysis involves the particular relationships a 

writer has with the written piece, other individuals at the setting, 

and the tacit and explicit rules of the setting. Goal-directedness 

has to do with consciousness as Wertsch refers to the the fact that 

humans can plan and think things out in their heads before actual 

execution. This relates to self-control and self-regulation, parts of 

the setting and experience, as described below. 
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Social aspects of settings are inherent in activity theory. The 

social life of an individual provides much from which the individual 

develops. Vygotsky's (1987) description of internalization has 

much to do with the social setting. I address what it is that Zoe 

internalizes as a function of setting as well as what she allows to 

surface across settings. Wertsch (1981) explains that: 

. . . children often participate in activities that require skills 
and modes of mediation they do not possess. When children 
come to a point in an activity that proves too difficult for 
them they turn to an adult for help. The activity is then 
carried out on the interpsychological plane. The future 
development of the child with regard to this activity consists 
of gradual transference of links in the activity's functional 
system from the interpsychological to the intrapsychological 
(Le., from the social to the individual) plane. ((p.30) 

This is internalization (Vygotsky, 1978). It is a function of 

the nature of the activities. One can only internalize from the 

repertoire of activity that is present, including what the various 

individuals have brought with them, the language, the physical 

setting, and more. 

Activity Theory and the Zone of Proximal Development 

Leont'ev's (1981) description of activity has its roots in 

Vygotsky's notion of the zone of proximal development. Vygotsky 

(1978) defines the zone of proximal development as: 

the distance between the actual developmental level as 
determined by independent problem solving and the level of 
potential development as determined through problem solving 
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peers" (p.86). 
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There is complexity inherent in this definition which I explore 

through the writing of one child in two different settings: the home 

and the school. Actual development may not be fixed; it may be a 

function of the parameters of particular settings. These 

parameters are subtle and are often obfuscated by the regularities 

and traditions of settings. The "level of potential development" may 

also be a function of parameters inherent in the specific setting. 

Thus, the zone of proximal development is fluid and changes across 

settings causing the child to appear to have more potential in one 

setting than in another. Taylor (1991) demonstrates how zones 

change across settings as Patrick, a child suffering in the public 

school, is shown to be a very competent reader and writer when he 

is allowed to learn in a different setting. Activity, as discussed by 

Leont'ev and supported by Vygotsky, can be used to understand a 

setting. 

Activity Within a Setting 

The wayan individual operates in a setting is reflective of a 

variety of factors. Basic to their operating is the distinction that 

Diaz, Neal, and Amaya-Williams (1990) make between self-control 

and self-regulation. Self-control is behavior which is "displayed in 

response to internalized command or directive .... organized in rigid 

S-R connections, and [has] environmental cues [to] serve as stimuli 

for behavioral responses" (p.130). Self-regulated behavior is "self-
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formulated ... adjusted according to changing goals and 

situations ... [and] uses aspects of the environment as tools and 

mediators to attain goals" (p.130). The events which constitute the 

"who, what, when, where, and why" of an activity setting can result 

in greater or lesser self-control and self-regulation. Tudge (1990) 

believes that "in different circumstances they [children] can be led 

either to develop or to regress in their thinking; depending on the 

nature of their social interactions"(p. 156). Holland and Valsiner 

(1988) also discuss the importance of setting as it is within the 

setting that the "cultural interpretations of the task play a role in 

determining how it will be used and, thus, the consequences of its 

incorporation" (p.257). Minick (1987) discusses the importance of 

interaction, Tharp and Gallimore's "social furniture", as a defining 

feature of the zone of proximal development. 

The (activity) setting is a relationship between the child and 

her environment (in the broadest sense of environment). Gallimore 

and Tharp (1990) call it "the reCiprocal influence of child and social 

environment" (p.184). They find the school setting is often rich in 

"recitation scripts" which involve the children in responding to 

questions having answers already known to the teacher. This is an 

issue addressed in the oral language section which points to the 

sociolinguistic facet of an activity setting. Goodman (1986) 

describes classrooms in which children pursue literacy in an 

atmosphere of authenticity, ones in which there is "mutual respect. 

. . . [and] social communit[y] where teachers value each learner, help 
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the learners to value themselves and each other, and win the 

respect of their students" (Goodman and Goodman, 1990). The 

activity setting consists of the individuals, the norms, the "role of 

the teacher, peers, and others" (Rueda, 1990, p. 404), and more. The 

setting is an active dynamic to which the child contributes and 

from which she takes and it is bounded by parameters which will 

be considered in the specific case of Zoe's writing. 

Spear and Mocker (1984) contend that "the most powerful 

determinants [of a successful learning experience] lie primarily 

within the circumstance itself which, in turn, tends to structure or 

organize the learning process" (p.5). Their conceptualization of 

'circumstances' is quite consistent with the conceptual framework 

of setting which I am describing here. Wertsch (1981, p.10) points 

out that it is "only by interacting with the material world and with 

other humans can we develop a knowledge of reality. The setting is 

the material world with all of its complex facets. It is the 

interaction (or perhaps, more accurately, transaction) with the 

world which I suspect is not constant across settings. 

Leont'ev (1981) describes activity this way: 
Activity is the nonadditive, molar unit of life for the material 
corporeal subject. In a narrow sense (Le., on the psychological 
level) it is the unit of life that is mediated by mental 
reflection. The real function of this unit is to orient the 
subject in the world of objects. In other words, activity is 
not a reaction or aggregate of reactions, but a system with its 
own structure, its own internal transformations, and its own 
development. (p. 46) 
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He goes on to explain that social systems can not exist without 

human activity. Activity is the human entering into relationship 

with the world (p. 49). "In other words, it is precisely in external 

activity that the circle of internal mental process is broken. It is 

as if the so-called objective world imperiously penetrated this 

circle" (p. 52). The setting, which includes activity, takes on a 

potential for new ideas and thoughts. Individuals still create ideas, 

but it is as if setting lubricates the machinery. Leont'ev submits 

that "[i]nternal activity, which has arisen out of external, practical 

activity, is not separate from it and does not rise above it; rather, 

it retains its fundamental and two-way connection with it" (p.58). 

Talyzina (1984) discusses activity theory from the point of 

view of learning. He allows two concepts into his frame of learning 

which are relevant. He discusses goal and motivation. Goal and 

motivations are aspects of writing activity which vary across 

settings. 

Experience 

In this section I present my view of experience as a frame for 

the analysis of Zoe's written language activity across settings. An 

experience, according to John Dewey (1938), involves continuity and 

interaction. By continuity, he means inherent educational value of 

an activity in terms of a person's broader life. A higher quality 

experience would be one which involves more of who the person is 

and the life goals of the individual. The interaction which Dewey 
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discusses is much like the dialectic between the social and the 

personal described by Goodman and Goodman (1990). Dewey 

discusses this as a dialectic between the internal and the external. 

Vygotskians discuss this distinction as one between the intra- and 

inter-psychological. Dewey distinguishes between experiences at 

home and those in school: 

Call up in imagination the ordinary school-room, its time
schedules, schemes of classification, of examination and 
promotion, of rules of order, and I think you will grasp what is 
meant by "pattern of organization." If then you contrast this 
scene with what goes on in the family, for example, you will 
appreciate what is meant by the school being a kind of 
institution sharply marked off from any other form of social 
organization. (Dewey, 1938, p. 18) 

Dewey's discussion of experience probes the problem of 

individuality within a social situation. He discusses self-control 

much the way Vygotskians discuss it (Diaz, Neal, & Anya- Williams, 

1990). Experience is steeped in the 'way' of education: 

How many students . . . were rendered callous to ideas, and 
how many lost the impetus to learn because of the way in 
which learning was experienced by them? How many acquired 
special skills by means of automatic drill so that their power 
of judgement and capacity to act intelligently in new 
situations was limited? How many came to associate the 
learning process with ennui and boredom? How many found 
what they did learn so foreign to the situations of life outside 
the school as to give them no power or control over the 
latter? (Dewey, 1938, p.27) 

Dewey discusses quality (p. 27) in terms of two "aspects". 

The more immediate aspect of experience has to do with the 

student's desire to engage in what it is that is presented by the 
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teacher. The second aspect is the "influence upon later experiences" 

(p. 27) which the present experience has. Each experience 

influences subsequent experiences and the teacher's eye must 

always look forward to the citizen who will some day be involved in 

the perpetuation of democracy. Dewey's sense of the importance of 

the setting is clear: 

A primary responsibility of educators is that they not only be 
aware of the general principle of shaping of actual experience 
by environing conditions, but that they also recognize in the 
concrete what surroundings are conducive to having 
experiences that lead to growth. Above all, they should know 
how to utilize the surroundings, physical and social, that 
exist so as to extract from them all that they have to 
contribute to building up experiences that are worth while. 
(Dewey, 1938, p. 40) 

Dewey was calling for a new type of commitment by teachers. He 

demanded that they understand the contexts from which their 

students came and also that they be sensitive to the contexts they 

construct for the children socially and physically. He describes 

social situations as "transactional" (p. 43). Dewey believes that if 

the setting and experiences are of the quality required that 

students would engage in a lifetime of learning. The notion of 

experience and its criteria as he elucidated them are applicable to 

situations in school and at home. 

Perhaps the most powerful message from Dewey which is 

relevant to meaning-based writing, setting, and the experience of 

school is this: 



Plato once defined a slave as the person who executes the 
purposes of another. (Dewey, 1938a, p. 67) 
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Dewey discusses purpose as a process which involves gaining 

information and observing, understanding the significance of what 

is seen, heard, and touched, and using judgement to transform 

impulse into purpose. This relates to the earlier discussion of 

purpose and qualifies it further. Looking at the experiences within 

the home and school settings will lead to an understanding of the 

activities that take place therein: 

Intelligent activity is distinguished from aimless activity by 
the fact that it involves selection of means--analysis--out of 
the variety of conditions that are present, and arrangement-
synthesis--to reach an intended aim or purpose. (Dewey, 
1939, p. 84) 

As final support from Dewey for the description and evaluation of 

an experience, I offer this: 

The wider import is found in the fact that every inquiry grows 
out of a background of culture and takes effect in greater or 
less modification of the conditions out of which it arises. 
Merely physical contacts with physical surroundings occur. 
But in every interaction that involves intelligent direction, 
the physical environment is part of a more inclusive social or 
cultural environment. (Dewey, 1938, p. 20) 

In the following section I make connections between activity 

and experience specific to writing. 

Activity, Experience, and Writing 

Vygotsky (1978) suggests that writing activity within 

schools is not what it might be: 
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Until now, writing has occupied too narrow a place in school 
practice as compared to the enormous role that it plays in 
children's cultural development. The teaching of writing has 
been conceived in narrowly practical terms. Children are 
taught to trace out letters and make words out of them but 
they are not taught written language. The mechanics of 
reading what is written are so emphasized that they 
overshadow written language as such. (Vygotsky,1978, p. 
105). 

Vygotsky was as discouraged in the early part of this century as 

Halliday (1977) is today about the use of language in school. 

Trimbur (1987) points out that Vygotsky believed in the 

personal nature of writing as a reflection of the socially 

constructed nature of the individual. McLane (1990) demonstrated 

that children will become involved in writing if they are given 

support for the activity. He worked with children in an after school 

program involved in process writing. He found that children need 

time to write, the expectation of meaningful communication, 

response, and choice. This is not unique to Vygotskian researchers 

or activity theorists as Graves (1983), Calkins (1983), Y. Goodman 

(1990), Atwell (1987), and others have shown. 

McNamee (1990) brings the social-cultural facet of writing 

into focus, explaining that: 

. . . written language is a social-cultural construct whose 
development is highly related to people, their patterns of 
communication, and their use of written language to mediate 
activities in day-to-day life. Language, both spoken and 
written, embodies the ties that people have with one another, 
their culture, and their thinking. (p.288) 



92 

McNamee's effect upon my work is his explication of writing as an 

activity within a setting. 

Some believe that writing activity reflects the broader issues 

of setting to the pOint that we can not expect ourselves to continue 

as a democratic nation if we deny the political implications of the 

relationship between setting and writing (Clark, 1990). Clark 

believes that "writing is one way, and perhaps the most important 

way, that people participate in the self-government of their 

political, professional, and personal communities" (p. 65). He 

believes that our knowledge (including knowledge of what writing 

is) is a "product of negotiation "(p. 65) with the social setting. 

LaFever's (1987) work on the social nature of writing 

explores the notion that even process writing (Graves, 1973) as it 

is presented in much of the literature may not be truly social. She 

contends that the process is still a rather individualistic one as it 

is carried out in most situations in that the richness of the social 

setting is not cultivated as a resource for most writers. She 

believes that this dates back to Plato's view of idealism and the 

individualistic construction of reality. LaFever believes that issues 

of ownership, forced by the invention of the printing press which 

allowed works to be produced quickly with authorship noted, instill 

an individualistic tone in most writing. 

In the following three sections I discuss writing activities in 

language- and meaning-based classrooms, literacy in the home, and 



the home-school connections as parts of written language 

development. 

Writing Activities and Experiences in Classrooms 
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The purpose of this section is to show how writing is used in 

some classrooms and to give a sense of the settings in which the 

children are experiencing writing. Thus, writing is presented as 

nested within a setting or context. One facet of writing in 

classrooms is the structures of partiCipation (Au, 1981; Heath, 

1983) of the classroom. Just as different social conditions for 

students from different cultural backgrounds such as Native 

Americans may result in more or less (and various types of) 

participation in literacy activity (Philips, 1971), the same may be 

true for anyone child across settings. 

Children are busy writing and investing a sense of ownerShip, 

time, and receiving responses of various types in many classrooms. 

In a kindergarten through third grade combination classroom (Dyson, 

1987) children are busily reading, writing, speaking, and drawing. 

Some of them are dictating stories as others write themselves. The 

classroom consists of many "composing events" (p.4). The younger 

children especially are involved in moving their bodies and, as the 

ages increase, the children are more and more involved in 

"imaginary worlds that more frequently involve movement through 

time, the inclusion of characters' feelings, and the texts' increased 



domination over drawing" (p.10). Writing in this socially active 

setting involves text and relationships: 
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Writing ... takes root and becomes embedded in children's lives 
as it becomes a way of understanding their own experiences 
and of interacting with others ... They embodied themselves, 
their friends, and their experiences as elements within their 
imaginative worlds. In that way, they could find firmer 
ground upon which to act, feel, and move forward within the 
imaginative world, while maintaining connections with the 
ongoing social world and the wider experiential world. 
(Dyson, 1987, p.24) 

In Sheila Friedman's classroom (Friedman, 1985), she gives 

the children plenty of time to write. She encourages the writing of 

long stories and allows time for children to share their work. This 

is a busy first grade classroom as is Milz's (1982) first grade room. 

In Milz's classroom the children are involved in planning much of the 

day's activities, including writing time. Milz points out that 

"[I]earning to write is not locked into a half-hour time period, just 

as living is not locked into compact little time units" (p.26). Milz 

and the children in her classroom build a community of reading and 

writing individuals. Cairney and Langbien (1989) also worked to 

build a community of readers and writers in Langbien's classroom. 

For these teachers and children literacy is a club (Smith, 1985) 

with membership open to all members of the classroom community. 

Physical environments are set up to invite children to explore 

resources for ideas and other issues related to their writing. 

Teachers consciously consider the physical environment and the 

messages that it sends to the writers in their classroom: 
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The way we organize our classroom physically ... the way we 
control interactions ... the role we play in the classroom ... all 
make a difference to the learning that occurs in our 
classrooms. (Cairney and Langbien, 1989, p. 562) 

Yet, the physical environment is but one manifestation of an 

attitude towards writers: 

When we write, the social context constrains us. What we are 
influences what we write, and what we are is the result of 
growth in a social context. As well, the unique social context 
at any time, in any place, will affect the meaning we create 
as we write . . . One of the obvious strengths of Langbien's 
classroom is that children are given opportunities to write 
for numerous real audiences. (Cairney and Langbien, 1989, p. 
565) 

The teacher and the children negotiate the social context. 

Guilfoyle (1988) has shown that a quality experience can be made 

available to children regardless of ethnicity. Groups of teachers 

are involving themselves in research and sharing their results with 

other teachers and members of the research community as they are 

excited about the writing in which their children are engaged ( 

Allen, Clark, Cook, Crane, Fallon, Hoffman, Jennings, & Sours, 1989). 

These kindergarten teachers focused on meaning as they changed 

their classrooms into reading-writing classrooms. Their research 

focuses on patterns of development and they are convinced that 

their previous teaching of writing as sets of skills did little to 

accommodate the wide variety of writers in the classrooms. They 

worked at creating classrooms which would match "instruction and 

the children's concepts about literacy" (p. 141). These teachers 
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enthusiastically subscribed to the tenets of meaning-based writing 

as they encouraged children to actively engage in writing stories, 

lists, songs, and more and providing individualized practice for 

themselves rather than being forced to endure teachers' 

prescriptive writing lessons which often were of little value to 

most of the children. 

The issue of children's individuality as writers (DeFord, 1979; 

Hubbard, 1988) is at the heart of meaning-based writing and is 

often referred to as ownership. Children can get to the core of what 

writing is about if they are given the time and the ownership and 

the response they require. Harste and Short (with Burke, 1988) 

describe accurately what research has born out and what classroom 

teachers are contributing to our knowledge base: 

The key is to set up an environment where there are many 
invitations to read and write, where reading and writing are 
juxtaposed and used for a variety of purposes , and where 
children have opportunities to meet and come to see 
themselves as authors. The environment should also be one 
where they see their teacher as an author and a learner. Each 
curricular component [should] provid[e] children with 
invitations to engage, see demonstrated, and come to value 
the strategies involved in authoring. Each curricular 
component [should provide1 a basis from which the authoring 
cycle can begin anew. (p. 168) 

The issuing forth of invitations to writers (Routman, 1991) creates 

a setting in which all are learners and all are teachers. Invitations 

are a facet of the setting and they are an important part of 

interactions. This can not happen in a situation dominated by 

perfunctory teacher/student behavior: 
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The fundamental connection is that between children and 
writing. We must create in the classroom an atmosphere that 
promotes writing, that makes it desirable to be a writer, that 
lets the child know that by writing he or she does becomes a 
member of a community. . . . It's not too simple to say that 
children begin to write because they want to ... It's also not 
too simple to say that children continue to write, and become 
writers because they want to. The key to making that happen 
lies in the teacher's interactions with the children. (T~ale & 
Martinez, 1987, p. 9) 

Literarcy-rich settings are those which address the 

'atmosphere'. Harste and Mikulecky (1984) discuss the importance 

of the setting as the foundation of the literacy environment. 

Bloome (1983) and Bloome and Green (1982) discuss the 

responsibility involved in creating a setting. They point out that 

there are six levels of context which include:"language and mental 

setting ... instructional setting ... institutional setting ... 

community setting ... societal setting ... and cultural setting 

(Bloome & Greene, 1982, pp.310-311). Zoe lies within each one of 

these settings as do her classrooms. The choices that the teachers 

make, the parents make, and that Zoe makes within these settings 

are examined as they are relevant to her writing. What is 

considered appropriate and acceptable' in each setting is, to some 

degree, a function of one of the six levels of setting. 

Bloome and Nieto (1989) present the importance of materials 

used in literacy activity. As these are an integral facet of setting, 

they are described and analyzed in this study. Goodman (1989) has 

discussed how little time is spent writing in some school settings. 



I deal with the issues of time and quality of experience in Zoe's 

writing activity. 
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Weisner, Gallimore and Jordan (1988) remind us that the goal 

of such a study is not that: 

. . . classrooms must reproduce an isomorphic representation 
of natal practices to resolve home/school discontinuities. . . . 
[and that] [c]ultures and families are not handicaps that 
require dramatic reformation of schools. They can be sources 
of innovative ideas and solutions because they are the 
storehouse of a range of adaptive solutions. (p. 345). 

The child in school and the child in the home are often quite 

different. Moll and Diaz (1987) caution us not to cultivate a chasm 

between the home and the school, but rather to develop ways in 

which the two might be mutually informative. They believe that if 

one setting, school, is limiting the child's thinking in a way which 

can be avoided by the application of information available from 

another setting, the home, then we ought to be developing greater 

understanding of what occurs at the site of greater success. School 

is intended to be a "social setting specifically designed to modify 

thinking" (Moll, 1990, p.1). Yet Cole (1990) points out that schools 

are often rooted in having children memorize "unrelated materials" 

(p.101). 

Most of the studies which discuss literacy at home or compare 

home-school literacy find lacking or fault with the school. One goal 

of this dissertation is to explore the boundaries of writing in both 

settings in order to inform both settings. 
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Literacy at Home 

Ferreiro and Teberosky (1979) have investigated the literacy 

development of children before school and found that children know 

a great deal before receiving direct instruction in school. Children 

vary in their understanding of the relationships between letters and 

sounds, differing in their understandings of the conventions of 

print. One relevant finding of their work is that children do 

understand that written language has specific functions. Robeck 

and Wiseman (1982) studied middle class preschool children and 

found that they had learned much from experiences with their 

parents and with the environment in which they lived. This is 

consistent with the findings of Goodman and Altwerger(1981) 

concerning children's awareness of print and the variety of 

functions it serves. This brief focus on preschoolers' understanding 

of print serves as the backdrop for looking at the literature 

concerning children's experiences with writing at home once they 

have reached school age, as in the case in the present study of Zoe. 

One study of a young boy, Paul (Bissex, 1980), documented his 

growth as a reader and a writer over a five year period from the age 

of five through age eleven. Interestingly, Bissex found that Paul 

learned to write before he learned to read. She had been paying less 

attention to Paul (her son) than he considered sufficient, so he sent 

her a note with invented spellings. Her surprise at receiving this 

note launched her into monitoring his growth as a reader and a 



writer. The finding that children write before they read is 

discussed by Chomsky (1971), as she proposes that: 
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. . . children be permitted to be active participants in teaching 
themselves to read. In fact, they ought to direct the process. 
By reversing the usual order of read first, write later, this 
can be allowed to happen. (po 296) 

Chomsky submits that this is the "natural order" (po 296) and 

allows the child's consciousness about the printed word to emerge 

naturally. Sulzby (1991) considers this natural order as integral to 

the emergence of understanding the form and function of print. 

It seems that writing which begins in the home rests on the 

acceptance of invented or nonconventional forms of production. 

Clay (1987) encourages parents to accept invented forms as 

temporary and to celebrate with their children their emerging 

understanding of the functions of written language. Clay has 

recognized and responded to the importance of children writing, as 

being acknowledged as writers, even though they may not be doing 

so conventionally. She asks parents not to worry about teaching 

their children conventions. She demonstrates that children come to 

convention quite naturally and that the most powerful learning 

often comes about when, in an accepting and print rich environment, 

children are allowed to explore print and come to convention as they 

come to terms with the functions of print and its accepted forms. 

The impact of the home environment has been corroborated by Hill 

(1989). 
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Of course, not all homes give permission to children to 

explore the functions of print when writing is an event in which 

adults participate. Heath (1983) reports that children in lower SES 

groups are often provided workbooks similar to those used in 

classrooms as parents believe that these will give their children 

the edge they need to ensure success in school. Yet works such as 

Au (1981) show how successful children can be in a school setting 

which is responsive to their home, rather than encouraging the home 

to change ways of life deeply vested in family history and culture. 

The Home-School Connection 

The differences between the home and the school in regards to 

children's writing is often dramatic. Although Bissex's (1980) 

focus is the home, she does mention that most of Paul's work in 

school is workbook oriented. He almost never writes lengthy text in 

school and rarely explores the wide varieties of functions of 

written language he uses at home. At home he makes signs, labels, 

newspaper, letters, notes, songs, and much more. In school he 

rarely uses writing in any way beyond a limited relationship with 

his teacher in which he responds and she evaluates. Halliday (1977) 

has responded to this, as mentioned above. The use of writing to 

tell the teacher what the teacher already knows is a characteristic 

of Paul's school experience during the five years of the study. It is 

at home that writing assumes a more genuine purpose as Paul deals 
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with intention, focus, audience, form, and function given the time 

he requires to complete his endeavors. 

Paul survives school for a variety of reasons. He has a 

supportive family which helps him understand the nature of school, 

indeed teaches him to play the school game. Lareau (1989) suggests 

that this is a socio-economic status (SES) issue as she describes 

homes in which parents purchase workbooks to ensure that their 

children will succeed in school. Yet, the success of lower SES 

children is at risk because of the larger structures of school and 

society which tend to perpetuate the classes as they are. Lareau's 

analysis of the power structure of schooling may offer 

understanding in the present study as it relates to Zoe's success in 

school. Lareau discusses social capital which is turned into social 

profit by mainstream children in school. She suggests that the 

social capital of lower SES children is not valued in school so no 

social profit results. Structurally, the children are set up for 

failure. 

There are few reports of literacy-based homes in which the 

children attend literacy-based schools. By literacy-based I am 

referring to homes in which meaning-based writing (whether 

labelled as such or not) is an accepted way for children to come to 

written language. Schickendanz (1990) studied the progress of her 

son's literacy over his first two years of public schooling. Adam, 

her son, had whole language teachers who supported the ways in 
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which he was coming to terms with writing. Schickendanz found 

important differences across settings: 

Different social contexts surely must have different 
consequences for writing development. For example, when 
with peers, a child who is creating mock words might 
announce,"I'm going shopping. I'm getting milk, ice cream, and 
chocolate chip cookies." Children probably rarely show their 
lists of mock words to a peer and ask,"What words are these?" 
Yet when in the company of an adult, this is likely to be a 
common question. Because of the different feedback elicited 
in the two types of social contexts, it wouldn't be surprising 
if children who spend less time writing among· peers and more 
time writing in the company of adults end up using the visual
rule strategy for a relatively short period of time. I suspect 
that occurred in Adam's case. (p. 101) 

The visual rule strategy involves the use of environmental print as 

a source for spellings. 

Adam wrestles with conventional print in spurts. At times he 

is willing to invent spellings and read his work and at other times 

he is not willing to commit thought to paper unless he is sure each 

word is spelled correctly. Schickendanz is amazed at just how 

inventive Adam is as she suggests that he invents reading and 

writing for himself, at times being quite demanding as far as what 

he wants from those around him. She is also surprised at how little 

she can actually teach him as he is busy learning. She concludes: 

. . . I think our ability to facilitate children's literacy 
development can improve if we develop coherent frameworks 
for thinking about children's development, think more clearly 
about theoretical choices and make our teaching more 
consistent with a cognitive-interactionist perspective, and 



involve parents more completely as partners in their 
children's education. (p. 131) 
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The lack of parent's involvement or the discounting of parents 

as true partners in the writing development of their children is one 

sad legacy of our schools. Perhaps no one has documented this more 

powerfully than Taylor (1982; 1983, with Dorsey-Gaines; 1988; 

1991). She (1982) discusses the constructive nature of the child's 

relationship with print and explains how she found children using 

print as a mediator of various events in their lives. The children 

formed clubs, had pretend restaurants, and wrote notes to each 

other and their parents. She wonders if teachers are so entrenched 

in teaching writing in a subskills way that teachers are, perhaps, 

missing the social significance of writing. Children learn literacy 

through different social events; print is one of the social activities 

in which children engage. Taylor wonders how this important 

information can be put to use in classrooms. 

In 1983 Taylor studied beginning readers and writers in six 

families for three years. She found a richness of reading and 

writing taking place in the families she investigated. She notes the 

shortcomings of schools in that they ignore the richness that 

children bring to school. Taylor went into homes and searched 

children's rooms for artifacts of their literacy growth. She 

examined the dynamics of each of the families in order to 

understand the parents' experiences with literacy and just what it 

was they wanted for their children. She found that some of the 

families, in which school failure existed for the parents, had fears 
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for the children reflective of the parents' experiences. The 

families, like the family in the present study, were involved in 

reading and writing as a part of living. Children were read to in 

most of the households, but it seems that the experiences which led 

to writing included everyday social activity as well as the ritual of 

evening story reading. Children saw their parents involved in 

writing and reading and drew from those experiences in their play. 

Vygotsty (1978), considering play, writes: 

play creates a zone of proximal development of the child. In 
playa child always behaves beyond his average age, above his 
daily behavior; in play it is as though he were a head taller 
than himself. As in the focus of a magnifying glass, play 
contains all developmental tendencies in a condensed form and 
is itself a major source of development. (p. 102) 

Taylor's look at the six families is quite similar to my look at 

Zoe in that she contextualizes her study in Halliday's and Smith's 

functions of language and the importance of the social setting to 

those functions. 

The social setting and the broader culture can sometimes be 

devastating to a family as their literacy is discounted by the 

dominant power structures that run schools (Taylor & Dorsey

Gaines, 1988). Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines found children in lower 

socio-economic groups situated in literacy environments consisting 

of a wide variety of "types and uses of" (p.124) reading and writing. 

In spite of that, the children had varying degrees of difficulty in 

school because of the school's narrow conceptualization of reading 

and writing. 
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Taylor (1991) documents the school and home life of Patrick 

from preschool to grade 3, at which point his parents remove him 

from school and home school him. Taylor relies upon many 

colleagues for help with her part, which is essentially as Patrick's 

private tutor and advocate. She works with Don Graves and Jerome 

Harste. Gerald Coles is a colleague at the Robert Wood Johnson 

Medical School in New Jersey. On page 83 Coles writes to Taylor: 

We have a situation in which school personnel have been 
unremittingly looking for his neurological deficits, have been 
calling on outside agencies to help them when they could not 
find any themselves, have been focusing on what he cannot do, 
and have been almost perversely testing, retesting, and 
retesting again, determined to find the neurological "glitch" 
that will explain everything and exonerate everyone. (Taylor, 
1991, p. 83) 

There is a lot of anger on Taylor's part because she has seen 

Patrick read and write full and rich stories at home where she 

tutored him. Yet, when he is in school, he freezes and can not 

perform because the school's deficit orientation drives its 

relationship with Patrick and his parents and supporters. He finds 

basals to be counter to what he knows stories should be and has 

been committed to the bottom group from kindergarten. He even 

spent time below the bottom group because he was in a special pull 

out program. Patrick does not seem to understand the school 

experience. The setting is different from home and he is unwilling 

to adopt the school's values. This is a clash of settings. 
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Taylor offers this conclusion: 

. . . [it would seem] to be more accurate to state that Patrick's 
education has been denied by the collusive logic that binds 
together all of these visible and invisible sociopolitical 
educational contexts-the individuals and the institutions-that 
have had an impact upon his ability to read and write in 
school. The myth of a learning disability was socially 
constructed by lawmakers, administrators, and teachers and 
by those who, through the production of inappropriate 
educational programs and tests, make education such a 
commercial enterprise. Within these contents, no value has 
been placed upon Patrick's ability to create stories, or upon 
the risks he takes as he reinvents written language. Patrick 
the child is not important. It does not matter what he thinks 
or what he feels. The goal of the system is to make him fit, 
to be the same, to conform to the pattern, and to learn on the 
way, but never his way. (p. 91) 

Taylor views the power of the immediate setting, the 

classroom, and the larger setting, a district immersed in a 

hegemonic system that does not allow a teacher to voice 

disagreement because if she does she risks having to keep Patrick 

in her classroom for another year and she fears not knowing what to 

do for him. The social construction of disability is also discussed 

by Richardson, Casanova, Placier, and Guilfoyle (1989). 

Comparing the types of writing twelfth graders were doing in 

school with writing they completed at home, Emig (1971) found 

two types of writing being used by the students, particular to each 

setting. They used "extensive" writing at school and in school

related assignments. Extensive writing is typically semantically 

and syntactically correct and focuses on "conveying a message or 
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communication to another" (p.17). Reflexive writing was used more 

out of school, and though not always 'correct', it has a greater sense 

of self in that it "focuses upon the writer's thoughts and feelings 

concerning his experiences; the chief audience is the writer 

himself; the domain explored is often the affective" (p.17). The 

students appeared to have greater ownership in the reflexive 

writing mode. Emig (1983) goes on to say that "[a] silent classroom 

or one filled only with the teacher's voice is anathema to learning" 

(p. 123). Emig's 'voice' relates to the earlier discussion of 

ownership. 

Voss (1983) is concerned that the researchers being present, 

taping, and having the students compose orally might have changed 

the nature of writing in Emig's study. In spite of Voss' concerns 

about researcher effects upon the writers, Emig's work offers 

insight into the home/school differences in children's writing. A 

teacher reading Emig's work may compare the compositions 

presented in the piece to those of his or her own students and feel 

challenged to have students bring their out of school writing voices 

into the classroom. 

A short position statement by the International Reading 

Association (1986) recognizes the importance of the home 

environment in which parents are supportive of children's initial 

attempts at literacy. On the school side, teachers are expected to 

have children participate daily in literacy events that are authentic. 

The need for three basics is stressed in the small document: 
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"interaction with adults" in language events; "independent 

explorations in print" including scribbling; and "adult modeling of 

language and literacy" (pp.282-284). The Associations discourages 

teachers from looking for specific age/stage information in 

children and suggests that they work towards the development of 

"lifelong reading and writing habits". 

The description of the relationship offered by Waller (1932) 

sixty years ago may still be accurate today: 

From the ideal point of view, parents and teachers have much 
in common, in that both, supposedly, wish things to occur for 
the best interests of the child; but, in fact, parents and 
teachers usually live in a condition of mutual distrust and 
enmity. Both wish the child well but it is such a different 
kind of well that conflict must inevitably arise over it. The 
fact seems to be that parents and teachers are natural 
enemies, predestined each for the discomfiture of the other. 
The chasm is frequently covered over, for neither parents nor 
teachers wish to admit to themselves the uncomfortable 
implications of their animosity, but on occasion it can make 
itself clear enough. (Waller, 1932, p. 68) 

Sixty years later Flaxman and Inger (1991) report that there is now 

an urgency about including parents in decisions made about their 

children's education. Many of the programs they discuss, focusing 

on the inclusion of parents, seem rooted in the notion that schools 

know what is best for children and that part of the new mission of 

schools must be to include parents as a way of getting the parents' 

approval of and support for what the school does. Such views 

oversimplify the roots and nature of the relationship between 
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homes and schools. They discount and discredit the child's life at 

home. 

There are many reasons offered for the disconnection 

between the school and the home. The work of Ogbu (1974), 

Erickson (1987), and Lareau (1989) have focused on issues of class 

in terms of SES and ethnicity. The changing nature of the family 

includes changes of roles across gender for the adults, perhaps only 

one adult in the home, a reliance on out of home care for young 

children, a tax base support for school that is dwindling, and poorer 

school performance linked to family structure (Coleman, 1987). 

Families are blamed for school failure, yet my research shows the 

school's impact on this picture. 

I am amazed at the attitude of some school districts across 

the country which are focusing on partnerships with parents which 

are one way: from school to home. In California (Epstein, 1991; 

Chrispeels, 1991), Illinois (Chapman, 1991), Indiana (Warner, 1991), 

and many other states (Cross, La Pointe, & Jensen, 1991) efforts 

are being made at parent-teacher communication. Yet the 

communication involves strategies, ideas, and attitudes established 

by the school. Although dialogue is encouraged in these programs, it 

appears to be focused on correcting some deficit within the home. 

Homes should be considered a source of information about the 

children and a source of input for the direction the school should 

take, a message Philips (1971) made evident over a decade ago. 

explore this message throughout the rest of this dissertation. 



CHAPTER 3 

ME1HOOOLOOY 

111 

The methodology chapter of this dissertation has two main 

parts. In the first section I substantiate qualitative case studies 

as a methodology for research in education. The second section 

details the methodology I used as it evolved over the course of the 

two years of this study. 

The qualitative researcher does not view reality as "tangible 

reality fragmentable into independent variables and processes, any 

of which can be studied independently of the others" (Guba and 

Lincoln, 1982, p. 237). Rather, there are "multiple, intangible 

realities, which can be studied only holistically ... inquiry into 

these multiple realities will inevitably diverge. . so that 

prediction and control are unlikely outcomes . . . although some level 

of understanding ... can be achieved" (Guba and Lincoln, 1982, p. 

238). Guba and Lincoln offer these "axioms" for qualitative research: 

The inquirer and the object interact to influence one another .. 
.. An action may be explainable in terms of multiple 
interacting factors, events, and processes . . . Inquiry is 
always value-bound by . . . inquirer values, value-influenced by 
the paradigm selected . . . by the choice of substantive theory 
and methods . . . Inquiry is influenced by the values inherent in 
the context . . . [and] may be either resonant . . . or dissonant 
with the nature of the problem to be stated. (p. 238) 
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Qualitative Case Studies 

Nearly one hundred years ago, those committed to gaining 

insights into children called for careful observations of children: 

Never, however, can [science] be a substitute for observation 
of the pupil; the individual can only be discovered, not 
deduced. The construction of the pupil on a priori principles 
is therefore a misleading expression in itself, and is also at 
present an empty idea which the science of education cannot 
handle for a long time. (Herbart, 1895, p. 78) 

As qualitative research becomes more accepted in educational 

circles for the powerful tool that it is, the literature in education 

and practices in classrooms become enriched. 

Geertz (1973) discusses cultures as "webs of significance" (p. 

5) and he considers the analysis of culture to be "not an 

experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one in 

search of meaning" (p. 5). He views the social scientist as involved 

in "generating interpretations of matters already in hand, not... 

projecting outcomes" (p. 26). In order to understand the complex 

webs of experiences and activities of developing writers, I will 

discuss levels of participation, internal and external validity, 

reliability, objectivity, individual case studies, empathy, and the 

use of the case study beyond individuals. 

Leyels of participation 

As a participant observer, I was involved in a relationship 

with the people, the action, and the places which made up the sites 

of this study (Spradley, 1980). Because the nature of this 
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relationship has had a distinct impact upon the research, I want to 

clarify the relationship and discuss how the relationship effected 

data collection and analysis. 

As my levels of participation changed over time and across 

settings, I had to deal with my biases as a father, a teacher, and a 

researcher. Biases are related to issues of methodology, analysis 

and theorizing. They are related to the notion of truth as 

understood within the particular paradigm. It would be an 

oversimplification to state that as the levels of participation 

increase so do the biases of the researcher. Qualitative research 

involves examining biases as an integral facet of the research 

process. 

During Zoe's kindergarten year I was a participant observer at 

the moderate level (Spradley, 1980) in her classroom. I sought to 

balance observations as an insider in the classroom and an outsider. 

I spent the year observing, participating very little in classroom 

activity and having no input into planning. I dealt with my biases as 

a parent and a teacher through journal writing, support from 

colleagues and professors, and triangulation as described in this 

chapter. 

I was a more active participant in school (Spradley, 1980) 

during Zoe's first grade year. The children expected me to teach and 

interact with them when I was in the classroom. I learned the 

classroom routines by observing and then proceeded to join into 

those activities. I helped the first grade teacher with planning and 



implementation. Spradley (1980) suggests that such a level of 

participation affords greater levels of understanding. 
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Observer effects (Spradley, 1980; Calkins, 1985) were 

changes caused by my presence. I believe these were minimal in the 

~indergarten because I was, at the very most, an aide for the 

teacher helping the children follow her directions. The first grade 

teacher encouraged me to suggest ideas and activities; our 

relationship centered around and through the children. 

Agar (1980) submits that familiarity with a situation to the 

point of 'going native' may cloud the researcher's vision. He warns 

that such familiarity may end the researcher's role as a social 

scientist because of over identification with the individuals in the 

study. As a parent, this was an issue for me in this study. At 

times, the educational program in which Zoe was involved saddened 

or enraged my wife and me. I had to learn to withdraw to a certain 

degree so that I did not become one of the actors, Spradley's (1980) 

term for people at a research site. Yet, I was in my study as Zoe's 

dad and as a presence in her classrooms. 

Tucking someone in at night, reading to her before she drifts 

off to sleep, caring for her when her bronchitis is at its worse, 

driving her to school each day after helping her out of bed, and all of 

the other features of being a parent--all of the joys and hard 

times--involved me in a unique way in this study. 
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Internal Validity 

Merriam (1988) describes internal validity as dealing "with 

the question of how one's findings match reality. Do the findings 

capture what is really there?" (p. 166). The qualitative researcher 

appears to be involved in " a never-ending process (hermeneutical) 

of interpreting the interpretations of others" (Smith and Heshusius, 

1987, p.9). Smith and Heshusius (1986) note that qualitative 

researchers "must accept a different conceptualization of validity 

. . [as] . . . an interpretation or description with which one agrees. 

The ultimate basis for such agreement is that the interpreters 

share, or come to share after an open dialogue and justification, 

similar values and interests" (pp. 8-9). This, of course, is not 

always easy as many times the dialogue is an exchange of 

interpretations upon which agreement is never reached (Anyon, 

1981; Ramsay, 1983; Anyon, 1983; and Ramsay, 1985). 

Validity is related to meaning (Hymes, 1982) in that the 

understanding of meanings within a research setting is vital. 

Indeed,: 

[m]uch of what we seek to find out in ethnography is 
knowledge that others already have. Our ability to learn 
ethnographically is an extension of what every human being 
must do, that is, learn the meanings, norms, patterns, of a 
way of life ... Since partiality can not be avoided, the only 
solution· is to face up to it, to compensate for it as much as 
possible, to allow for it in interpretation. (Hymes, 1982, p. 
29) 
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As the researcher, then, I actively pursued my biases in order to put 

them into some perspective within the work. 

Merriam (1988) believes, as do I, that reality is too 

multifaceted and complex to be discussed as true or not true. She 

explains that qualitative research is based in an understanding that: 

reality is holistic, multidimensional, ever-changing; it is not 
a single , fixed, objective phenomenon waiting to be 
discovered, observed, and measured. Assessing the 
isomorphism between data collected and the 'reality' from 
which they were derived is thus an inappropriate determinant 
of validity. (p. 167). 

There are strategies which qualitative researchers must use 

to insure that their findings are internally valid. Triangulation 

between investigators, strategies of data collection, and sources of 

data lend support to the accuracy of claimed findings. "Members 

checks" (Merriam, 1988, p. 169) involve discussing data with the 

individuals being studied. Observing over a long period of time, 

relying on colleagues for a critique of the findings, and including 

individuals at the research site in the research and analysis are all 

methods which contribute to internal validity (Merriam, 1988, pp. 

169-170). I used all of these except for the inclusion of the 

teachers at the research site. 

Guba and Lincoln (1982) prefer to call internal validity 

"credibility" (p. 246). They believe it is important to represent 

"realities appropriately" (p. 246), a process of basing truth on 

specific contexts and by confirming findings with the individuals 
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targeted in the research. I did much of this confirming with Zoe, my 

wife, colleagues, and interviews with Zoe's teachers. 

Merriam also discusses the importance of the researchers' 

clarification of their biases as an ongoing part of the research 

related to validity (p. 170). The importance of the researcher as a 

tool of inquiry is apparent for Reason (1981), as he points out that: 

validity in new paradigm research lies in the skills and 
sensitivities of the researcher, in how he or she uses herself 
as a knower, as an inquirer. Validity is more personal and 
interpersonal, rather than methodological. (p. 244) 

He continues his discussion of validity highlighting the importance 

of awareness, systematicity in method, use of colleagues, relying 

on feedback from a variety of sources and knowledge bases, 

searching for contradictions (pp. 246-250), and, I would add, the 

continuation of a study over time. As I became more conscious of 

these characteristics of qualitative research, they contributed to 

my invention of myself as the research instrument in my study of 

Zoe. 

Bogdan and Biklen (1982) deal with internal validity within 

the process of writing field notes. They recommend that 

researchers include in- depth descriptions of the subjects, 

reconstruct dialogue, describe the physical setting and events as 

they unfold within it, describe the behaviors which occur in the 

settings, and describe their behavior as observers (pp.84-86). In 

addition they recommend that the reflective part of the field notes 

should include observer's comments, "reflections on analysis", 
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"reflections on method", "reflections on ethical dilemmas and 

conflicts", "reflections on the observer's frame of mind", and 

"points of clarification" (pp. 87-88). These strategies of internal 

validity were one way I dealt with the biases I acknowledged and 

those which might have been tacit which I sought to be make 

explicit as my research progressed. 

Within the present study, I dealt with the issue of internal 

validity by observing for two years across the settings. Three pilot 

studies have afforded me much feedback from professors and 

colleagues. The extensive use of literature for triangulation was 

built into each pilot study and is integral to this study. Data 

collection included, as discussed in greater depth below, 

participant observation, interviews, and examination of artifacts 

across settings. 

Reliability 

The issue of replicability of a research project is at the heart 

of reliability, which Guba and Lincoln (1982) refer to as 

"dependability". Merriam (1988) pOints out that dependability or 

reliability "is problematic in the social sciences as a whole simply 

because human behavior is never static" (p. 170). To deal with this 

issue, I relied upon Merriam's criteria that a researcher ought to: 

1 ... explain the assumptions and theory behind the study, his 
or her position vis-a-vis the group ... the informants ... and the 
social context ... 2. Triangulat[e] ... using multiple methods 
of data collection and analYSis... [this] strengthens reliability 
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as well as internal validity ... 3. [Use an] audit trail ... [to] 
describe in detail how data were collected, how categories 
were derived, and how decisions were made throughout the 
inquiry. (Merriam, 1988, pp. 172-173) 

The explanations of my assumptions, views, and 

understandings, the use of the literature, and the use of participant 

observation and ethnographic interviewing (Spradley, 1979; 1980) 

with systematic analysis of artifacts contribute to the reliability 

or dependability of this study. 

External Validity 

"External validity is concerned with the extent to which the 

findings of one study can be applied to other situations... how 

generalizable ... the results" are (Merriam, 1988, p.173). Merriam 

goes on to discuss four "reconceptualizations of generalizability" 

(p. 174). First, she cites Cronbach's (1975) proposal of working 

hypotheses which focuses on the importance of the specific context. 

This means that generalizations are not conclusive, but are quite 

specific to the particulars of the reported project. Second, she 

discusses Erickson's (1986) notion of "concrete universals arrived 

at by studying a specific case in detail and then comparing it with 

other cases, studied in equally great detail" (Erickson, 1986, p. 

130). Third, Stake (1978) describes "naturalistic generalization" 

as the result of "recognizing similarities of objects and issues in 

and out of context and by sensing the natural covariations of 

happenings" (p.6). Fourth, Merriam discusses the work of Walker 

(1980) who believes that the reader of a particular study will find 



what is useful in that study in terms of his or her own situation. 

Walker relies upon empathy as one means by which qualitative 

results can be extended from one situation to another. I find 

Walker's orientation as the most transactional, subsuming the 

others to some degree and most consistent with my own view of 

validity. 
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Generalizability is discussed as transferability by Lincoln and 

Guba (1982, p. 246) and justified as possible for translation into 

the qualitative paradigm as long as it is shown that the population 

and conditions in the study represent in some way the population 

and conditions to which transfer might be made. Transferability is 

possible when the researcher provides "[t]heoretical/purposive 

sampling, that is, sampling intended to maximize the range of 

information collected and to provide most stringent conditions for 

theory grounding" (p. 248). They also subscribe to the use of "thick 

description" (Geertz, 1973) as a method to ensure transferability 

because when conditions and populations are intensively described 

comparison is more feasible. I found this latter notion of 

generalizability most consistent with my research and my view of 

transferability as a relationship between the text of the research, 

its context, and the transaction between the text I write and the 

reader. 

The generalizability of this study is a function of my careful 

construction of descriptions and interpretations. As Wolcott 

(1990b) suggests, I listened a lot, recorded accurately, and sought 
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feedback through pilot studies and my dissertation study. Wolcott 

believes that our personal and professional lives overflow into one 

another and I am inclined to agree. This study is the study of 

someone I caught as she presented herself from her mother's womb. 

It is a study in love and consternation. It is a study about 

understanding: 

A preoccupation with validity may be as much a distraction to 
our collective efforts at qualitative research as it most 
certainly would be for me individually were I to set my course 
by it. That is not to dismiss validity but to attempt to put it 
into some broader perspective. (Wolcott, 1990, p. 148) 

I found much support for the validity of the case study design~ 

Eisner (1981) offers this regarding case studies, quite consistent 

with Guba and Lincoln (1982): 

Generalization is possible because of the belief that the 
general resides in the particular and because what one learns 
from a particular one applies to other situations subsequently 
encountered. (p. 7, emphasis added) 

Eisner is consistent with Stake's (1978) orientation towards 

learning and knowledge as understanding: 

The case study . . . proliferates rather than narrows. One is 
left with more to pay attention to rather than less. The case 
study attends to the idiosyncratic more than to the pervasive. 
The fact that it has been useful in theory building does not 
mean that that is its best use. 
Its best use appears to me for adding to existing experience 
and ... understanding. (p. 7) 

Stake is convinced of the "importance of experiential 

understanding" (p. 7) and views case studies as a vehicle for 
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carrying experiences to others. If empathy is an issue in a case it 

is the researcher's responsibility to deal with it in an honest way 

via presentation, triangulation, and other methods discussed in this 

chapter. 

Objectivjty 

Discussions of bias and levels of participation led to 

consideration of objectivity. This is the traditional question of 

neutrality, which Guba and Lincoln (1982) translate into the 

qualitative paradigm using the term "confirmability" (p. 247). 

Confirmability involves the relationship between the researcher and 

his or her data and implies a responsibility on the part of the 

researcher to present not something that is agreed upon, but rather 

something which truly arises from the people, the action and the 

place: 

. . what is important is not that there be quantitative 
agreement but qualitative confirmability. The onus of 
objectivity ought, therefore, to be removed from the inquirer 
and placed on data; it is not the inquirer's certifiability we 
are interested in but the confirmability of the data. The 
naturalist finds this a powerful formulation. (Guba and 
Lincoln, 1982, p. 247)· 

Confirmability is ensured through triangulation, "practicing 

reflexivity", and the "confirmability audit" (p. 248). It is an 

integral facet in addressing the bias issue. Guba and Lincoln (1982) 

pOint out the importance of: 
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[p1racticing reflexivity, that is, attempting to uncover one's 
underlying epistemological assumptions, reasons for 
formulating the study in a particular way, and implicit 
assumptions, biases, or prejudices about the context or 
problem; the most appropriate means for this exploration and 
presentation takes the form of a reflexive journal, kept in the 
field. (p. 248) 

I relied upon Bogdan and Biklen's (1982) suggestion of keeping field 

notes and inserting observer's comments as a means of reflecting 

upon the variety of issues which arise when one is involved in 

qualitative research. Perhaps this discussion might be more 

accurately put this way: 

Objectivity is often defined as giving equal weight to all the 
information one gathers, or as having no point of view when 
one undertakes research ... Action researchers believe that 
objectivity is related to your integrity as a researcher and the 
honesty with which you report what you find. (Bogdan and 
Biklen, p. 217, 1982) 

The power of reflection in research is clear to Soltis (1984) as a 

vehicle which can maintain "educative" rather than "oppressive" (p. 

9) institutions in our society. 

The importance of seeking out my own subjectivity as a 

researcher has led to "enhanced awareness that should result from a 

formal, systematic monitoring of self" (Peshkin, 1988, p. 20). 

Peshkin insists that we "belong in our subjectivity" (p. 20) but 

that it needs to be "tamed". It is through an understanding of my 

own frames for this study that I can understand more of what it is I 

see. I gained an understanding of "the moments of inquiry" (Hymes, 

1982) as I moved from an outside view ("etic 1") to an inside view 



("emic") and then returned to the outside view ("etic 2") richly 

informed (Hymes, 1982, p.2S). 
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I constantly was on guard during this research in my efforts 

to understand when I was fathering, when I was researching, and 

which role I should be assuming and when. 

Individual Case Stydies 

Case studies may be descriptive, interpretive or evaluative 

(Merriam, 1988, p. 27). Merriam discusses the importance of 

"getting close" (p.68) in doing case study work in education and 

applying intuition grounded in a discipline's methodology. Lijphart 

(1971) proposes that cases be divided into six categories: 

atheoretical, interpretative, hypothesis-generating, theory

confirming, theory-infirming, and deviant. Hymes (1982) suggests 

there are three types of ethnography in education: comprehensive, 

topic-oriented, and hypothesis-oriented. The study of Zoe is 

descriptive and interpretive in that I am using a broad range of 

literatures as general frames for describing and analyzing her 

writing. It is topic-oriented (written language), confirming much 

of what is known about written language development, and enhances 

existing theory. 

The situation of studying members of one's own family 

created a condition under which I knew I must remain true to 

qualitative notions of validity and reliability, triangulating one 

way by looking at others who studied their own children. Bissex 
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(1980) studied her son's reading and writing development for a five 

year period. She found huge gaps between what the school was 

doing with his literacy development and what he did alone at home. 

Schickendanz (1990) studied her son's coming to know and 

produce written words from the time of his birth until the end of 

first grade. She was involved actively in catering to Adam's 

literacy interests by making dictionaries with him, discussing 

words, and more. In this way she contributed data to her study of 

her son and she became part of the data. She also found that "no 

matter how simple or efficient it might seem merely to transfer 

what we know, ready-made, from our heads into the heads of 

children, we find inevitably that their minds keep getting in our 

way" (p.120). I interpret this as being a sign of her attempts to 

teach Adam specific concepts which he did not understand. She 

found him much more constructivistic than she had originally 

anticipated. I get the sense of her 'wrestling' with her data and her 

biases; the good ethnographer lets the data, insists that the data, be 

victorious in such wrestling matches. Fishman (1988) 

demonstrates this as she describes herself agonizing over her data, 

a study of Amish literacy, unrelenting in her efforts to hear what 

her data has to say. For her, the findings were cathartic for her 

own teaching. 

At times when one studies one's own children as Harste, 

Burke, and Woodward's (1984) account of Alison's growth as a 

writer (Harste's daughter) there is anger at the school system 
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which ignores what Alison brings to school in terms of her own 

literacy. Empathy is present in each of these case studies and has a 

different effect in each. Harste et al. are angry; Fishman is shocked 

when she returns to her own classroom and views it with new 

insight; Schickendanz is joyous and excited. Their feelings are 

clear in their texts. 

The power of information from case studies of our own 

children is confirmed in the work of Halliday (1975). Halliday and 

his wife worked at understanding their son's language development 

from birth until age five. The impact of their work in the field of 

linguistics has been revolutionary. It has extended into my work 

especially through Smith's (1983b) use of Halliday's oral language 

categories as categories of written language. Interestingly, 

Halliday was influenced by Firth, one of Malinowski's students, so 

the focus on meaning runs in a line back to the roots of ethnography. 

Halliday does not discuss his methodology to my satisfaction (nor 

can I find any such discussions by Piaget, relating specifically to 

the parent/child nature of the relationship). The complexity and 

depth of categories which Halliday and Piaget present are clearly 

the result of intensive years of observation. Halliday mentions 

listening to his son from behind a couch and hiding there to take 

notes. As a researcher, I learned to consciously switch between 

father and researcher. 

Calkins (1983) , studying the writing development of one 

child, becomes involved in relationships with the teachers in the 



127 

school as she helps them develop their teaching of writing. The 

impact of this work is evident in classrooms where children are 

writing because of teachers who have read this work. Were all of 

Calkins' observations and conclusions free of bias or empathy? 

Campbell (1975) appears to be addressing this very issue: 

This is not to say that... naturalistic observation is objective, 
dependable, or unbiased, But it is all that we have. It is the 
only route to knowledge-noisy, fallible, and biased though it 
be. We should be aware of its weaknesses, but must still be 
willing to trust it if we are to go about the process of 
comparative (or monocultural) social sciences at all. (p. 179) 

The confirmability of Calkins' work is seen in classrooms around 

the world. Her responsible use of ethnographic methodology takes 

into account the 'noisy, fallible, and biased'. 

Taylor (1990) became quite attached to Patrick, the child in 

her recent work concerning how children are labelled by school 

systems. She tutored Patrick in reading and writing and acted as 

his advocate during sessions with an intimidating school committee 

designed to help him get what he needed from the school. With 

Taylor's support, Patrick's parents decided to remove him from the 

public school situation. Taylor's empathetic documentation and 

analysis of two years of Patrick's life may sensitize teachers, 

parents, and administrators to the effects of some perfunctory 

processes at work in the school. 

Taylor (1989) called her data collection in a third grade 

classroom "biographical accounts" (p.188) which blurred "the 

boundaries between language as a topic of study and language as a 
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means of communication" (p. 190). Finally, Graves (1983) used case 

studies of individual writers to develop his understanding of the 

writing process. 

The individual case studies presented above are rich in 

empathy as parent researchers and other researchers conduct their 

work with a degree of passion. Some of the passion ensures that 

children are educated in light of who they are and what they can do. 

Some of the passion is the desire to find out about language and 

literacy and inform the schools about the complexity of their task. 

In my research I was keenly aware that such empathy must be 

grounded in the processes (and integrity) of qualitative research if 

it is to be useful. 

Empathy and Qualitatiye Research 

A crucial facet of the relationship that is inherent in research 

is responsibility. The responsible researcher subscribes to the 

tenets of a paradigm, but where do those end and other roles and 

relationships begin? Piaget is well known for his case studies of 

his own three children. Are we to assume that he felt no empathy 

towards them? So much of the constructivist tradition is built upon 

the findings he reported. In psychoanalysis, Freud's case study of 

himself and studies of women initiated a new era in counseling. 

Halliday's (1975) case study of his son has informed linguistics and 

other disciplines. 
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Case studies in particular seem quite vulnerable to a variety 

of relationships that approach the boundaries between research and 

nonresearch, as our complete participation in the lives of the people 

in our studies may end our role as social scientists (Agar, 1980). 

Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) describe families' literacies in a 

variety of circumstances. As the research progresses, Taylor has 

one of the women in the study live with her. Her analyses of the 

systems which bring meaning (in the form of agony) to the families 

in her study are powerful. She presents a chapter of research which 

supports her findings through the literature, thus using 

triangulation strategies which lend validity to her work. Co

authoring the work was another way to ensure its validity. 

Still, Taylor changed the nature of the research relationship 

with her subject-become-houseguest. She was in a relationship 

with an individual in a very humane way, but is it still research? 

submit that it is as long as she is true to her data, her analyses, and 

her audience. I find her analyses clear and accurate. I believe she 

presents enough description to allow the reader to analyze and draw 

conclusions along with her and to be well-aware of her biases 

towards certain social systems in light of her empathetic 

relationships with the families in her study. 

My main vehicles for dealing with empathy have been 

discussions with Zoe, the keeping of a journal, feedback from my 

professors, discussions with my wife, extensive reading, and 

collegial support. Discussions with Zoe, some of them taped, 
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provided insights into her understanding of her experiences in both 

settings. Monitoring my response to classroom practices and Zoe's 

experiences helped me to stay as clear as possible during data 

collection and analysis. My colleagues and professors were also 

helpful in this respect. Additionally, though not a trained 

researcher, my wife was an important point for triangulation. A 

goal of such rigorous work is that it will be helpful or useful to 

others, extending beyond the context of the case itself. 

Beyond Individuals 

I believe a broader understanding of 'caseness' will enhance 

the present study in its usefulness to others. Researchers are using 

case study methodology beyond the traditional view of a single 

subject case study. Merriam (1988) suggests that: 

the qualitative case study can be defined as an intensive, 
holistic description and analysis of a Single entity, 
phenomenon, or social unit. Case studies are particularistic, 
descriptive, and heuristic and rely heavily on inductive 
reasoning in handling multiple data sources. (p. 16) 

The notion of a case study of a 'social unit' opened up for me the use 

of ethnography as case study methodology; ethnographic 

methodology and case study blended together. 

Studies have been conducted on groups of children in family 

settings (Taylor, 1983), children in kindergarten (Paley, 1981), and 

children in at-risk settings (Richardson, Casanova, Placier, and 

Guilfoyle, 1989). Anders and Richardson (1991) were active 
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participants in a study of teachers examining their beliefs and 

practices about reading comprehension instruction. Their study has 

many of the qualities of 'caseness', so I include it here 

acknowledging the teachers as the unit of study. Merriam (1988) 

points out that case studies may have an anthropological , a 

linguistic, a sociological, a historical, or a psychological 

framework. These frameworks provide critical definitions and 

processes of data analysis, as previously described. The written 

documents which present these various frameworks may reflect 

different levels of empathy. Wolcott (1990) points out that some 

ethnographers use a realist's approach to their write up, while 

other choose an impressionistic view; still others prefer a 

confessional format. In any of these (or other) choices of ways to 

write the ethnography readers may get an impression, through the 

voices of the authors, of empathy. 

Case studies offer insight into meanings in that they make 

other places accessible, allow the reader to see through the eyes of 

a researcher, and, usually, the reader is not as defensive as when 

confronted personally with new (and possibly threatening) ideas 

(Donmoyer, 1990, pp. 195-196). Thus, case studies deal with 

empathy from the researcher's stance and may also cultivate 

empathy on the part of the reader. 

Goodman, Shannon, Freeman, and Murphy (1987) did a case 

study of reading instructional systems. They incorporate the 

social, historical, and economic issues which permeate those 
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systems. Goodman et al. not only find the literary content of the 

systems abhorrent, they also elucidate the economics and soicio

political issues involved in basal reading systems. They also 

demonstrate that the systems serve to perpetuate a class of 

teachers as technicians rather than substantive thinkers. Goodman 

et al. did not become directly involved with teachers as much as 

they studied the documents produced by the publishing companies 

and the materials and directions contained in them. Though they are 

at a non participation level of involvement, their work has an 

extremely high level of empathy for teachers. I point this out here 

as the level of participation is a complex issue which has 

advantages and disadvantages. Ogbu (1981) prefers the type of 

macroethnographic study which includes the social, political, and 

economic implications of a case. 

The question arises as to what the difference is between a 

case study and an ethnography. The difference is in the focus and 

extent. A cultural focus sets the work in anthropology, a 

sociological focus, sets it in sociology. The blurriness between 

disciplines occurs as quality case studies do not ignore or deny the 

cultural setting or context of the case. Lareau (1989) frames her 

powerful study of access to literacy in a sociological perspective. 

Defining her theoretical and analytical frames as sociological 

demands that she use the terminology and concepts available to her 

in that discipline. As my case study of Zoe progressed, I began to 

wonder about the most useful frames for education. Since I have 
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borrowed from a variety of disciplines, I have a sort of stew with 

parts from each of the disciplines. Some of the studies from 

anthropology (Heath, 1983; Baghban, 1984) offered me a cultural 

perspective which enriched my understanding of the children in 

schools. Other anthropologically, linguistically, and 

psychologically based studies have been discused above. The 

important message for me regarding my own research, when 

viewing this kaleidoscope of disciplines as it converges on 

educational research, is "to know who you are and what you are 

doing there" (Lareau, 1989, p.196). Thus, the case study in this 

dissertation reflects my present understandings about writing, 

teaching, and learning and crosses disciplines in a way I believe to 

be consistent with the notion of applied research. 

I have taken license to be multidisciplinary in an effort to 

address some of the reflection Cochran-Smith and Larkin (1987) 

discuss: 

The educational perspective on anthropology (and on 
psychology, sociology, history, philosophy, and economics) is 
always centrally concerned with ... making sense of, and 
relating theory and research to, the everyday realities of 
teaching ... [C]entral to anthropology and education ... must be 
the goals of both understanding the culture of schools and 
schoOling and using that understanding to help school people 
reflect on and modify their own educational practices. (p. 42) 

Although Cochran-Smith and Larkin do not define 'school people', I 

consider it to mean all individuals involved with the schooling of 
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children: teachers, parents, administrators, teacher educators, and 

researchers. 

The Methodology of the Present Study 

A letter has been received, read and discussed by several 
members of the family. It is then laid on the table. Harold [a 
three year old] takes it up. He looks it over and walks around 
thoughtfully with it under his arm. Presently, turning up the 
blank side of the sheet, he says, "I want to write." He is 
supplied with paper and pencil, and seated in his little chair, 
is much occupied for five minutes. He then takes the 
scrawled-over sheet to his grandmother, with the request 
that she read it. Does she hesitate? Not at all. She promptly 
reads from it such sentences as he might have given 
expression to, greatly to his joy and satisfaction. He is 
learning to write. (Iredell, 1898, p. 235) 

The grandmother in Iredell's anecdote holds something 

precious as it is, perhaps, her grandson's entry into writing. It may 

not have been the first piece, nor was it, I am sure, the last. With 

each piece, the grandmother could see the growth and changes, the 

understandings and awarenesses, and the forms and functions of 

print which her grandson came to understand. Such is the nature of 

the present study. 

In the following sections, I will discuss my participant 

observation, interviews at the school and home over the two years 

of this study, and the collection and use of artifacts. 
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participant Observation In School 

My involvement in the school when Zoe was in kindergarten 

was as a parent volunteer for one session each week. I took notes 

during each session, though these were key words aimed at 

triggering my recall upon returning home because the teacher 

seemed uncomfortable when I wrote a lot while in the classroom. 

elaborated my field notes upon returning home. I used Spradley 

(1980) and Bogdan and Biklen (1982) as a guide to writing field 

notes. My level of participation in the kindergarten classroom was 

moderate (Spradley, 1980) in that I was typically involved with 

only Zoe and a small group of six children and had no input regarding 

the planning of experiences for the children. 

Participant observation during the first grade year of data 

collection involved my attendance at school one half day each week. 

Additionally, I attended at least one full day once each month. My 

level of participation was active since I was involved in some of 

the planning and teaching. I took field notes during full day 

observations. 

Field notes from the school observations were elaborated and 

typed as soon as I returned home. I usually did not take notes in the 

classroom on days when I taught but would write as soon as I 

arrived home. Over the course of the two years, I took over five 

hundred pages of field notes. 
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InterYiews wjth Teachers 

I interviewed the kindergarten teacher once formally during 

the year and a few times informally when the children were on the 

playground or eating snack. I interviewed the first grade teacher 

once formally and informally almost every month over the course of 

the year. I interviewed the prinCipal once informally and once 

formally. The informal interview occurred while I was making an 

appointment with him for the formal interview. 

I transcribed each interview myself which took about three 

hours for each thirty minutes of interview. From the observer's 

comments (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982) I made on the transcriptions and 

the many categories which emerged from the interview data 

(Strauss & Glaser, 1967) I learned a lot. 

participant Observation at Home 

At home my levels of participation varied quite a bit. I was a 

complete participant at times and an active one at others (Spradley, 

1980). On some occasions, such as when Zoe and Sadie, her older 

sister, played together, I was moderately or passively involved. 

During Zoe's interactions with her older sister, mother, and/or 

myself, I often audiotaped literacy activities and took field notes. 

transcribed audiotapes and elaborated upon field notes as soon as 

possible, following each activity. 

I wanted to see what evolved naturally, yet my presence and 

role as a researching father did have an impact. The family became 
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more cognizant of our writing activities. We saw and began to 

notice when we were involved in writing and its impact on Zoe as 

the youngest member of the family. We talked about writing and 

what we thought influenced it. We discussed quality miscues in 

writing, speaking, and reading, those that we made or noted in 

others. Language did become part of our conscious lives. These 

researcher effects have been noted by others (Calkins, 1985). 

InterYiews in the Home 

We had many discussions in our home about writing. We 

discussed our beliefs and the way they were manifested in our 

family as writers. I used my journal and field notes, especially 

observer's comments, to keep a record of our beliefs over the two 

years of this study. I interviewed and audiotaped Zoe about her 

writing while she sorted her work from school. I asked her about 

her writing at home and wrote field notes about her responses. 

Artifacts 

Guba and Lincoln (1982) include artifacts of the setting as 

useful in triangulation. I have collected every thing which Zoe has 

brought home from school and all writing that she has done at home. 

From the artifacts Zoe brought home from school, she separated 

writing from nonwriting items, with my help. She placed the 

writing items from school into a box which we designated as the 

research box. During the final five months of kindergarten and the 



138 

entire first grade year, Zoe and I met monthly to sort her writing. 

She would sort the month's work and discuss it with me. This was a 

practice which I would have stopped but Zoe seemed to enjoy it so 

we continued. She usually sorted home writing in categories by use 

and I used some of her categories in my analysis, such as 'letter 

writing' and 'newspaper writing'. 

Periodically we would go on a 'writing patrol' as we would 

clean her room and, simultaneously, search for any writing she had 

done which I did not know about. Zoe's written texts were keys into 

understanding her writing use and also served as indicators of what 

was occurring during times when I could not be present. 

Some categories for written artifacts emerged from the more 

than nine hundred (900) samples of Zoe's writing which I collected 

over the two years of the study. Other categories already existed in 

the scholarly literature on written language. Eighty one (81) were 

collected from school in kindergarten; five hundred sixteen (516) 

were collected from school in first grade. I collected sixty (60) 

artifacts from home during Zoe's kindergarten year and two hundred 

twenty eight (228) from home during her first grade year. 

Every artifact was assigned a code to specify when and where 

it was written. Many of these artifacts were linked to field notes 

and audiotaped activities. Each coded artifact was entered into a 

computer database. Codes included: the time when the piece was 

completed; who initiated it; the field, tenor and mode; notes on 

ownership; the purpose or intention of the piece; the social 
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situation and any rules for that situation; and more. More 

categories were added as the description and understanding of the 

artifacts demanded. 

The categories of artifacts could be sorted, moved, and 

resorted using the computer. This allowed me to gain insights into 

the properties of writing experiences across settings. This type of 

sorting made the foci of each setting apparent. 

Description Analyses and Interpretations 

Much of the researchers' work which has been discussed is 

involved in grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Grounded 

theory involves hypothesizing based on finding relationships 

between categories and properties. This study involved the same 

process much as Spradley (1979; 1980) describes it. Interviews, 

field notes, and artifacts were coded. These codes enabled me to 

use domain analyses, taxonomic analyses, and componential 

analyses (Spradley, 1980). I located themes in the data within and 

across the settings. 

The categories for the analyses evolved as the study 

progressed. As I continued my reading of the scholarly literature 

and, at the same time, analyzed my data, I found categories 

emerging from the data which were resonant (Guba & Lincoln, 

1982) in various ways with the view of written language presented 

in Chapter 2. Categories reflective of Smith (1983) and Halliday 

(1975; 1977; 1978) were particularly useful. 
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I also used a computer program to sort coded field notes and 

transcriptions of interviews. Hanna's Textmachine (Elliot, n.d.) is 

an application which sorts coded data by placing it in separate word 

processor files. These files were coded and resorted at different 

levels of analysis. 

Leyels of Analysis 

The analyses, as they are presented in the following chapters, 

begins with a thick description (Geertz, 1973) of the settings. The 

first level of analysis remains quite close to the data and focuses 

on the categories which emerged from the data. The second level of 

analysis moves away from the data but is grounded in it (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967). The second level of analysis focuses on the 

definition of writing across settings and is presented in separate 

sections, one in the kindergarten chapter (Chapter 4) and one in the 

first grade chapter (Chapter 5). The second level of analysis is 

thematic in nature (Spradley, 1980). It is based on the themes of 

written language as it was used across the two settings. 

The thematic analysis led to the theoretical implications 

presented in the final chapter. Figure 1 summarizes the the 

analysis of data I used in this study. I described and analyzed the 

people, places, and actions which made up the settings in which 

writing activity took place. Written pieces served as instances and 

indicators of writing activity. 
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thick description 

J, 
first level of analysis 

J, 
second level of analysis 

piece 
of 

writi n9 

Figure 1. Summary of the analytical frame. 

J, 
themes 

J, 
theory 

Closing Remarks on Methodology 

Upon completion of gathering my data, as I looked over the 

analyses I had performed and my own writing activity, many 

thoughts about research in education came to mind. I found these 

words in my reading: 

. . . it is a unique doubtfulness which makes that situation to 
be just and only the situation it is." John Dewey (1939, p. 
105) 

When Dewey wrote those words, he was referring to "the conditions 

of inquiry" (p. 105). He was discussing the definition of inquiry and 

how we come to questions and processes for dealing with those 

questions. Perhaps Dewey was contemplating differences between 

technique (from the Greek tekhne for craft) and method (which is 
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linked to epistemological and philosophical "perspectives") (van 

Manen, 1990, p. 28). This relates to qualitative researchers as we 

are involved in methods which are evolving, rather than acting as 

technicians involved in instituting techniques imposed by others. 

Van Manen in particular, as a phenomenologist, is aware of the 

nature of relationships inherent in research. He discusses the 

influence of a researcher's presence upon a setting and the 

importance of being aware of that influence. It was my presence 

which initiated and in turn, reflective of my involvement, 

established a relationship. As my level of participation increased, 

different things were set in motion. My impact on the situation 

changed and my relationships with individuals evolved. 

I contend that the systematicity of qualitative methods, rich 

in reflection on "the nature or essence of the experience" (van 

Manen, 1990) both cultivates and addresses biases and empathy. 

This demands a responsibility to investigate, analyze, and present 

(Wolcott, 1990) the uniqueness of each situation. For case studies, 

one obligation is to contextualize the case and not treat it in 

isolation from the important linguistic, sociological, and 

anthropological settings in which it nests. This wi" portray a 

clearer image of the individual as an agent or representative of the 

larger whole to which that individual belongs (be it a classroom, a 

family, a school). 
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As I completed the writing, I found myself quite committed to 

qualitative research as: 

the intersection and reciprocal interaction of professional 
practice and liberal art. It is fundamentally concerned with 
praxis-that is, with the interrelation of reflection/theory and 
practice. It is by definition and of necessity active and 
urgent. . .. Regardless of whether or not they are wise and 
beneficial, however, decisions will be made. (Cochran-Smith 
and Larkin, 1987. p.41) 

Continuing dialogs through and about qualitative research, rich in 

and as clear as possible about biases and empathetic leanings, will 

maintain my voice in the decisions being made. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE YEAR IN KINDERGARTEN 

In this chapter I describe and analyze Zoe's writing during her 

kindergarten year. I present her writing in school first by 

describing the school setting in order to contextuale the case study 

in school. 

Zoe's writing at school was analyzed on two levels, both of 

which are presented in this chapter. In the second major part of 

this chapter I describe and analyze Zoe's writing at home during her 

kindergarten year. I contextualize the case by describing our home 

and also present two levels of analysis of the writing she 

completed at home. The chapter ends with thematic operational 

definitions of writing. 

Contextualizing the Case Study 

In this section I describe the setting of Zoe's writing in 

school in kindergarten. I include the school district, district 

leadership, the school Zoe attended, and the principal because these 

all had effects on Zoe's school writing and provided me with 

insights into Zoe's school setting. This is presented graphically in 

Figure 2. Her kindergarten was in one of the many elementary 

schools within the district. The principal and the other school 

personnel had an impact upon the kindergarten class. Ms K assumed 
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students. 
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Figure 2. Zoe's contextualized situation. 
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Zoe attended kindergarten in one of one hundred four schools 

in a large Southwestern district. There was a variety of 

neighborhoods within the district some being mostly white, others 

racially -and ethnically mixed, and others, mostly Hispanic, in lower 

socioeconomic income groups. The school which Zoe attended 

mainly consisted of white middle class children. 
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TH, the Assistant Director of Instruction, Language Arts, in 

the district, explained the nature of the city as being similar to a 

series of country towns. He believed that each of the schools 

tended to function separately from the other schools in the district. 

There was, in his opinion, little communication between the schools 

and little attention paid to the curricular documents put forth by 

the district. Although there was a district wide adoption of a 

language arts syllabus, a new basal reading series, and the D'Nealian 

Writing Program (Scott Foresman, 1978), TH believed that each 

school site interpreted and used these quite differently. 

The district adopted the Houghton Mifflin (1989) Literary 

Readers for the reading/writing program. The program went into 

effect on a district-wide level, kindergarten through sixth grade, in 

the Fall of 1990. During Zoe's kindergarten year, 1989-1990, 

teachers could choose whether or not they would like to pilot the 

new program for the year before its official adoption. Zoe's 

kindergarten teacher decided not to pilot the new series. TH 

reported that the district had initiated their search for a literature 

based series well over a year before the 1989 pilot year. The 

adoption would cost the district over five million dollars. The 

series is, according to TH, free of gender, ethnic, socioeconomic, 

and family structure stereotypes. 
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The District Writing program 

The adoption of the new reading series (Houghton Mifflin, 

1989) would not replace the district's language arts syllabus. The 

newly adopted series, in TH's opinion, fit into the guidelines found 

in "Big Blue". Big Blue was the district-level name for the the 

district's entire K-12 curriculum because it was a large volume, 

well over 500 pages, and had a bright blue cover. Mr. L, Zoe's 

principal, and Zoe's teachers had never heard of Big Blue. Mr. L was 

aware of a district level language arts curriculum, but could not 

locate a copy of it in his office. His understanding of the language 

arts, specific to writing, is discussed below. The writing 

curriculum for kindergarten, as presented in Big Blue consisted of 

the following expectations for kindergarten children regarding 

writing: 

-demonstrates awareness of print 
-draws pictures or symbols that express thoughts or 
represents observations 
-dictates labels, sentences, simple stories about pictures and 
experiences 
-participates in individual writing activities for different 
purposes (journals, stories, labels, written cloze) 
-organizes thoughts in logical sequence 
-partiCipates in group writing 
-participates in publishing multiple copies of a class book and 
individual books 
-demonstrates understanding of position words related to 
writing: up-down, on-off, left-right, top-bottom 
-manipulates objects (pages, cards, puzzles) 
-uses brushes, crayons, scissors, clay 
-holds pencil in writing pOSition 
-experiments with print by writing freely 
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-copies and traces shapes 
-traces, copies and writes first name 
-traces copies and writes letters, words and numerals 
(compiled from Big Blue, 1989, pp. 12-13) 

There is one issue which TH discussed which Mr L, the 

principal, also discussed in his interview. TH referred to the 

district as "top heavy" (personal communication) by which he meant 

that many of the personnel are aged forty and up. He saw this as a 

liability to efficient and quick change from old habits to the ideas 

he believed inherent in the new basal adoption as well as Big Blue. 

District Leadership 

The district reorganized on a yearly basis which led to some 

confusion throughout the schools in the district. It was not clear 

what the purpose of the reorganization was. Mr. L viewed it as a 

self-examination, an. evaluation which he had his teachers take part 

in during faculty meetings. There had been a shift in organization 

at the district level including a new superintendent in Fall 1991. 

The previous year involved extensive energies devoted to the search 

for the new leadership. The specific responsibilities in the chain of 

command at the district level were scheduled for reorganization 

under the new superintendent. 

The lack of district-level leadership during Zoe's kindergarten 

and first grade years and the size of the district resulted in 

district leadership which TH labelled "putting out fires" (personal 

communication). There were a small number of 'schools called 

magnet schools which were the district's response to court ordered 
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integration. These typically had more money available to them than 

nonmagnet schools. There was also a budget line for state "K-3 

funds" which were designated to meet the special needs of 

developing learners in the early years of schooling. Schools which 

requested specific help were assigned curriculum specialists and 

generalists for limited periods of time on an "as needed" basis. Mr. 

L requested no such help for the school Zoe attended during her 

kindergarten and first grade experiences. 

TH explained that the district would be involved in hiring 

staff development support as soon as the new superintendent was in 

place. The newly adopted reading series would involve training for 

fourth through sixth grade teachers who would then assume the 

responsibility of training their colleagues at their home schools in 

the use of the series. Zoe's kindergarten teacher attended no such 

training during the time she had Zoe as a student. Her first grade 

teacher did attend a training day before the opening of school in 

August, 1990. 

TH, in noting that the newly adopted reading series had a 

strong writing component to it, pointed out that the new series 

provided much of the traditional skill work he thought many 

teachers liked. The skills work was a supplement to the series and 

the teachers who attended training sessions were told that they 

need not use the skills sections at all since the Literary Readers, 

the term Houghton Mifflin (1989) used for its anthology, were whole 

language based and skills instruction in the traditional sense was 
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not deemed necessary. The series emphasized the use of entire 

texts and the lessons that could be learned within that text, 

focusing on meaning. TH, without any coaxing from me, said that 

there was one school immersed in a skill-level orientation to 

teaching reading and writing; it was one school he thought was 

extremely resistant to change. He attributed this to teacher age 

and the amount of years the teachers had been teaching. It was the 

school which Zoe attended for kindergarten and first grade. 

H School 

The school Zoe attended during kindergarten and first grade 

was named after its first principal, Anna H. H school was located in 

a middle class neighborhood in, which most of the residents dwell in 

single family homes of modern Southwest design. The homes 

averaged thirty five years old and most of the residents owned their 

homes. There was a small low-income apartment complex in the 

area which the teachers refer to as "the projects". H school was 

built in 1957 responding to the growth of the city. 

There were two or three classes at each grade level from 

kindergarten through fifth grade at the H school. Thirty children 

was consensus, the number of children the teacher's union 

negotiated as a full classroom. Zoe's kindergarten and first grade 

classrooms remained at approximately 27 children. Twenty four of 

these remained constant in kindergarten, and about the same in 
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time because of children moving in and out of the neighborhood. 
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The school was a large L-shaped building with kindergarten, 

first, and second grades located along one arm of the L. At the 

corner of the L was the main office and nurse's office; across from 

the main office was the cafeteria which had a stage and served as 

the auditorium/music room as well. The second half of the L had 

the upper grade classrooms within it. The school had a large yard 

with some grass and a few trees. There was a large sandy area 

(twenty by forty feet) which had playground equipment made of 

metal and concrete. Adjoining the sandy area was a large ramada, 

an aluminum covered open-sided structure with benches which 

provided a large shady area the children enjoyed during hotter 

recess periods. There was an outdoor water fountain near the side 

of the school building which children used during recess and in the 

mornings before entering the building. A U-shaped driveway in the 

front had limited parking and was used as a drop-off/pick up point. 

Bussing was not provided to the H school. It serviced only the 

children within about a 1.25 mile radius of the school. Zoe would 

have had to walk over one mile to reach the school so she was 

usually driven by myself, her mother, or a daycare worker during the 

kindergarten year. 

Teachers at H school took much freedom in designing 

curriculum. Ms K, Zoe's kindergarten teacher, said that she was 

under pressure from the district to "go whole language" (personal 
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interview), although she had her own beliefs and practices 

regarding how children learn and instituted those in her classroom. 

The prinCipal had a view of the writing curriculum and learning, 

though he often relinquished curricular decisions to individual 

teachers. The principal and the kindergarten teacher are discussed 

in greater depth in the following sections. 

The principal 

Mr. L has been the principal at H School for five years. He 

was a classroom teacher for fifteen years before that. Mr. L was a 

doctoral candidate at a large university approximately fifteen miles 

from the school but had not worked on his degree since passing his 

preliminary exams three years earlier. His areas of graduate study 

were educational administration and literacy. 

I asked if he felt any pressure from the board to become a 

whole language school. He said that they had instituted the board's 

required language arts curriculum about 8 years earlier and that 

was still in place. There was no money for innovation and the 

teachers that were innovating were doing it on their own time with 

their own money. I said that I thought teachers were required to go 

to workshops before school. Mr. L explained that that was up to 

the individual teachers. The individual teachers could innovate at 

their discretion. 



The principal and the Writing program 

In a personal interview, Mr. L. expressed his beliefs about 

what a writing program should entail: 
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What we're moving towards is writing and thinking ... using the 
writing process as a way to teach the thinking process. 
Moving to the ... the metacognitive skills so that writing has a 
meaning that's based in oral language and a meaning that's 
based in normal thinking processes. So we talk about writing 
before we do writing, do writing, do editing, then do formal 
writing. So the ... the movement is in that direction; some 
people call it the whole language approach, some people call it 
writing and thinking, some people call it diagnostic writing, 
editorial writing, it has a lot of names out there ... for the 
process; but it involves some prewriting, some metacognitive 
writing, some oral writing, then some writing, then some 
editing, then some writing. Outlining is just the mechanical 
way of accomplishing that. So again, there are some decisions 
being made prior to just writing an outline. We're talking 
about choosing good resources and judging them for their 
worth . . . you know there's a lot of decision making that goes 
into that, but then you show... you show that you use them in a 
research paper ... that that, you know that's a mechanical 
aspect ... which resources are you to use and why. You know, 
do I use recent ones, did I use someone that's an expert that 
kind of decision. I think those are your basic 
things.(Transcript, personal interview, 1990) 

Mr. L had a vision of what this should look like in kindergarten: 

. . . in kindergarten I think they need the concept that writing 
is valuable and be able to make the simplest ideas and express 
them. It may not be that they may have the mechanics to 
express them, but if they can express them to someone else I 
would be satisfied. I mean I don't expect them to be able to 
write it out... But I expect them to be able to conceptualize 
an idea and if we're talking of a story line: a beginning and an 
ending ... They have a lot a lot of language [inaudible] and 
concepts that they come in with but we're talking about 
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putting it out again of their heads. And having someone help 
them transfer that into the writing process. you've got to 
individualize every child's basic ability to tell a story ... and 
to formalize a story. (Transcript, personal interview, 1990) 

Mr. L knew that his ideal was not occurring at H School. 

There were many different styles and philosophies of teaching and 

learning of writing being expressed there: 

District wide the language arts program is everything related 
to writing and reading including the mechanics ... the" English 
and the spelling and the punctuation . . . and often the 
mechanics of it all take the place of the language aspect of it 
all. We see the pendulum go one way and then the other and in 
the last twenty years I've seen it go both ways.There was the . 
. . you know ... the totally emergent type of approach: let's 
just do language and do reading and forget mechanics and all 
that stuff to let's just do mechanics and forget the logic of 
why we're doing it. And if you walk around the building you'll 
find people who got that message when they were learning 
how to teach language.You know, they'll get one message or 
the other and some of them are halfway between ... They're 
doing what they learned. (Transcript, personal interview, 
1990) 

In the kindergarten room he pointed out that an observer would see 

"a lot of listening to kids respond to story lines and story leads ... " 

The principal and Teacher Deyelopment 

Mr. L believed that the teachers were slow to change for a 

variety of reasons ranging from the age of the teachers and the 

number of years that they have taught to the clientele of the school 

as it had changed over time. He approached individual teachers and 

presented them with performance records of their classes over a 

period of a few years. He said to some teachers, "What you think is 
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going on is not going on. You think you're succeeding; here are your 

records from the last four years ... This is what your clientele is 

doing; they're going down. They're not going up" (Personal 

interview, 1990). 

The principal also used faculty meetings as forums for 

discussion for the direction of the school regarding curriculum, 

among other issues. He used alternate staff meetings for inservice, 

the meetings in between are for "the garbage, I call it, the business 

of running the building ... " (Personal interview, 1990). He had the 

staff brainstorm issues they wanted to address as part of the 

school improvement plan which is part of the yearly reorganization. 

The district-level impact comes through as consistent with TH's 

discussion of local control: 

. . .it's something that the school is required to do and how you 
do it is you put together your own input from the staff and 
your own group of people at the school and what you're going 
to focus on. There are some district wide things the district 
likes to push and right now they're pushing mission success 
type of approach ... which is all the things you have in your 
school improvement plan anyhow: improving student 
achievement, looking at minority groups and seeing why 
minority groups aren't achieving as well as majority groups 
all across the board umm looking at staff development, some 
of the things that aren't going on district wide but are trying 
to be a focus. (Personal interview, 1990) 

Mr. L pointed out that the average teacher in the district has 

been in the classroom for fourteen years and "if you extrapolate 

that backwards, we're talking about getting their education fifteen 

to twenty years ago ... " (Personal interview, 1990). He attributed 
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their inflexibility to their age and training. He believed that change 

requires a three to five year commitment on the part of all those 

involved; he was not sure he had the commitment from his teachers 

in a given direction. He believed that focusing on the performance 

of the clientele was the most powerful impetus for teacher change 

and that more and more children each year were not prepared for 

school as they should be. The school had not responded to this issue 

to his satisfaction. 

Money issues in the district were an obstacle to change at the 

local level. Teachers were allotted forty dollars a year for staff 

development. The teachers at H School who used this money found 

they must apply it towards the substitute to be hired in their place 

if they wished to attend a conference. The cost of the conferences 

and any related expenses became the teachers' burden. 

Life in the Kindergarten Classroom 

My understanding of Zoe's life in the classroom grew out of my 

year's observations, my interviews with the teacher, discussions 

with Zoe, and intensive analysis of Zoe's writing work which she 

brought home over the course of the year. In this section I describe: 

the physical characteristics of the kindergarten classroom; the role 

of parents in the classroom; writing opportunities Zoe had in 

school; a typical week in the classroom; instructional activity 

during a typical week; and teacher talk. 
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The kindergarten program was a half day program throughout 

the district except at the magnet schools which design their own 

kindergarten programs. H school lost almost half of its growing 

student body the year before Zoe entered kindergarten because of 

the opening of a new school. As a result of the new school's 

opening, the kindergarten classes had fewer students than 

anticipated. Ms K, the kindergarten teacher, was the only 

kindergarten teacher. She had two rooms from which to choose and 

decided that the use of both spaces would be most beneficial to 

herself and the children. She was granted permission to open the 

accordion doors between the two kindergarten classrooms providing 

a double classroom space for her two kindergarten sessions. 

Description of The Kindergarten Classroom 

Ms K's use of the double space provided the children with two 

sinks, two water fountains, twice the amount of furniture, and 

greater distances between areas as well greater space for the 

various areas. The two large bulletin boards along the north and 

south walls were used for the morning and afternoon sessions 

respectively. Below each of the bulletin boards, along the north and 

south walls, were counter spaces running the width of the room. 

Two closets were located in the northwest and southwest corners 

of each room. The double room also had two restrooms, one was 

labelled 'teacher's room'. Doors from the classroom to the hallway 

were at the far southwest and northwest ends. 
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Ms K, the kindergarten teacher, put a lot of time and energy 

into the decoration of her classroom. It appeared to be a colorful 

and comfortable place. The room was organized into two types of 

centers. One center type consisted of assigned activities and Zoe 

was required to work daily at that type. The second type was 

optional, more play-oriented, and only available to children who had 

completed the work at the required center. In the middle of the 

west wall of the room was a rug, eighteen feet square. The rug had 

the patterns of many children's games brightly embossed on its 

surface. These games included checker boards, hopscotch, and more. 

Moving around the room in a counterclockwise direction from the 

rug, just south of the rug along the west wall was the (required) 

math center. It was a long table with six or seven chairs around it, 

varying as did the number of children at the center. Math materials 

were stored in the bookcases at the math center. 

Continuing around the room, a round table with books related 

to the seasons or unit of study were in the middle of the south 

room. The library center was along the southeast wall, under the 

windows which ran along the entire east wall. The library 

consisted of three bookcases in a U-shape. One of the bookcases had 

a small bookcase against it which contained games such as various 

types of Bingo. The library had an assortment of about 150 books. 

There were pillows inside the U-shape, for sitting upon, as well as 

a rocking chair.The reading instruction table was referred to as the 

reading center and was located in almost the exact center of the 
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rooms. A bookcase with puzzles was against the northwest edge of 

the reading center. A large doll house with furniture and dolls was 

south of the reading table. North of the doll house, along the east 

wall, was the housekeeping center which contained a play stove and 

play refrigerator behind a large painted refrigerator box. The box 

was painted to resemble an adobe-like house. 

A large area for blocks was located north of the housekeeping 

area. The writing center was located west of the large block area. 

It consisted of a long table with six or seven chairs around it. The 

art center was located along the middle of the north wall and also 

had six or seven chairs around it. Along the west wall, near the 

northwest door, was the office center. The office center had 

inkpads and rubber stamps of the upper and lower case letters, 

paper, a typewriter, and some pencils in a can. There was a pile of 

assorted old worksheets from previous years on one of the shelves 

in the office center. The listening center was located along the 

west wall south of the office center. It had a tape recorder as well 

as materials put out daily by the teacher. Behind the listening 

center was a computer and a dress up center with many kinds of 

hats. The children had cubbies with their names on them near the 

northwest door. A map of the room is presented in Figure 3. 

Five of the centers in the room will be referred to as required 

or assigned centers because the children were required to be at one 

of these centers each day and complete an activity assigned by Ms K. 
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The five required centers were: the math center, the reading center, 

the writing center, the art center, and the listening center. Writing 

completed at a required center was checked by Ms K; other writing, 

such as that done at the office center, was not checked by the 

teacher. A list of names, on a computer printout and laminated, 

appeared at each required center. The names of the children in the 

morning session were on one side of the printout in blue. The names 

of the afternoon session children were in red on the other side of 

the card. Ms K referred to these groups as 'committees'; the 

committees changed once during the year, in February. Zoe was in 

the same committee of six children from August through February. 

In February her new committee had two children from her former 

committee. Additionally, on each required center was a laminated 

set of instructions which included: name of project, objectives, 

instructions, and materials. These were generally written in a 

combination of manuscript and cursive and seemed to be for Ms K 

and parent helpers. 

The remaining areas in the room were referred to as centers, 

too, but the children were not required to work at specific ones and 

there were no names or instructions posted at these. These 

consisted of: a clay table; games center; library center; dollhouse 

center; housekeeping center; block center; computer center; and 

dress up center. I refer to these as choice centers or centers of 

choice meaning that the children chose which one to attend upon 

completion of their assigned center work. Assigned center work 



was checked by Ms K; choice centers did not involve activities 

which Ms K checked or responded to. 
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Ms K had a variety of plants in different places throughout the 

room. There was a twenty gallon fish tank in the center of the 

south counter top. A ten foot inflatable killer whale was suspended 

above the writing center as was a red plastic hoop through which 

the whale appeared to be jumping. There were mobiles with shapes, 

colors, numbers, days of the week, months of the year, and fish 

suspended from the ceiling in various places around the room. The 

placement of the furniture and suspended items did not change for 

the entire year, except for the addition of a pocket chart to the rug 

area in October. Children's art work was displayed on the bulletin 

boards and taped to the wall along the corridor outside the west 

wall of the classroom. The displayed works were typically 

seasonal: Halloween, Thanksgiving, Christmas, Spring, etc. 

Occasionally the displayed items reflected a unit of study such as 

Alaska, zoo animals, and the rodeo. 

The west wall had puppets for each letter of the alphabet. 

These were high and well out of the reach of the children. The north 

wall also had chalkboards along the length of both rooms. Any 

available wall space had commercial-made posters and alphabet 

charts, showing upper and lower case manuscript. There were some 

safety posters along the wall above the windows. Clearly, Ms K had 

spent much time and energy to create a cheerful and cozy physical 

classroom environment. 
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Writing Opportynities 

Zoe wrote at any of the required centers if the work for a 

particular day demanded that she do so. Implements typically were 

a pencil or crayon and surfaces were usually worksheets. 

Additionally, there were pencils, a typewriter with large primary 

size letters, and rubber letter stamps and an ink pad in the office 

center. Children finishing work at a required center would not 

return to that center during the morning. Thus, for Zoe to write 

after her required work was completed, she had to elect the office 

center as her center of choice. She rarely chose that center during 

the year probably because if one child was at the typewriter and 

another was using the stamps the office seemed full. The stamp set 

contained one set of upper and one set of lower case letters. 

Children at the office could use the old worksheets any way they 

chose. 

After being in the classroom for a few months and having 

interviewed Ms K about her writing program, I realized that what 

she considered writing was not consistent with the definition of 

writing I presented in Chapter 1. Zoe was sometimes required to 

reproduce Ms K's model when Zoe could not read it; I refer to this as 

rendering. Zoe was also required to reproduce certain models 

presented by Ms K when Zoe could read the model; I refer to this as 

copying. Ms K considered copying and rendering to be writing. 
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parents in the Classroom 

The school district and H School sought to build local support 

for the school and encouraged parent-teacher communication. One 

way in which this was achieved was through parent volunteers in 

the classrooms. Parents were to be welcomed into the classroom, 

but it was requested that they let Ms K know in advance when they 

wished to volunteer. When I called the school, following the open 

school night during which parent volunteerism was presented by Mr. 

L, Ms K said she would appreciate the help. I explained that I had 

fifteen years teaching experience at the primary level and would be 

glad to teach or act as an aide, which ever she preferred. She 

preferred me in an aide's capacity, although she did allow me to 

sing some songs with the children occasionally over the course of 

the year. I also shared my extensive rock collection with the 

children on one visit. Ms K liked the extra help: 

It's really nice when you have other people in the room with 
you ... that's where the parents come in so handy. The children 
respond, I think, better when there's an adult present. 
(Personal interview, 1990) 

I believe Ms K increasingly enjoyed my presence in some ways 

over time. She liked the songs I chose for the children, and when I 

brought my guitar she would often left the group with me on the rug 

and prepared the centers for the children. Some days there were as 

many three parents at a time in the room. We each went to a 

different center, I always went with Zoe, and helped the children 

with their assigned center tasks. 
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Ms K worked quite hard in her room. It always appeared neat 

and colorful. The various signs and decorations always appeared 

new, not left over from a previous year. She had almost sixty 

kindergarten students in her charge between the two sessions. One 

can understand why she seemed tired some days. She seemed to 

have spent a lot of time getting things ready for each day's center 

work. 

A Typical Week 

Ms K greeted the children each morning as they entered the 

building through the north door. They entered the room together and 

went to the rug area. Following various activities at the rug, the 

children were excused by Ms K to centers. A typical week in Zoe's 

kindergarten classroom involved a cycle through the five required 

centers. Since there were five required centers, Zoe was at one 

required center each day of the week. By week's end, she had 

completed all the work at each of the five required centers: math, 

reading, art, writing, and listening. Children went to a choice 

center after they completed their work at the required center and 

had it checked by Ms K. The children cleaned up the centers and 

went outside for between ten and thirty minutes each day. They 

usually ate their snack outside. After recess, they returned to the 

room for a short whole group activity which might consist of a 

song, nursery rhyme recitals, discussion of center work, or 

listening to a book. The children were excused at 2:30 as Ms K 
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walked them out the east exit of the building. The overall order of 

each day is shown in Table 1. Each of the activities in Table 1 will 

be described in greater detail to gain insights into the nature of the 

setting in which Zoe's kindergarten in-school writing took place. 

Table 1 

1)pical Seguence of a pay in Zoe's Kindergarten Classroom 

Approximate Activity 
Time 

12:00 Children enter the school and are 
greeted by Ms K 

12:02-12:40 Seated at edge of rug. Daily 
business is conducted: 
housekeeping, organizational 
activities, routines, and 
instructional activity. 

12:40-1 :30 Children work in required 
centers. 

1 :30-1 :50 Children finished with required 
centers work at choice centers. 

1 :50-2:00 Bell is sounded for clean up time 
which takes approximately ten 
minutes. 

2:00-2:25 Recess; occasionally a story is 
read. 

2:30 Dismissal 

Zoe waited forMs K with her mother or me and the rest of the 

afternoon kindergarten children and some parents at the north door 

of H School. At precisely noon, Ms K would open the door and the 

children would follow her into the building. She would smile and 
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greet parents and children. Parents volunteering would wait 

outside with their children until Ms K opened the door at noon. As 

the year progressed, the children discovered the hopscotch board 

painted outside the door and would play at that or in the sandy area. 

Then Ms K would line them up along the building before greeting 

them and having them enter the building. During the second half of 

the year, fewer parents waited for Ms K; they would drop the 

children off and leave. Over half the children walked or rode a 

bicycle to kindergarten. The second half of the year, when Zoe was 

in a morning daycare program, she was dropped off by the daycare 

bus which waited until Ms K appeared before driving off. 

As the children entered the room a few minutes past noon, 

they would deposit backpacks,sweaters, or jackets in their cubbies. 

The cubbies were not labelled with children's names during the first 

few weeks of school. Towards the middle of September, their 

names were placed in their cubbies. Each cubby had two names 

since the afternoon children shared their cubbies with children 

from the morning session. The children quickly walked over to the 

rug area at the middle of the west wall and sat along the edge of 

the rug. They chatted casually with each other until Ms K came over 

and sat in a chair which she had placed near the wall on the edge of 

the rug. 

The activities which took place at the rug involved some 

housekeeping, some organizational activities, some routines, and 

some instructional activity. Housekeeping included the taking of 
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attendance, which Ms K typically did very quietly, almost 

whispering to herself and checking off children's name on a chart in 

her lap. Ms K would also check for forms due back to the school, the 

status of library books which had not been returned, and other 

school business during this time. 

There were two organizational activities which took place at 

the rug each afternoon from early October throughout the rest of the 

year. Ms K had two pocket charts hanging on a metal hanger near the 

rug area. The first chart was the helpers chart. Ms K had each 

child's name on a three inch by eight inch piece of cardboard. The 

first name in the pile was called and that child would choose his or 

her job for the day. Each subsequent name was called until all the 

jobs were filled. The following day Ms K would start the job 

assignments with whoever was next in the pile, taking the previous 

day's names and placing them at the bottom of the pile. The jobs in 

the kindergarten classroom were: housekeeper, bell ringer, calendar, 

door holder, line leader, and two attendance helpers. The 

housekeeper inspected all areas during clean up and made sure the 

children from those areas had done a satisfactory job of clean up. 

The bell ringer sounded the bell at Ms K's request to start clean up. 

The calendar child put up the date; the door holder opened all doors 

during the comings and goings of the class. The line leader was just 

that and the attendance children took the names of absent children 

to the nurse's office. 
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The second pocket chart had pictures corresponding to. all the 

choice centers. The children chose which center they would go to if 

they finished their required center work. They put cards with their 

names on them, which Ms K held up one at a time, next to the picture 

that symbolized their center of choice. 

Three routines during rug time which actively involved the 

children were the recital of the pledge to the flag, doing the 

calendar, and examining the weather. The pledge was the least 

consistent of these as some days it was not recited, other days it 

was recited first thing before attendance, and other days it was 

recited during the middle of rug time. The calendar activity 

involved the child from the pocket chart who had chosen calendar 

for his or her job. That child would put the numbers of the dates for 

the week in order in a small pocket chart attached to the chalkboard 

with magnets. That child would also place the words 'today' , 

'tomorrow', and 'yesterday', in the pocket chart at the correct dates. 

The weather chart was a color-in bar graph of temperature and a 

symbol for sunny, rainy etc. The morn.ing session children filled it 

in and the afternoon children discussed the weather and read the 

graph. 

Occasionally an informal conversation would begin during rug 

time. Ms K was not consistent in her openness to these discussions, 

accepting them some days and asking for quiet on others. She 

usually gently pushed the children back to her agenda: 



8: I take my Ninja Turtle in the water. 
Ms K: You do? 
S: I went to my grandma's house after school. 
Ms K: You did .. after school? 
E: My baby's home now. 
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Ms K: That's super. (Ms K had a lot to say about that. The 
child was apparently premature and they have been waiting 
for it to reach a certain birth weight before it could come 
home from the hospital.) 
E: Nine more days 'til it's my birthday. 
Ms K: I know. (She discussed the days other birthdays will be 
here) What day is today? (focusing the children to the 
calendar routine) 

(Field notes, 1989) 

Other days they might discuss events which they noticed such as 

the fierce windstorm the previous night. 

The instructional activities which took place during rug time 

made the time long or short depending on the day of the week. 

Mondays were the longest meetings of the week because Ms K 

explained and demonstrated to the children each of the activities at 

the five required centers. They needed to pay attention since they 

had to do all of those activities during the week and they were 

usually explained only this one time. If a center had an activity 

which Ms K wanted to focus upon, such as a nursery rhyme she 

wanted all the children to know, they might review that at the end 

of the day before dismissal. 

One week Ms K explained the crinkle art activity at the art 

center and demonstrated for the children how to use the liquid 

starch as a glue to fill in the flowers she had made for each of 

them. Additionally, she showed the children how to make a rubbing 
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of raised numbers at the math center, how to use the filmstrip 

projector at the listening center, and how to cut out shapes and 

make them fit into the large E at the writing center. If the writing 

center involved the writing of a single letter, Ms K demonstrated 

the formation of that letter on the board by writing the letter two 

or three times while telling the children to watch closely. 

On afternoons which were not Mondays, the extra time at the 

rug might be devoted to hearing a book, reviewing a nursery rhyme, 

or playing a game with initial consonants. During one meeting, the 

children were all given pictures of things that begin with M; they 

were asked to read the word on the back of the picture which said 

what the picture was. Rug time lasted for up to one hour and Ms K 

expected the children to sit quitely unless asked to speak. 

Following the time spent at the rug, the children were 

dismissed to the required centers at which they would be working 

on that particular day. Ms K glanced over to each center and read 

the list of names of children who would be at that center that day. 

The children learned that they were always at a particular center on 

a particular day of the week. Parent volunteers such as myself 

would sit at the rug with the children and follow one group to a 

center when the children were excused. The parents could read the 

laminated cards with instructions on them if they were unsure of 

what to do at a particular center. 

Children worked at the required centers until they finished 

the assigned activity at the center. During the entire year, I saw 
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few times when a child did not finish his or her required center. As 

each child finished, they raised their hands. Ms K or a volunteer 

came to the child and decided if the work was completed 

satisfactorily. If it was, the child was excused to go to the choice 

center he or she had chosen earlier. 

Ms K usually spent center time with the children at the 

reading table. She did readiness (subskills) activities which rarely 

involved writing but did involve reading readiness such as initial 

consonant sounds. The writing activities done with Ms K are 

discussed below. When Ms K had completed her work with the 

children at the reading center, she would circulate to see how the 

rest of the class was doing with their required center work. She 

excused children as they completed their work and made sure that 

children were at the center they had chosen earlier if they were at 

a choice center. Completed center work which was not going to be 

displayed in the room or hallway was placed in the cubbies to take 

home. 

Ms K referred to the groups of children at the required centers 

as committees. The children had to be with their committees at 

required centers but chose a choice center with anyone they wanted. 

When most of the children completed their required center work and 

time for snack approached, Ms K asked the bell person to ring the 

bell. The children cleaned up the areas they worked in. Ms K and the 

housekeeping person examined the areas to make sure they were 
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satisfactorily cleaned up. As children completed their clean up job, 

they lined up at the northwest door of the classroom to go outside. 

Snacks were provided by parents who had signed up to do so. 

Ms K preferred not to have the children eat in the classroom. The 

children went outside to the shaded ramada near the sandy area and 

were given snack and allowed to play outside until about five 

minutes before dismissal time. The outside time was not organized 

in any particular way; the children chose equipment to play on, 

brought balls out from the classroom, or chatted with friends. They 

returned to the classroom and picked up any completed center work 

from their cubbies and lined up at the northwest door. Ms K 

escorted the children to the east door of the building when the bell 

rang at 2:30. She held the door for the class or had the door holder 

do that job. She said good-by to the children with a general good

by, saying a few names of children as they departed. 

The weekly routine was constant for most of the year. The 

children had library on Thursdays and computer every other Tuesday, 

so those days involved less outdoor time or less time at choice 

centers. Each day of the week the children were at the next 

required center progressing around the room one rotation per week. 

On Monday the cycle started again with all new centers introduced 

during rug time. 

Departures from the routine included the yearly book fair, 

visits from the local university staff to play music or introduce 

artists, and the nurse performing various school required tasks. 
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Overall, the pattern of the weeks remained the same for the year. 

Zoe remained in one of two committees for the entire year. At the 

end of the year, she was still unsure of the names of all the 

children in her class. 

Instryctional Activity Dyring a Typical Week 

Ms K was directly involved with the children in three ways 

over the course of a typical week. First, she worked with the entire 

class during rug time. Secondly, she worked with small groups at 

the reading center; that meant once per week per group. Third, she 

corrected children's work before allowing them to leave a required 

center. An example of working with the entire group, which usually 

occurred once a week, involved having the children recognize all of 

the letters of the alphabet on a chart which had the letters written 

with an asterisk between groups of two or three letters. The 

children were required to say, not sing, the alphabet and clap their 

hands when they reached an asterisk. This was done as preparation 

for the writing center work involving filling in the blank spaces on 

an alphabet worksheet with some letters missing. Ms K had the 

children locate two words in the alphabet, no and hi. Identifying 

pictures of things which started with 'm' was another whole class 

activity. Ms K demonstrated the formation of a single letter, the 

letter of focus at the writing center for a given week, on Mondays 

during the first part of the year. 
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Working with the children at the reading center involved them 

in circling initial consonants, writing teacher selected alphabetic 

letters and words, practicing name writing, and copying lists of 

words referred to as spelling words; no spelling tests were 

administered. 

The third type of instruction was evaluative in nature and 

occurred when children said they were finished with the required 

centers. Ms K had the children show their work to her and she would 

trace over any letters she found to be less than satisfactory. 

The centers were the foundation of Ms K's instructional 

program. The children listened to tapes at the listening center, 

hearing stories new to many of them. There was usually an activity 

following the tape involving writing, drawing, coloring, or painting. 

The children practiced and learned math concepts at the math 

center using a variety of manipulatives. The writing center, 

discussed in greater depth later on, focused mainly on letters and 

words. The art center had a variety of season projects, initial 

consonant projects, and unit of study projects, though the latter 

were rare. One week the class was studying Eskimos and made 

igloos by covering egg-shaped stocking containers with glue and 

then placing sugar cubes around the entire surface of the egg. The 

children worked a lot with reading the names of the colors at the 

art center as they colored rainbows, flowers, and assorted scenes 

by reading the color words and filling in the spaces accordingly. 
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Djscussions Dyring Center Work 

The discussions the children had during their work time at the 

required centers revealed much about their orientation to the tasks 

at hand. The following is excerpted from my field notes as I 

observed Zoe's committee of six making an M Book into which they 

would glue pictures they were required to cut out and color: 

They discussed bikes, where they lived in relation to one 
another, jewelry, and hair styles. Every now and then one 
would mention something about one of the pictures that they 
were working on. One child said he was working on the steak. 
I suppose he should have recognized it as meat if it was to fit 
into the M Book he was making. He was going to color the 
steak black because it was burning. Zoe said she was working 
on the peanut and would make it brown as a peanut should be 
when it is in the shell. Ms K came over and told her, hearing 
that she had said peanut, that it was a mask. (Field notes, 
1990) 

The children often discussed what colors were missing from a 

box of crayons or markers. During their work on Christopher 

Columbus's ships, one of the children wanted a green: 

Zoe: That's not a green. That's a purple. 
R: I need a blue. 
Zoe: Here, use my blue. I'm working well. I'm coloring. I'm 
talking while I'm coloring. I think I'm going to make mommy 
jump out of her shorts because this is pretty.(Field notes, 
1990) 

They often became more concerned with the materials than with the 

actual project: 

The children talked about the magic markers quite a bit. They 
were concerned about how long it would take to come off their 
skin if they got any on their hands. Ms K came over and said 



177 

that it does not stay on long. When she left they conjectured 
about how long it would stay on the skin. 
Zoe: This stuff would take 2000 days to come off. (Field 
notes, 1990) 

Zoe viewed the required center as work, as did the other children. 

They often kept track of what they needed to do before they could 

'be done': 

R: I only have one to do. 
J: It's our work time. 
Zoe: Yeah, you always work. (Field notes, 1990) 

Zoe did the work at the required centers for a variety of 

reasons which she revealed to me in word and action over the 

course of the year. She did the work so that her parents would be 

proud of her, so that Ms K would be proud of her and/or excuse her 

to a choice center, to be with her friends, and for the pleasure of 

the task if it was one she enjoyed. Overall, her reaction to the work 

at the required centers was consistent with Ms K's, calling it work 

and doing it as a job to be completed. 

Teacher Talk 

The discussion of teacher talk is relevant to the setting in 

which writing takes place in the kindergarten classroom. It 

provides an indication of the tenor of relationships (Halliday, 1975) 

between Zoe and her teacher. Ms K greeted the children each 

afternoon. They started the day with Ms K leading the order of the 

housekeeping matters. The three locations for direct instruction, 
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discussed earlier. 
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Ms K usually spoke at the rug to relate information when the 

entire class was together. This sometimes involved clarification of 

things such as which day the class had library, when the book fair 

was scheduled etc. Sometimes the children would start a 

conversation and Ms K would help to clarify what they were 

discussing: 

A: I saw F on TV. 
Ms K: Were you on TV, F? 
F: No 
A: No, just talked, not see ... 
Ms K asked F and he shook his head no, he had not been seen or 
heard on TV. (Field notes, 1989) 

Ms K initiated brief discussions of the weather when it changed 

suddenly, and other things she thought the children would find 

interesting. During the study of Columbus, she discussed sailboats 

with the children at the listening center after they heard a tape 

about his voyage: 

Ms K: What makes a sailboat go? 
Z: Something inside you turn for direction. 
Ms K: Yes, it has a rudder. 

The children initiated sharing either spontaneously or at Ms 

K's invitation. At the beginning of the year, children completed 

twelve by eighteen inch posters about themselves. Each child 

presented his or hers as they returned them to the classroom. 

Children shared about their lives at home. This was done much less 
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formally for the remainder of the year and it was difficult to know 

when sharing time would be. No toys or games were allowed to be 

brought in for sharing time. 

The complexity of the classroom made keeping order a top 

priority for Ms K. She believed that boys were less mature than 

girls: 

They are five chronologically but they're not five 
developmentally, particularly the boys. The boys are all about 
six months younger. (Personal interview, 1990) 

Ms K thanked children publicly who were following directions: 

I'd like to thank you, Zoe, for remembering to raise your hand. 

Other times, she requested help from the group in order to maintain 

control: 

I need some help over here. 

Sometimes she told individuals to be quiet and pay attention to 

what the group was supposed to focus on. Ms K knew which battles 

to choose and at times ignored misbehavior rather than directly 

confront a child. At times she quietly moved a child to a chair at 

the round table where she displayed seasonal books, away from the 

group. She recalled the child after approximately five minutes. Ms 

K talked for the whole group when she welcomed a child back after 

having been ill for a week rather than have each child greet the 

child individually. Figure 4 summarizes the many ways in which she 

talked to the children. She greeted the children, dealt with 

housekeeping activities, provided direct instruction, and offered 
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information. Infrequently during the year, Ms K would talk to 

parents over the heads of the children. When one child said she had 

chicken pox and requested that she be allowed to go to the nurse's 

office, Ms K turned to me and said, "In two weeks this place will be 

empty." Ms K spent considerable time controlling the children by 

thanking, requesting help, giving direct orders, ignoring, or talking 

to the groupa:bout behavior. 

Summary 

The preceding sections set the stage for looking at Zoe's 

writing. They provided an idea of the complexity of the 

kindergarten classroom, the teacher's beliefs about writing, and 

place Zoe in the classroom. Little of the teacher's in-class time 

was spent on teaching writing. Ms K relied on the writing center 

for the implementation of her writing program. The activities at 

that center and the writing Zoe did in other centers will be the 

focus of the following section. 

Description of Zoe's Writing in School 

Zoe's writing in school in kindergarten was primarily directed 

by Ms K. Ms K's beliefs about written language and her writing 

program are presented in this section. This section also contains 

detailed descriptions of Zoe's writing at school during her 

kindergarten year. 
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Figure 4. Ms K's ways of talking with the children. 
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Ms K and the Writing program 

Although my definition of writing may not be consistent with 

hers, at this point in order to talk with her I used the word 'writing' 

as Ms K used it. Ms K described the kindergarten program th is way: 

Our kindergarten ... program is called a readiness program 
and we have a manual ... a teacher's manual. But all of the 
things that the district supplies us as far as manipulatives 
and toys, if you want to call them that, and I guess that is 
what you call them because you buy a lot of the same things at 
the shops yourself . . . [they] are geared in some way for the 
child to either be using his hands as far as an eye-hand 
coordination type thing or a left right . . . his eyes . . . A 
readiness skill somewhere in this little package... On the 
report card you'll see that he knows or understands upper and 
lower case letters as they're introduced ... beginning con ... 
beginning sounds, that is consonants, we don't .. aren't really 
supposed to use vowels too much ... (Personal interview, 
1990) 

Ms K was excited this year because the children would get to work 

with the vowels because the speech therapist had agreed to come in 

once each week for thirty minutes to introduce and work with many 

consonant and vowel sounds. She had the children reading and 

writing words, focusing on the vowel sounds. Ms K explains: 

. . . it's a phonics program and it's on Thursdays and it's the 
first half hour . . . It's just for 30 minutes . . . She does vowel 
sounds, too. And like we've had Eli Eel and Ooopy Ooops and 
they did, I think oi and the next one was long O. And then 
we've done M, P, and F, but we have the materials ... not the 
[speech therapist's] materials; [She has] ... a puppet and he 
introduces these friends. And these are his friends. And 
Ooopy Ooops and Eli Eeel and Freddy Fox they all have names . . 
. and Penny Put are all the friends . . . and then I've been 
following her program and developing . . . attempting to 
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develop characters and song books and ... to go with these. 
This is the first year I've done this; I have to change 
everything every year. It's the first year I've done the vowels. 
And I couldn't come up with one for the oi sound. Trying to 
find words, pictures of words, that have oi in them . . . The Oop 
one was easy with all the double 0 words. We had the Boo 
Book, the double o. And I found, you know, a lot of pictures of 
things that all had the double 0 in them. That was easy and we 
could write the words. Some of them are pretty hard to do and 
you have to come up with some other ideas. [laughing] But it's 
... that part of it I really enjoy. It takes a lot of time. But 
umm, and the children . . . have been fantastic. (Personal 
interview, 1990) 

Ms K believed that children learn to read and write best when 

language instruction followed a subskills model. This is further 

born out in the evidence presented below. Ms K worried about the 

children being afraid to write: 

... with each child if you scare him at the onset you know 
you're gonna have a problem all the way through. And so that's 
one of the things I worry about is frightening them. This week 
I really [inaud] everything's very complicated [laughs]. But it 
seems like you go in streaks, you know, well they can handle 
this [laughs]. Let's try this. Let's try this. And you try all 
these different things. Maybe I should settle down and just 
stay with one thing. That's boring. (Personal interview, 
1990) 

Although she wanted to keep trying new things, it would not be at 

the expense of what she knew was best for the children: 

So I keep trying something that works better. But the tracing 
and the copying has always worked. (Personal interview, 
1990) 

Ms K also believed that children should see the teacher write, 

but she rarely did this. In spite of the fact that Zoe only saw Ms K 
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write a letter or a few words a small number of times during the 

entire year, Ms K believeed that writing a child's dictation was an 

integral facet of her writing program: 

Some years, I don't know why for instance, it runs in streaks 
like this . . . last year getting the children to write was like 
pulling teeth .... The first ones we were dOing, what we call 
in the district, dictation . . . where the teacher writes what 
the child says. . . the teacher writes what the child says. 
That's called dictation.And they're there to watch, to see you 
write the letters and you maybe name the letters as you go . . . 
that type of thing. 

Ms . K's focus remained on the individual word or letter level. 

One such dictation took place near Halloween as the children made 

masks. Ms K worked with children individually as they finished 

their masks, having the child finish the sentence "I am __ " with a 

name or phrase and asking them to dictate an additional sentence 

about the character they created. Ms K worked on the opposite side 

of the table from the children causing them to see her model upside 

down. The second dictation was a rewrite of a story in which Ms K 

had photocopied the illustrations and the children dictated the story 

line as she wrote under each picture. This was also done with the 

children sitting across from her, watching her write the text, 

upside down from the child's point of view. 

Ms K's beliefs about writing reflected the district mandate, 

her personal experiences, and her professional opinions about 

writing: 

But I can remember in a parochial school standing in front of 
the classroom with five other children and we took turns. You 
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had a marker moving under the lines as you read. You read and 
you moved the marker. You know some of the teachers still 
use markers. You read the same story. Same book. Same 
[inaud] as everybody and you did it over and over day after day, 
page after page [laughs]. Story after story. [laughs]. But I 
guess that's it, how I learned. But I learned, you know, later 
on we learned to take sentences apart and we learned what 
different kinds of words were and what they did in a sentence. 
Our children, I don't think they learn that. 
Meyer: You mean like parts of speech? Or diagramming 
sentences? 
Ms K: ... at the time, I thought it was ridiculous. 
Meyer: Are there things that, as far as writing goes, that you 
think this child or these children have to know [about writing] 
... things that you want them to have as writers when they 
leave? Or don't you feel that kind of pressure that what they -: 
have is OK to send them on with? :: 
Ms K: The district uses the D'Nealian as far as manuscript is; 
concerned. So that's what they get. That is supposedly what . 
. . I am so afraid to turn them off. And there are some that are 
ready to do that. Fine. And they have the material and pretty 
good sheets like the capital letter sheet we had today to work 
with. But, if I can just get them to write a word and 
eventually a few words and a sentence, to copy something, I 
don't ... hey ... an A is an A ... a B is B ... 
So I uhh use lined paper and I do believe that this should help 
them as far as looking at letters, and words and spacing, 
keeping them on a straight line, and making upper case and 
lower case letters. I don't care whether they use stick and 
ball or whether they use D'Nea/ian. 
Meyer: You like the lines for guidance then ... 
Ms K: I like ... yeah ... but as far as ... no, sticking to ... I 
just want the children to get things down on paper ... to be 
able to do it. And the first grade teacher you know, they want 
them to be able to write and as long as they're neat and 
they're spacing, and the letters are . . . they represent what 
they're supposed to be . . . they're not too fussy about it, at 
least they aren't here. Because the more experience they have 
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. in getting it down on paper . . . and pretty soon we start using 
our finger or pencil to leave spaces between the words. 
(Personal interview, 1990) 

Ms K believed that the child's environment at home and the 

child's "intellectual makeup" were responsible for success in 

school: 

And how much time does a parent take ... I think that probably 
environment is the strongest thing that ... and then, of 
course, the child's intellectual makeup umm sometimes even 
if they have a strong background or a good environment, 
wholesome environment, full environment . . . maybe if there's 
a learning disability, then you're, you know, you're not gonna 
get all these great things from that child. And it may not be a 
learning disability that's visible, maybe the child's just slow. 
(Personal interview, 1990) 

Ms K seemed to be trying to take into account every possible reason 

for a child not learning via the subskills and skills instructional 

models she used. Success was, for her, rooted in the one right way 

to speak and write English: 

And I kind of like English, our language. I really feel that it 
should be spoken properly. And I realize that this is frowned 
on [smiles broadly] in some circles also. And I correct 
children in usage. I like to hear them speak properly. And I 
don't see what's wrong with that. I, you know, we wonder 
what's happened to our language, we wonder why children 
don't read as well as they used to ... and I think of these 
things .. all these little things . . . do these all have something 
to do with it? Did we get lazy? (Personal interview, 1990) 

The home environment supports her program to different degrees, 

specifically: 

. . . the more educated your parents are, the more 
approachable they will be . . . I'm sorry. 
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The many direct quotes from my interview with Ms K help to 

show her beliefs and understandings about writing and writing 

instructional models. Summarizing, Ms K believed that writing was 

best learned when a teacher subscribed to a subskills or skills 

model of writing instruction. The focus on the graphophonic and 

syntactic systems of language were crucial to writing success, in 

her opinion. She found these systems in traditional readiness 

activities. Ms K was sensitive to the children, not wanting to 

frighten them as writers. She saw children's writing as the 

production of alphabetic letters and words which the children might 

or might not have been able to read. She also wanted the children to 

write neatly reflective of her understanding of what the first grade 

teachers wanted from first grade children. 

Ms K's beliefs led me to develop two categories in written 

language use which, although inconsistent with my definition of 

writing and view of writing instruction, aided me in categorizing 

what Zoe and Ms K referred to as writing. Copying, as mentioned 

earlier, were instances when Zoe was required to reproduce, from 

Ms K's model, something which Zoe could read. Rendering was when 

Zoe was required to reproduce written material which she could not 

read. With these insights into Ms K, I now turn to the description of 

Zoe's writing in school. 
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Zoe's Writing in School 

There were three types of writing in which Zoe was involved 

in school during her kindergarten year. Teacher directed writing 

was writing completed with the teacher present and watching over 

her as she wrote. This usually occurred at the reading center when 

Zoe worked with individual letter sounds, name writing, or writing 

spelling words. A second type of writing was teacher required 

writing. Teacher required writing was writing which the teacher 

required that Zoe complete during the school day but which was not 

worked on in the presence of Ms K. The bulk of Zoe's writing was 

completed at the writing center during the year and was teacher 

required writing. 

The third type of writing completed in school was writing 

initiated by Zoe. Zoe initiated writing in two capacities during 

school in kindergarten. She wrote at the free choice office center 

at which she typed or used rubber stamps of upper and lower case 

letters and an ink pad. I am not sure she intended to create 

meaningful text, because she enjoyed pounding at the keys of the 

type writer or stamping papers rather quickly with the stamps. 

This playful use of the materials was an important part of 

beginning to use them as tools of writing. She did not move beyond 

the playful use of the typewriter and rubber stamps during the year. 

Zoe lost interest in the office center and typically chose the 

housekeeping area as her preferred center of choice at least three 
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Zoe also initiated writing in the classroom to send messages 

to her friends in the room. This involved exchanging love notes and 

phone numbers and, to my knowledge, Ms K did not know the children 

were involved in this activity. I call this in-school writing 'the 

underground'. The network of message exchanging that began early 

in the year was sporadic at best. It is relevant in terms of the 

social functions of writing. 

Books 

Zoe made twenty two books with writing in them over the 

course of the year in school in kindergarten. She made these at the 

required writing center and they accounted for twenty two weeks' 

worth of writing in school; it was not common for writing tasks to 

be found at the other centers. Making 'books' in the classroom 

consisted of constructing a book identical to the teacher's model 

which was available at the center for consultation. A book was 

typically rectangular in shape, eight and one half inches by five and 

one half inches. Occasionally the books were shaped with 

construction paper covers; shapes usually reflected the contents to 

some degree. The"F is for Farm" book was made of red construction 

paper in the shape of a barn. All of the cutting was done by Ms K 

prior to the children's arrival at the center. She worked hard at this 

and wanted all the books to be identical at completion. 
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In the beginning of the year the making of books entailed 

coloring pictures or pasting in pictures which had been photocopied 

and had dotted lines along which the children had to cut. They 

colored, cut out the pictures and pasted them in. As the year 

progressed, bookmaking involved copying words onto pages in the 

book and pasting in the appropriate pictures. For some books the 

children could draw the pictures directly onto the pages. 

The text that was to be included in the books was identical 

for each child working on a particular book, except for four cases. 

First, when the children heard the story of a bull early in the year, 

they retold the story to Ms K individually and she wrote in their 

text below the illustrations from the book which she had 

photocopied without the original author's text. Second, the book 

made around Valentine's day involved the children putting pictures 

in a heart-shaped book and then choosing words from a list of words 

they had brainstormed about love. The children could choose the 

words they wanted in their books and illustrate accordingly. Figure 

5 shows a page from Zoe's "Love is __ " book. 

The children, for the last two books of the year, made a 

dictionary and rewrote a popular children's book using the title "My 

Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day." The dictionary was a list 

of words which the children had to put on the correct page in "My 

Dictionary". Ms K provided a list which had to be copied in the right 

place. Zoe was allowed to add words she wanted, as well, once Ms K 

had checked the teacher required list. The 'very bad day' book was 
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unique in that it was the only book in which invented spelling was 

allowed. 

Figure 5 A page from Zoe's "Love is_" book. 

The order of the pages in most of the books rarely seemed 

significant to me as they tended to be collections of items which 

fit the theme of the particular book. "My M Book" had pictures of 

objects beginning with m. The books listed things: things which 

begin with a particular consonant; color words and pictures; insect 

types; animals of the desert; Christmas-related items; phrases 

from nursery rhymes or as summaries of stories. The summaries of 

the stories were so reduced that the order of the pages still did not 

matter. For example, at the listening center, making a book about a 

gingerbread boy in a tape she had heard, Zoe copied these: the 

gingerbread boy; the fox; the old man; the old woman; the house. 

Children learned early in the year to consult Ms K's model in order 

to avoid having her frustrated and take out the staples to put the 
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items in the book in the order she preferred. In reality, the order 

mattered little as the Gingerbread Boy book, for example, was 

actually an illustrated list of the characters and props in the story 

more than reflective of the sequence of the tale. 

The making of books became automatic for the children. They 

rarely had to focus on the book and Ms K gave instructions about 

bookmaking less ,and less as the year progressed. She WOUld, on a 

typical Monday from February on, announce that the required writing 

center had a book to be made and she would hold up her completed 

model. This helped in the management of the class because the 

children could work without interrupting Ms K when activities at 

centers were familiar. 

Alphabet Letters 

The second most frequent type of writing, also completed at 

the required writing center, involved the copying of rows of letters. 

This typically required that Zoe write two rows of a particular 

upper case letter and two rows of the same lower case letter. She 

had to do this thirteen times during the school year. Figure 6 shows 

a typical upper and lower case writing sheet. 

Alphabet Letters and Words 

Eleven times during the school year Zoe had to write the upper 

case and lower case of a particular letter repeatedly and then, at 

the bottom of the sheet, she was required to render a word which 

began with the letter she had been working on. She could rarely 
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Figure 6. Upper and lower case writing worksheet. 
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read these to me when she brought them home. The word had been 

discussed on Monday during the explanation of centers and had not 

been mentioned since. A total of twenty four times during the year 

Zoe was required to repeatedly copy single letters of the alphabet. 

Initial Consonants 

Working with the sounds of initial consonants was usually 

accomplished under the direct guidance of Ms K at the reading 

center. There were eight instances during the year when Zoe was 

required to write initial consonants next to a picture cue. Figure 7 

shows a typical worksheet involving initial consonants. Ms K also 

used a commercial reading readiness program which provided a 

workbook for the children. They did a lot of circling and underlining 

in this book. There were four instances in the forty pages used by 
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Ms K which required Zoe to identify and write the initial consonant 

of a picture which was displayed. 

Figure 7. Initial consonant worksheet. 

Individual Words and Missing Letters 

Zoe wrote words at the writing center seven times during the 

year. These appeared more towards the end of the year. Figure 8 

shows a typical worksheet involving the writing of words. The 

pictures helped Zoe read these words after she had written them. 

Five times during the year work at the required writing center 

involved filling in missing letters in the alphabet. The alphabet, 

upper or lower case, was written on a worksheet which each child 

took from a basket at the center of the table. Ms K reminded the 

children on Monday that they could use the various alphabet charts 

on the walls around the room to complete this work. 
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Figure 8, A worksheet involving the writing of words. 

Spelling Words 

Near the end of the year Ms K started spelling lists with the 

children. They referred to the lists as spelling words and worked 

with Ms K at the reading center to copy the lists off of index cards. 

Zoe, and the other children as well, had her own list of words, 

identical to everyone else's', held together with a shower curtain 

ring. The task was to copy the words onto paper from the index 

cards. Ms K told the children which words to copy. The spelling 

words were from the readiness workbook and reading book. Figure 9 

shows a list of spelling words which Zoe brought home one week. 

Ms K never gave formal tests on these words. Zoe had accumulated 

four lists of spelling words by the end of the year. 
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r------

Figure 9 A typical spelling list. 

Record Sheets 

In May the children completed two hands-on science 

experiments. For the first one they each were given a potato to 

examine, noting the number of eyes, the size, and estimating the 

weight in plastic teddy bears. Zoe kept a record of her findings 

about the potato on a record sheet. This was a commercially made 

sheet. Also in May, the second hands-on science experiment of the 

year dealt with approximating how long an ice cube would take to 

melt under a variety of conditions. The children put ice cubes in 

plastic bags, paper towels, and other materials and guessed which 
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would melt first. They kept track of their guesses on a record sheet 

published by the same company which provided the potato sheet. 

The writing on these sheets required a word, number, or phrase. 

Invented spelling was not acceptable to Ms K. 

A teacher made record sheet required Zoe to think of a bug and 

record its: color; shape; size; movement; sounds; and the name of 

the bug. She had to spell all things correctly on this sheet. Zoe had 

originally written 'small' for both size and shape, but erased those 

and put 0 (to show round). She made the 0 the size of the bug. 

Figure 10 shows the record sheet for the bug. 

Color:\'~ 8 d e-
o Shape:O ' , 
5,ize:(] , 

Movemen+:Wf\\\ V ~ 

~::~~ciH b~ Q 

Figure 1 P, Zoe's recording of information about a bug. 
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One-time Only Writing 

The remainder of Zoe's writing experiences at school in 

kindergarten occurred only one time each during the year. She was 

required to copy March on the top of a March calendar. Ms K required 

that she render the refrain from the Gingerbread Boy onoe. Zoe had 

to trace around words (configuration) and match the configuration 

to a shape with no word in it. She wrote 'red' in one of the shapes 

but did not write the rest of the words. At the listening center, 

after listening to the story of Peter Rabbit on a tape, she had to 

copy Peter Rabbit. I considered this a phrase as it is not an 

unrelated list of two words. When she arrived home from school, 

she told me that she had written "Roger Rabbit". She wrote the 

entire alphabet, upper case letters only, one time. Table 2 

summarizes the writing Zoe did in school during her kindergarten 

year, except for the writing done as part of the underground 

network. The amount of times she completed that type of writing is 

also listed. 

Was it Writing? 

A description and analyses of writing in the kindergarten 

classroom brings to the surface the discussion of what to consider 

as writing. I discussed my view of writing in chapter 2. Ms K's 

operational definition of writing has come into focus in earlier 

sections. The many pieces of 'work' which Zoe brought home from 
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Table 2 

hpes of Writing Completed and FreQuency of Each hpe 

Type of Writing Total 
Books 22 
Rows of same upper/lower case 13 

letter 
Rows of letters and one word 1 1 
Initial Consonants 8 
Individual Words 7 
Missing Alphabet Letters 5 
Spelling Words 4 
Record Sheets 3 
Calendar 1 
Phrase: Peter Rabbit 1 
Refrain: Gingerbread Boy 1 
Configuration 1 
Alphabet: Upper Case 1 

kindergarten aided in the understanding of the setting in which 

writing took place as well as offering insight into the beliefs of the 

teacher. For this reason, and since the number was not too 

cumbersome, much of Zoe's work which I decided not to include in 

the discussion of her writing was put into three categories, 

summarized in Tables 3 through 5. 

The first category (Table 3) includes items which were 

completed at required centers. Only the last item, pasting shapes 

to fit the letter form, was completed at the writing center. 

Although Zoe was not involved in the conventional use of written 
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Table 3 

Kindergarten Work Not Included in the Analyses of Writing 

TYPE/DESCRIPTION OF ITEM Numbe 
r 

Circle the letters (eg.: find all the A's in a row). 10 
Circle letters which have the sounds the teacher makes 2 
(includes diacritical marks over vowels). 
Circle picture that goes with word clue provided. 1 
Circle pictures to follow directions (eg.: circle all the 1 
fish). 
Circle the initial consonant for each picture clue 5 
provided. 
Circle the words that are inside the Quotation marks. 1 
Circle the word to match the picture (eg.: picture of 4 
rope, Zoe circles the word 'rope'). 
Color the item as labelled (eg.: rainbow with color 4 
words must be colored as labelled). 
Coloring sheet: follow directions to color correctly. 6 
Connect the dots (letters of the alphabet must be 1 1 
connected in correct order). 
Draw a line between the words of a sentence. 3 
Draw a line to connect identical words in two separate 1 1 
lists. 
Match the pictures that go together by drawing lines to 3 
connect them. 
Match pictures with the same initial sound. 1 1 
Match the rhyming words by drawing a circle around 1 
pairs. 
Paste on picture to match initial consonant given. Must 5 
cut out pictures first, from bottom of page, then paste 
over correct initial consonant. 
Paste pictures, words, letters, or lines of text in 8 
correct order or column. 
Tangram-like letter formation: use squares, triangles, 3 
and rectangles to paste into large outlined letter. 
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language during these activities, categorizing them contributed to 

my understanding of activity in the kindergarten classroom. 

The second category of writing which I did not include in the 

discussion of writing were those items which were completed at 

the math center during the year. These sometimes involved Zoe in 

writing numerals, not the focus of this study. The use of numerals 

may be relevant as a system of meaning and writing so I include 

Table 4, showing math center items completed. Some math center 

activities did not have record sheets or projects involving paper. 

These are not recorded here. 

Table 4 

Math Center Items Completed 

MATH CENTER ITEMS COMPLETED DURING THE K. NUMBER 
YEAR· 
Color to match numbers 3 
Color to match patterns 5 
Color to match colors 3 
Fill in answer in math sentence ( eg.: 4+1=) 1 
Copy the numerals two times 1 
Copy the entire math sentence provided 1 
Connect the numbered dots 1 
Color to find the hidden picture 2 
Write number of tens and ones in a group of items 1 
Paste the numerals in the correct order 2 
Color to graph 1 
Past on shapes to match each other 1 
Trace the numerals 2 
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Zoe made many books throughout the year, some of which did 

not involve writing beyond the placement of her name on the cover. 

Three of these required her name after "by __ " on the cover. The 

remaining one did not. Table 5 lists the books made during the year 

which did not require writing beyond her name and were therefore 

also not included in the discussion on writing. 

Table 5 

Books Made by Zoe Which Did Not ReQuire Writing Beyond Her Name 

NAME OF BOOK ACTIVITY 

My Snowman Book Paste hats with numbers 1-10 on the 

by snowman on eachp~ge. 

My Number Book Make rubbings of the numbers from one 

by to five; staple together. 

Meet the Patch Paste squares, triangles, and 

Family by rectangles into bodies which have 

those shapes. 

My Ladybug Adding Glue bugs into book; put dots on their 

Book backs and write math sentences about 

(name not required) the number of dots on each side of 

their backs and the total. 

Tables 3 through 5 do not include the many art projects 

completed at the art center over the course of the year. Other 
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projects from the math center and pictures drawn at the listening 

center are not included either. Ms K had the children involved in 

many such projects during the year, much to the delight of Zoe and 

her parents, one of whom is an art educator. The projects reflected 

Ms K's commitment to a well-rounded program for the children. 

First Level of Analysis 

The first level of analysis of Zoe's writing at school in 

kindergarten involved a gradual stepping away from the data. 

focused on locating categories and properties (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967) as they related to her writing. The categories I used in the 

analysis emerged from the data and the literature on writing 

presented in Chapter 2. The categories for the first level of 

analysis of Zoe's writing in kindergarten were: fields of writing; 

purposes or intentions for writing; functions of writing; the 

linguistic focus of writing activities; and the social situation of 

writing. I also did an analysis in terms of activity theory. These 

analyses formed the framework for the first level of analysis and 

are presented in this section. Figure 11 shows the categories and 

subcategories of the first level of analysis. 
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Situat i on poi nt of ori(ji n, tenor, ownershi p 
responses 
invented spe11i n(j 
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motives 

The 
Underground 

Figure 11. Categories and subcategories of the first level of 

analysis of Zoe's writing in school during kindergarten. 

Fields of Writing 

Halliday's discussion of the fields of oral language consists of 

time, the institutional setting, and the subject matter (p.30, 1978). 

This section will focus on the subject matter of Zoe's writing in 

school. 
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One field of the kindergarten writing program was on a small 

part of the graphophonic system of written language: initial 

consonants and the sounds they make. Zoe had to write the 

beginning letters of many different things over the course of the 

year. 

Zoe was also required to copy or render many of the teacher's 

models; I grouped these as the second field of the kindergarten 

writing program. She had to be able to read the model for me to 

categorize the field as copying and not rendering. Writing at school 

in kindergarten often meant copying row after row of the same 

letter with a high degree of accurate formation. Zoe, having done 

this thirteen times during the year at the required writing center, 

was being told that an integral facet of writing at school was 

letter formation. Writing was rarely used by the children for the 

making or transmitting of meaning. It was the focus on neatness 

and the departure from a meaning-based system which led me to 

consider some parts of the kindergarten 'writing' program as not 

being written language. 

A third field departs from Halliday's use of the word field 

sufficiently enough to be referred to as a nonlanguage function in 

that Zoe could not read what she put to paper. Although she often 

wrote things she could not read, it did not matter in terms of 

classroom life. She was required to render the teacher's model in 

order to gain access to other centers. Even though the types of 

writing described earlier varied considerably (books, letters, 
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words, and record sheets), the field was narrowly focused on 

producing neat work which closely resembled the teacher's model. 

The analysis of fields of writing at school, revealing such limited 

fields of written language, led me to an analysis of the purposes or 

intentions for writing at school. 

purposes/lnteotioos for Writing 

There was, in the kindergarten classroom, a double layer of 

intentions or purposes for writing. Zoe had purposes and intentions, 

making one layer, and Ms K had purposes and intentions, the second 

layer. Zoe's purposes typically focused on completing the required 

writing in order to go to a center she chose. She viewed the writing 

as work to be completed so that she could move on. 

My consideration of Ms K's purposes for having the children do 

the types of writing that she chose for them was a complex 

question dealing with field, tenor, and mode. Her purposes reflected 

ownership, power and authority as it was distributed in the 

kindergarten classroom. Ms K, as indicated in the interview data 

presented earlier, worried about the children. She wanted them to 

not be afraid to write. Her understanding of written language 

development focused on the graphophonic system of written 

language. 

Ms K had many purposes for required writing which fit and 

formed the kindergarten program as a whole. First, a group of 

twenty seven kindergarten children requires a certain degree of 
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orderliness to avoid the type of chaos which appeared to upset Ms K. 

She wanted the children orderly and involved, paying attention to a 

task. Having the double classroom, she explained, allowed her to 

spread the children out. She liked having parents available to help 

for the same reason: 

I like that much better because it spreads them . . . it spreads 
them. It's really nice when you have other people in the room 
with you ... that's where the parents come in so handy. The 
children respond, I think, better when there's an adult present. 
Even when, you know ... at the table when ... They really take 
their work a little more seriously. And they don't clown 
around as much. (Personal interview, 1990) 

The writing center provided work for the children which kept them 

busy and involved. It helped maintain order. 

A second purpose for the writing work was establishing a 

sense of routine, which was related to order. Ms K wanted the 

children to learn the routine of the public schools so that they 

would be able to accomplish what needed to be done over the many 

years of schooling they would experience. She believed that 

parenting had changed over the years, but seemed uncomfortable 

with the effects of daycare upon her program and the nature of its 

routine: 

And so they [kindergarten children] are shuffled off to the 
daycare center and your daycare centers all have these 
fabulous programs that they advertise and equipment and 
materials. But it's still a daycare center in that it's a 
business . . . it's a commercial business and they're there to 
make you happy so that they can keep your child in that slot, 
so [laughs] that the check comes every month and it's a sad 
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thing to say, but it's true. And so they will do anything so 
that the child goes through the material but you know ... are 
they really . . . so they don't have certified teachers, they don't 
have certified personnel and the child is allowed to do what 
he wants to do. It's just as if he were somewhere playing ... 
this is available and if he wants to participate fine but not 
like it is in school systems where ... (pause) welcome to 
public education.We're all gonna do this now I guess, you know, 
many people don't believe in that philosophy but that's the 
way we're gonna do it the rest of our years so this is the way 
we have to so it ... (Personal interview, 1990) 

The writing center served the overriding purpose of management. 

Management, consisting of routine and order, was an important 

value for Ms K during Zoe's year in kindergarten. Yet, she believed 

her activities were necessary for literacy development. 

Ms K seemed to have established the purposes for writing, but 

Zoe also had purposes for the writing she completed at school. Her 

purposes had to do with the completion of required activity as a 

vehicle for permission to move to a preferred activity. Zoe's 

purpose for completing her required writing was primarily to finish 

it so that she could go to the center of her choice. She also 

completed her work for parental approval, as her comment that "I 

think I'm going to make mommy jump out of her shorts because this 

is pretty" shows. Also, because of her fondness for Ms K and her 

desire to be a good student, she worked to please her teacher. Thus, 

there were two layers of purposes for writing at school. Ms K had 

her purposes and Zoe had purposes as well. 
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Functions of Written Langyage 

Written language took on a unique function in the kindergarten 

classroom. Written language usually has a source and a receiver. It 

originates in a purpose and serves the writer in a functional way, 

involving a language- and meaning-based relationship through and 

because of what is written. In the world outside of the classroom, 

written language served Zoe's relationships with others and was not 

imposed as work. Ms K assigned virtually every piece of writing she 

knew about in the classroom. She had specific criteria for 

acceptance which included the copying or rendering of her models. 

In school Zoe did not use writing as it functions in the real 

world (Smith, 1983b). Rather, she used writing as something done 

to follow directions. This involved writing in a relationship which 

has been shown to be unique to the classroom situation (Mehan, 

1982). Zoe was doing tasks with known answers in order to be 

finished with the task. PlaCing this in the category system Smith 

(1983b) devised, I found it necessary to create a new subcategory. 

Smith discusses the informative/representational function of 

language as involved in the communicating of information, 

describing, and expressing propositions ( p.53). Smith does not 

intend for this function to involve communication of that which is 

already known to the receiver of the information. I will call 'R1' 

Smith's intended use of the informative/representational function 

of language. I refer to as 'R2' that same function but in the special 

case which took place in school, for Zoe, in which she was required 
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to offer information already known by the receiver. Indeed, there 

was little informative or representational functioning involved. 

The teacher was informed of what she and Zoe already knew. 

I do not intend for R2 to be understood as a necessarily 

negative function of language. There are many times during a 

child's education when, as a parent, I want to know that she has 

mastered something. Indeed, teachers feeling the weight of 

accountability demand that students reproduce information which is 

already known to the teacher in papers, exams etc. Ms K relied 

heavily on the R2 function of language in her classroom. The 

information which she wanted Zoe to render was known to her. 

Additionally, it was information which revealed her beliefs about 

how children learn to write and what her definition of writing was. 

Ms K regulated quite closely what it was that the children 

wrote in school. The writing assumed an economic quality for Zoe. 

The writing she completed at the required writing center became 

her ticket out of that center and allowed her to pursue a center of 

choice and interest. Writing was copying or rendering and it was 

work much like factory piece work. Factory piece workers got paid 

for the number of completed pieces they produced. There was no 

payoff for incomplete or poor quality work. This situation is not 

legal in the United States any longer. Zoe's writing in kindergarten 

was much the same as factory piece work. A piece was a token in 

the economy which bought her release from a required center. 
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Zoe took pride in her work and wanted Ms K and her parents 

and peers to appreciate her efforts. Yet, the focus was not in 

producing a piece of writing with authentic language function .. The 

product, rather, functioned in an economic capacity, to free her to 

do what she wanted to do. This special case R2 function, in an 

economic capacity, I refer to as the 'ticket out function'. 

There were specific incidences to which the above function 

discussion did not apply. The record sheets of ice melting, drawing 

a bug, and studying a potato were heuristic in nature. Zoe studied 

and recorded scientific data. In the case of the bug, where there 

was no bug present to study, she invented the insect and provided 

information about her invention. This was an imaginative function 

of writing. Using the typewriter and the rubber ink stamps were 

diversionary uses of some of the tools of language but were not 

language functions. 

Overall, in the kindergarten classroom, Ms K used a regulatory 

function of oral language to control the children's written language 

use. They were to do her assignments. Children responding to these 

regulations received their ticket out. In some sense then the 

writing was regulatory and the piece of writing was involved 

interactionally in a power relationship. This social relationship 

with Ms K remained constant over the course of the year. 

The focus on subskills and skills models of instruction 

manifested itself in the purposes and functions of writing in the 

kindergarten classroom. This focus was also evident in another 
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category which emerged from the data, a category I call linguistic 

focus. 

Linguistic Foci of Writing 

I analyzed the writing Zoe completed at school in two ways in 

terms of linguistic focus. First, using a subskill/skill/meaning 

analysis (adapted from Y Goodman, Watson and Burke, 1987) I looked 

at each piece individually to determine one type of focus, the 

instructional model focus. The second linguistic focus analysis 

considered size, variability, and acceptability of what was written. 

Instructional Model Analysis 

The instructional model focus involved noting whether the 

writing required of Zoe had a subskills focus, confined to dealing 

with letters and parts of words; a skills focus, focusing mostly on 

words out of context; or a meaning focus, focusing on the use of 

language in a meaningful context. Eight pieces were not included in 

this analysis. Two of these were from the math center and involved 

patterns of letters. Three worksheets which focused on circling 

and underlining were not included. Also, the use of the typewriter 

and inkpads did not fit this analysis. Thirty five pieces were found 

to be subskills focused. Twenty one pieces were skills focused and 

seventeen were meaning focused. These are summarized in Table 6. 
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Table 6 

Summary of Instructional Foci of Seventy Three of Zoe's Pieces of 

Writing in Kindergarten 

Instructional Amount 

Model 

subskills focus 35 

skills focus 21 

meaning focus 17 

Size and Variability of Linguistic Units 

The second analYSis in terms of linguistiC focus of each piece 

of writing had to do with the size and variability of linguistic units 

open to Zoe as she worked on a piece. Size and variabil!ty in school 

were related to acceptability which was most often determined by 

Ms K. The size of linguistic units ranged from letters to words, 

phrases, sentences, and texts greater than sentence length. 

Variability had to do with the limitations within the size unit. For 

example, an initial consonant worksheet required Zoe to supply 

letters as the linguistic unit. The variability was limited to a 

specific unit, specific letters, in order for her to get the correct 

answer. In school, size and variability were under Ms K's control, 

reflective of the tenor in school. 

Table 7 shows the frequency of the size and variability of 

linguistic units from Zoe's writing at school during kindergarten. 
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This same sorting was useful for the home writing Zoe did, although 

acceptability at home was usually determined by Zoe alone or in 

partnership with those around her. Table 7 shows variability 

clustered in the upper left section, reflective of the type of writing 

completed in school. 

Table 7 

FreQuency of the Size and Variability of Linguistic Units Used by 

Zoe in Writing at School (a) 

Variability of ·Unit 
limited to one not limited to one 

Size of Unit specific unit specific unit 

letter 35 0 

word 23 5 

phrase 3 2 

sentence 3 1 

greater than 1 0 

sentence 

I found thirty five instances of writing in kindergarten during 

which Zoe was required to write an individual letter or letters with 

only one letter acceptable, as judged correct by Ms K. There were 

twenty three instances when a single word response was required 

and only one word was acceptable as correct. There were five 

instances where Zoe had a choice of words. One of these, for 
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example, was when she chose which words to put into her desert 

animals book from a list of animals the class had brainstormed. 

There were three instances where she was required to write a 

phrase (two of these were in books, one was at the listening center: 

Peter Rabbit). Three times she was required to copy or render the 

teacher's sentences into books or on writing paper. Twice during 

the year, she was required to write phrases which had various 

meanings, such as in making a book in which she was required to 

complete sentences. Zoe was required to write a sentence on the 

record sheet completed about the melting of an ice cube. 

Responding to the question "What did you do with the ice cube?", Zoe 

wrote WE HELD THE ICE CUBE. She had help from a parent volunteer 

in spelling the words, but each child could generate their own 

sentence. On a few pages of her dictation to Ms K in her book about 

a bull, Zoe spoke at a longer than sentence level. 

The analyses of linguistic foci confirm the focus of the 

kindergarten writing program as being oriented towards the 

graphophonic system of written language. Towards the end of the 

year there was some focus was on meaning. The analyses of 

linguistic foci also indicated the relationship between uses of 

written language and the social situation of the classroom. These 

are discussed in the next section. 
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The Social Situation for Zoe's Writing 

The kindergarten classroom was dominated by Ms K in an 

authoritarian relationship with the children. She made most of the 

decisions about the social facets of classroom life and these 

decisions had an impact on Zoe's writing activity. In this section 

present analyses of these facets of the social situation: the use of 

time; rules for centers; modes of writing; Zoe socially situated at 

the writing center; responses to Zoe's writing; point of origin, 

tenor, and ownership; and invented spelling because its use was 

influenced by the tenor of the relationship between Ms K and Zoe. 

Virtually all of Zoe's writing in school during her kindergarten 

year was produced at one of the centers. The children rarely wrote 

as an entire group; when they did, the focus was on vowel sounds 

and a few of the sounds of initial consonants when the speech 

therapist worked with the entire class. Zoe always had sufficient 

time to complete the writing assignments at the required centers 

because of the way Ms K structured the children's use of time. They 

could not leave the required center until their work was complete. 

Some days Zoe would finish her work quickly, other days she worked 

more slowly. This tended to reflect the nature of the task. 

Zoe did not enjoy writing letters of the alphabet repeatedly; 

she would chat with the other members of the committee as a 

diversion. Some days one of the boys in the group would distract 
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the entire committee, especially days when the children were 

required to make books. He would slide off his chair and vie for the 

children's attention. Ms K usually responded quickly to his 

misbehavior. She typically needed only to remind him that he had 

work to do. 

Ms K obviously had to structure the day within the time frame 

of the half day allotted to the kindergarten program. Within that 

half day, she took complete control of the way time was utilized. 

She decided the length of the rug meeting, the amount of time spent 

in required centers, and how much time would be spent in choice 

centers. She decided when the children would clean up and when 

they would have their snack or go outside. There was no negotiation 

concerned with the use of time involving the children. Controlling 

time was one aspect of controlling movement, groups, and social 

interaction, and it rested with Ms K. Zoe decided whether to work 

fast or procrastinate. 

Ms K was flexible with the use of rug time on a few days. She 

allowed me to sing with the children. I was always cautious about 

this, asking her if she would like me to sing and telling her I 

understood if there was insufficient time. She usually had me 

involved with the children in singing just prior to their release to 

the required centers. 
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Center Rules 

The rules of the centers were part of the social situation. 

Since most of Zoe's writing was produced at the required writing 

center, it is important to describe its rules. The rules of behavior 

at the center were never explicitly stated. Ms K told children when 

their behavior was not correct. The children had to infer from her 

responses what the rules were. 

Children had to stay at the center until Ms K told them they 

were finished with their work, and that it met with her approval. 

No one was permitted to get a drink, go to the restroom, or leave 

the committee's assigned required center for any reason without 

teacher permission. As a parent volunteer, I was comfortable 

telling children at the art center that they could wash their hands 

after a messy project. I did not excuse a child to the restroom 

without Ms K's approval. Children were not free to move about the 

room at their own discretion. 

The children at a center of choice were expected to remain at 

that center. If a child was found wandering around the room, Ms K 

referred to the pocket chart with the center of choice placements. 

She would remind the child of her choice and the child usually 

returned to that center. 

Modes of Writing 

Ms K chose the modes (Halliday, 1975) of writing for the 

children at all the required centers. Halliday points out that modes 
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includ~ more than a distinction between oral and written modes; it 

includes the implements and surfaces involved in the written 

language activity. When the choice was made by someone besides 

the writer, as it was in Zoe's classroom, there were power 

relationships involved. Choice of mode, then, was part of the social 

situation. 

Zoe was told to use a pencil seventy two times during the 

year. She was required to write with a crayon four times, and 

markers twice. Twenty two writing activities involved Zoe using 

more than one implement. Of these, a crayon was the second 

implement, used seventeen times, and a pencil was used the other 

five. 

At the office center, the children could choose to use a 

typewriter, an ink pad and stamps, or pencils. They used all of 

these on eight and one half by eleven inch white paper. Zoe chose to 

type once and used the ink pad and stamps twice. 

Zoe wrote on eight and one half by eleven inch white paper 

forty six times during the year. Ms K had drawn lines on the paper, 

typically having two dark lines with a mid-line slightly lighter or 

dotted. Zoe wrote on construction paper nine times, eight and one 

half by eleven inch white paper without lines ten times, and 

primary writing paper eight times. The primary writing paper had 

dark blue lines surrounding a dotted lighter blue line and had spaces 

from three fourths to one inch wide. She wrote on the one inch wide 

space only once during the year. Four times during the year Zoe 



wrote on newsprint and another four times she wrote on a 

commercial workbook page. 
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Table 8 summarizes the implements Zoe used during the year 

and the surfaces upon which they were used. Columns with a 

"/number" indicate the instances and frequencies of use of a second 

implement. 

Table 8 

The Implements and Surfaces Zoe Used in Writing 

8 Cons 8 P r i· Work News Total 

1/2 x t. 1/2 x mary book print 

11 " 11" page 

Lined Unlnd 

Pencil 46 7/1 4/4 7 4 4 72/5 

Crayon 0 2/6 2/8 0 0 0/3 4/17 

Ink/stamp 0 0 2 0 0 0 2 

Typewriter 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 

Marker 0 0 1 1 0 0 2 

Total 46 9 10 8 4 4/3 

Zoe SOCially Situated in the Center 

The writing activities at the centers were structured by Ms K. 

Working on required writing was a job around which many 

conversations took place, as Zoe sat near other children working on 
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the same activity. The children worked on separate pieces of work, 

but since they were required to do the same activity, they often 

discussed it. They would look at each others' work and discuss the 

choice of a colored marker or how many items they had left to do: 
I'm on my last row of writing. (Zoe, from field notes, 1989) 

Sometimes they would show each other what step they were up to 

in a particular activity. They might mention that they had all the 

pieces for the book cut out or that they had colored all the items 

that were to go into the book. They talked about their work as being 

work. The children evaluated the progress and product of the other 

children in the group. They knew who wrote the neatest (not Zoe). 

They knew who was quick to finish and be off to a choice center and 

who took a long time. At least once during each activity which 

involved writing, the children would evaluate each other for 

neatness and speed of completion. A complex activity involving 

cutting and labelling might result in a lost part. The children 

discussed these as they happened and decided what to do: take 

another; raise your hand for help; or leave it out. Eventually, they 

discussed cleaning up the center so that they would not have to 

come back to it during formal clean up before snack. 

Conversations at the required center did not have to do with 

the task at hand. The children often discussed their choice center, 

the one they were working towards by finishing the required 

activity. Sometimes they talked baby talk. Other times they 

discussed their bicycles or jewelry. Hair styles were a common 
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topic among the girls in the committee which may have been 

because one of the children's mother was a cosmetologist at a local 

beauty salon. 

The children talked about their families, holidays as they 

approached, and their ages. Some days they would quietly sing; they 

learned to whisper their songs so that they did not disturb the 

children at the reading table working with Ms K. Near Halloween, 

fear was a common topic. Around the winter holidays, gift giving 

and, more frequently, getting gifts became a focus. They discussed 

birthdays when some one's was at hand, Ninja turtles, and snack, 

espeCially if someone at the group knew what the snack for the day 

was to be. 

The children also monitored the control of the group. If they 

became too noisy, they would quiet each other by saying that Ms K 

would get mad if they continued to talk so loudly. Ms K did permit 

quiet chatting at all of the centers. Another popular topic was 

friendship. Zoe would ask another who their best friend was. 

Sometimes they negotiated with each other to be best friends. 

Sometimes they decided that they were not best friends. 

Occasionally, they planned to get together during the morning or 

after school. These discussions led to the underground, discussed 

below. The taxonomic analysis (Spradley, 1980) presented in Figure 

12 shows some of the major topics of conversation during required 

center work on assigned writing activities over the course of the 

year. 
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choice of color 
number of items remaining 

REGARDING what step one is up to 

I 
THE -,,--lost pieces 
TASK picking up scraps 

"this is work" discussions 
evaluation of others 

DISCUSSIONS evaluation of self 
DURING WORK 
AT A CENTER choi ce of ne><t center 

baby talk 
bikes 
jewelry 
hair styles 
family 
holidays 
fears 
sing a song 
age 
birthdays 
"be Quiet" control issues 
"are you my fri end?" 
Ninja turtles 
snack 

Figure 12. Topics of discussions during work on required writing 

activities. 

One of the other girls in Zoe's committee became a good friend 

to Zoe. They would plan getting together outside of school as well 

as planning to be in the same free choice center during school. They 

talked to each other quite a bit while working. They often chided 

the child who preferred to get attention by "being silly" rather than 
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completing the required assignment. Zoe was usually quite involved 

in completing the task at hand because she preferred the the doll 

house and the housekeeping centers over the "work". 

The social atmosphere for Zoe and her required centermates 

was one of work to be finished, consistent with the economy 

system discussed earlier. The atmosphere was rich in a work ethic: 

we are all in this center to do our individual jobs; we do them and 

move on. 

The economic function of Zoe's writing at school in 

kindergarten was rooted in the point of origin of the writing 

activity, the tenor of relationships which she had with Ms K and her 

classmates, and issues of ownership. Since these three issues of 

Zoe's social context were so interconnected, they are presented 

together in the next section. 

point of .origin of Writing, Tenor and Ownership 

The point of origin of a piece of writing is the point in time at 

which a writer is initiating a writing activity and the activity's 

intersection with immediate and past life experiences of the 

writer. When a writer writes in a private journal, the point of 

origin is the two things I just discussed: she is putting pen to paper 

to make an entry in her journal and her life intersects with the text. 

The point of origin of Zoe's written language activity in school was 

determined by the teacher. When Ms K made demands upon Zoe 

(tenor), Zoe's writing activity reflected those demands. Thus, the 
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immediate life of the writer, Zoe influenced by the demands of the 

teacher, had an impact upon her writing. Point of origin is, then, 

effected by tenor and choice. I refer to choice as ownership 

because it included decision making and possession. 

The tenor of relationship between Zoe and her centermates 

had an outer layer and an inner layer. The inner layer was visible 

when I sat with Zoe at the center during a writing activity and saw 

the relationships she had with her centermates. This is evidenced 

by the data presented in Figure 12 which presents the discussions 

during writing at the required centers. The tenor of the children's 

relationship with each other (Halliday, 1975) varied as they were: 

friends, resources, evaluators, confidants, critics, bosses, 

reporters and receivers of information, and fellow workers. The 

outer layer of the tenor relationships between Zoe and her 

centermates was more heavily influenced by the demands Ms K was 

placing upon them. 

Ms K assigned or directed virtually all the writing which she 

was aware of taking place in the room. She decided what the 

children would write, how long it would be, acceptable criteria for 

completion, and more. She was the point of origin of the writing 

activities which took place in her room. She had the role of 

originator of activity because she believed that that was an 

essential facet of her job. The only times Zoe initiated writing 

activity in school during kindergarten was when she chose the 

office center, three times, and when she wrote in the underground. 
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Essentially, Ms K owned a large part of each writing activity 

Zoe engaged in during class time. Of the many samples used in the 

kindergarten data base, three involved Zoe's choosing of the time, 

the topic, the surface, and the implement. Fourteen of Zoe's writing 

experiences in school were conducted by the teacher herself during 

the actual writing, usually spelling and initial consonant work. 

Teacher required writing was writing which had been 

previously explained to Zoe and which she was required to finish at 

a center without the teacher being present. Ms K spent most of 

center time at the reading center; most of the writing Zoe did was 

at the required writing center, a task required of her by Ms K. Zoe 

completed sixty four teacher assigned writing activities during the 

year. Ms K assured conformity by checking each assignment as her 

center-exit criteria. 

Ownership and pOint of origin of the writing task reflect 

tenor, a determinant of written language. When Ms K became the 

point of origin for the writing Zoe completed in school, she was 

taking ownership of the experience. This was part of being in 

school. 

Responses to Zoe's Writing 

Aside from the occasional evaluative statements and reports 

of progress made by her centermates, Ms K responded to Zoe's in

school writing and did so each day Zoe was assigned a writing 

activity. Zoe consistently maintained that the writing she did at 
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the required centers was "work" and that she did it to move into 

other centers which she enjoyed more. She tried to understand and 

work within the parameters set up by Ms K so that she would not be 

involved in doing corrections or redoing work. 

Ms K's evaluation of Zoe's work carried the most weight in the 

classroom. As soon as Zoe completed her writing work, she raised 

her hand. Ms K then asked her to come over to the reading c~nter, 

where she tended to sit, and checked the work. 'Checking' involved 

Ms K looking at the work. If it was approved, Ms K would say "OK, 

put it in your cubby" or some other similar statement. Ms K 

performed the oral "OK" on sixty three of Zoe's pieces of writing. If 

it was something Zoe had trouble with, Ms K would hug her and tell 

her she knew she could do it. 

Occasionally, Ms K would respond in other than verbal ways. 

She drew a happy face on Zoe's work six times and placed a happy 

face sticker on her work once. Three times during the year Ms K 

stamped Zoe's writing with a dinosaur stamp when she presented 

the work to Ms K upon completion. Once Zoe received a bear stamp. 

The stamps were rubber stamps placed on the paper using an ink 

pad. On one writing sheet Zoe had written the colors of the rainbow 

in the wrong order, Ms K wrote the color names in the correct order 

for her. On another occasion, Ms K wrote directly over Zoe's writing 

in red pen. Five times during the year I was not sure if Ms K 

evaluated the work in any way made known to Zoe. Three of those 

times were when she used the typewriter and ink and stamps at the 
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office center. Table 9 summarizes the evaluations by Ms K of Zoe's 

work which were shared with Zoe. Zoe's report card in kindergarten 

used letters to indicate degrees of success; Ms K noted that Zoe's 

writing was satisfactory. 

Table 9 

Responses to Zoe's Writing by Ms K 

Type of Evaluation Frequency 

Verbal OK 63 

Teacher drawn happy face 6 

Unsure/not known 5 

Dinosaur stamp 3 

Bear stamp 1 

Writes in colors of the rainbow 1 

Happy face sticker 1 

Writing atop Zoe's writing 1 

TOTAL 81 

Zoe was rarely required to read her writing or name the 

letters she had written as part of the evaluation process. Ms K 

usually glanced at the sheets or book and provided the OK. Then Zoe 

would put her work into her cubby and proceed to the center she had 

chosen for that particular· day. Response and evaluation took on 

similar meanings for Zoe's writing in school. The work had to meet 
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certain criteria; the response was. an OK or not by Ms K. Zoe rarely 

had to repeat a writing task during the year. 

Zoe did not always approve of the way Ms K evaluated her 

writing. On one piece of writing Zoe had written her name "DOE". 

She explained that she was changing her name. Ms K found this 

unacceptable and wrote atop of Zoe's D with a red Z. Zoe came home 

that night and asked how to spell her middle name. She would 

change her name in school: 

Zoe: How do you write 'My name is Nellie?' 
Meyer: Just make it up; you can read it to her. 
Zoe: I don't want to do it that way. I want to use the right 
letters. 

I wrote out the message for her as she requested and Zoe copied it, 

desiring it in her own handwriting, and gave it to Ms K. Ms K read it 

and approved. On her paper that day Zoe wrote: Zoe NeMR [Zoe Nellie 

Meyer]. Ms K wrote under that, in red, Nellie Myer. Ms K had 

invented the spelling for Meyer. 

Invented Spelling 

As discussed in Chapter 2, this study will not focus on 

invented spelling except as an issue of tenor in terms of . 

relationships impacting upon Zoe's writing. Ms K provided writing 

tasks to which invented spelling was not applicable or acceptable 

by her. During writing experiences which might have been conducive 

to invented spelling, Ms K did not allow Zoe to use invented spelling. 

Instead, Ms K provided specific text which had to be rendered or 
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copied to Ms K's satisfaction. The only times Zoe used invented 

spelling were when she was in the office center, writing in the 

underground, and near the end of the year in the Terrible, Horrible .... 

book. Overall, Ms K did not allow invented spellings in school 

writi ng. 

Activity Theory Analysis 

Activity theory (Leont'ev, 1981) offered me another way to do 

a first level of analysis. I viewed writing activity, consistent with 

Leont'ev's view of activity, as having three facets: operations, 

motives, and goals. The operations were the day to day 

manifestations of 'writing' in the classroom. I enclose writing in 

quotes because in this section I am referring to writing the way Ms 

K did, even though it departs from my definition and view of 

writing. Zoe, as discussed earlier, did much copying and rendering 

which was referred to as writing in the classroom. I found that Zoe 

and Ms K had goals and motives for writing which were not always 

consistent with each other; indeed the activities were not the same 

for Zoe and her teacher. There were Ms K's operations, goals, and 

motives and Zoe's operation, goals, and motives as well. These did 

not always coincide. 

Goals, motives, and operations remain quite close to the data 

and serve to categorize it. Analyzing goals, motives, and operations 

provided me with insights into the setting, how the classroom ran 

reflective of those involved. Thus, activity theory helped me 
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understand the setting as an active social dynamic in which Zoe 

lived as a writer in school. I have come to see activity theory as 

useful in describing and analyzing the social fabric which supports 

(or restricts) written language development. 

Ms K's Operations 

Ms K's beliefs about writing for kindergarten children were 

evidenced by her interview and the program she put into place for 

the children. Based on Ms K's classroom practices and the formal 

and informal interviews presented earlier, I conclude that Ms K 

believed that writing was best taught via a subskills model of 

instru~tion, focused on the graphophonic system of language. 

Children, in h~r opinion, needed to learn letters first, then words, 

then phrases, and finally sentences. There was little focus on 

meaning at this level as the mechanics of writing was the task at 

hand. Also, these were vehicles for teaching obedience to school 

routines. 

The children wrote upper and lower case letters repeatedly, 

although they never got to: A, B, I,J, K, L, V, W, X, Y, and Z. They 

repeated:C, E, H, P, a, S, and T twice. They did Rand M three times. 

They wrote seasonal words, spelling words, phrases, the alphabet, 

and initial consonants: s, m, s, f, b, w, r, m, p, t, g, and r, in that 

order during the year. 
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Ms K's Goals 

Ms K's goals included: having the children put pencil to paper 

to copy or render letters, words, phrases, and sentences; have 

children not be afraid to write; have children render neat replicas 

of her samples. She had non language goals in terms of management. 

Ms K wanted orderliness in the classroom and wanted the children 

to follow a set routine. She believed that a subskills model of 

instruction addressed these goals. 

Ms K's Motiyes 

Ms K's motives for her writing program, gleaned by me from 

her beliefs and her classroom practices, had first grade in mind. 

She wanted the children to be well-received in first grade and 

judged the priorities of the first grade teachers to be similar to 

those exemplified in her program. Her motives were also rooted in 

her beliefs about how children learn to write, as she defined 

writing. 

Zoe's Operations 

Zoe operated as a student within the parameters of acceptable 

writing behavior within the kindergarten classroom. Superficially, 

her operations matched Ms K's demands in terms of operations. She 

performed the tasks required of her as she understood the criteria 

system Ms K had established. The finished product usually met Ms 

K's criteria. The products were produced within the established 
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behavioral criteria involving remaining seated and polite at the 

center. The tasks clearly were perceived as work, as Ms K intended 

them, although I do not know if Ms K knew of the factory analogy the 

work took on as the committee of children talked and worked 

similar to the people in the factory where my father worked. I can 

remember being fascinated as a child, watching the men and women 

at the factory work on sewing and cutting various items and talking 

the entire time. They rarely discussed the task at hand. The 

similarity to the committee work of the children around writing 

was striking. I am not the first to notice this as Fishman (1988) 

also found this true among the Amish and, to her surprise, in her 

own classroom. 

Zoe internalized the social processes of the kindergarten 

situation. She, as most children, learned the 'ropes' and learned to 

survive and succeed by doing what was demanded of her. I offer as 

evidence of this internalization her change in the way she referred 

to her work, calling it by the school vernacular by midyear. She 

learned the classroom economy and how to buy her way out of a 

center. She learned the R2 function, providing answers both teacher 

and student already knew to be free to move to a center of her own 

choosing. 

Zoe's Goals and Motiyes 

Zoe's goals and motives were so intertwined that I decided to 

present them together. Her goal was to get done; her motive was to 
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move on. This is consistent with activity theory which presents the 

three aspects (goals motives and operations) as vertices of a 

triangle. Zoe's goals within the classroom focused on finishing her 

writing in order to leave the required center. This related to her 

motives which were rooted in playing at a center of her choice with 

a friend of her choice. 

Zoe was also motivated by our family values which were clear 

about school success. Sadie, as an older sister, helped Zoe learn 

that success in school was important to the family. My presence in 

the classroom undoubtedly had an effect as well. Zoe wanted 

recognition as a successful student. She learned to balance her 

school work on the one hand with her goal of finishing that work, 

motivated by the desire to leave the center, on the other. 

The Underground Use of Writing 

A network of writers interested in using writing for its more 

authentic functions developed within the kindergarten classroom. 

This network was probably broader than I knew, since children not 

friendly with Zoe may have been involved in networks of their own. 

Zoe's network involved two other children in her committee, the 

two that remained with her for the entire year, and her mom. Zoe 

wanted one of the members of her committee to call her so she gave 

that child her phone number, quickly written on a piece of paper 

sometime during the school day. The child asked me if that was 

really our phone number and I answered that it was. Figure 13 
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shows the important message which I borrowed long enough to copy. 

I am not sure when Zoe wrote it. I believe the paper may have come 

from home or from the office center which has a pile of scraps of 

various sizes that the children usually did not use. Zoe included the 

two essential parts of the message: the phone number and the name 

of the person one would reach by dialing the number . 

. - - .. - .. -.- ..... -.-: 

., T· ," .. 
I . __ .... _ .......... ____ •• 

-, - --'I .,. -- .--~ .. __ ..... 

figure 13. Zoe wrote her phone number for a friend. 

Zoe wanted her friend's number so she could call her as well. 

The friend insisted that Zoe write it. Zoe's friend had a long name, 

so Zoe wrote a big R for the first letter of the girl's name and took 

the girl's dictation of her phone number. Figure 14 shows Zoe's 

reminder to herself of R's phone number. 

Zoe received a love note from one of the boys in her 

committee. He wrote: TO ZOE FROM P iLOVE. He fit all this 
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on one line and decorated the rest of the page in pencil and crayon 

including a picture, in pen, of Zoe and P holding hands. 

Figure 14. R's phone number as written by Zoe. 

The only other evidence of the underground which I have to 

offer is a note Zoe wrote to her mom. Apparently, during the day 

she found a form for a letter with no words on it. It was the day 

that a chick in the incubator had hatched and Zoe was quite excited 

about it. She wrote: MOM TOHIKINZlHAHTWOR/KIDZOE/MEYER/XOX. 
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The '/' indicates a line break. The message reads: Mom, two 

chickens hatched. Your kid, Zoe Meyer (kiss, hug, kiss). Figure 15 

shows the letter and the form it provided. 

~~~-. -~-O-ffl .~ 
~ Dear ~ , '. 

~ f8-t-+-+k-(W-~ ~, 
~ ~FfM-g--f-b¥f7~~· 
cl-R+-r±7fJ-a-~-----1 
~ a®-y-&-W----· ~ 
I ~ ;r friend, ~ 
! .' i-B--i-=j 
.~------------------------~~~ 

ALIXAHOU ""0 11<1 _Doll' _. __ >CTMTV SMm 2 

Figure 15. A note to mom. [Dear Mom, Two chickens hatched. Your 

kid, Zoe Meyer. Your friend, XOX. Italics indicate words provided by 

the blank letter form.] 



238 

The underground was an important part of the kindergarten 

classroom because it showed Zoe making efforts to use written 

language in a meaning-based way. It began to symbolize a tunnel 

connecting Zoe's uses of writing at home, discussed in the next 

major section, with her friends in school. It also was a way in 

which meaning-based activity was used at school, unbeknownst to 

the teacher, and brought home. 

Summary of Writing in the Kindergarten Classroom 

The purpose of this section is to briefly summarize the first 

level of analysis of writing in the kindergarten classroom by 

bringing together the linguistic, social, and activity facets of that 

analysis. Ms K was the point of origin of most of the writing that 

took place in the kindergarten classroom. She made decisions based 

in her accumulated experience. She determined the field, tenor, and 

mode. These were determinants of writing in that they did not 

directly make up the writing process, but they acted as parameters 

within which specific components of writing took place. 

Ms K directed the components of the writing program when 

she decided what the functions of writing in the classroom would 

be and the linguistic foci of those functions. The components were 

directly related to Ms K's goals for the children as writers. The 

goals, motives, and operations of the writing program were focused 

on building from the graphophonic system of language to, at best, 
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the syntactic system in a rigid sequence determined by the teacher. 

Writing was also tied to order and routines within the classroom. 

Zoe also served as a point of origin for the writing she 

completed in school. She decided to do the work required of her. 

Her goals and motives were not always the same as Ms K's because 

Zoe would often finish the required work in order to be able to go to 

a free choice center. The major interaction between Zoe and Ms K 

in terms of response to Zoe's writing was the teacher's evaluation. 

Zoe worked within the committee while finishing her writing. 

She rarely discussed the actual assignment, focusing more on 

issues which the children brought up while working. The committee 

was not a committee in the true sense of the word because they did 

not work together toward the fruition of a common project for the 

common good of the group. They worked near each other, but not 

with each other, in parallel activity (Parten, 1932) which has been 

documented for sixty years. The assigned task was not social in 

nature, but was to be completed in the presence of peers. 

Figure 16 summarizes the analysis of Zoe's writing completed 

in school during her kindergarten year. The bold lines indicate the 

direction of the power relationship, originating with Ms K and 

moving towards Zoe. The lighter lines indicate directionality from 

Zoe. Zoe's writing was work which had to be approved by Ms K. For 

that reason, the line from her completed pieces of writing flows 

directly to Ms K in an evaluative relationship. The exception for 

this, the underground network of writers, is not shown in this 
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Figure 16. Summary of first level of analysis of Zoe's writing in 

school in kindergarten. 
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Figure because it occurred so infrequently. Figure 16 summarizes 

the first level of analysis. The second level of analysis will move 

farther away from the data and will involve a focus on themes and 

theory as they related to Zoe's experiences as a writer across 

settings. The second level of analysis will be presented following 

the description and first level of analysis of Zoe's writing at home 

in kindergarten. 

Contextualizing the Case Study: Home During Kindergarten 

The differences between school and home are quite complex. 

Our home is usually quite relaxed and easy going. We yell at times, 

but mostly we get along well and love being together. Dewey (1938) 

knew that school is a unique place: 

Call up in the imagination the ordinary schoolroom, its time
schedules, schemes of classification, of examination and 
promotion, or rules of order, and I think you will grasp what is 
meant by "pattern of organization." If then you contrast this 
scene with what goes on in the family, for example, you will 
appreciate what is meant by the school being a kind of 
institution sharply marked off from any other form of social 
organization. (p. 18) 

So, too, is the family a unique social organization. It is usually 

more manageable than a classroom because there are fewer people 

involved. Yet, there is a greater degree of familiarity which leads 

to other complexities. 

In this section I will describe the home setting during Zoe's 

kindergarten year. I will include in this discussion: the family, the 
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home, and the neighborhood; Zoe's previous experiences with 

schooling; our philosophy of language learning; relevant educational 

and vocational information about my wife and me; opportunities for 

Zoe to write at home; a typical week at home during the 

kindergarten year; and demonstrations Zoe had for writing at home. 

Our Family 

Zoe was born on June 8, 1984 in a rural New York town with a 

population of 1584, the second of the two girls in our family. Her 

sister, Sadie, is four years older. I share a little about her birth 

because it describes the feelings towards children within the 

family. Zoe was born in the middle of the night during a very hot 

and humid Spring. I caught her as she entered the world. I cut her 

umbilical cord and watched her as she nursed. She knows this and, I 

believe, feels special. She had none of the doubt that some children 

have about whether or not their parents took the right baby home 

from the hospital because she rarely left our sides from the time 

she was born. We knew what she looked like and this gives her 

pleasure to this very day. 

I was teaching second grade in the school in that small town 

when Zoe was born, but soon moved to the campus laboratory school 

of a nearby state college. Pat, my wife, was teaching art at a 

school about fifteen miles away inside the Adirondack Park. Sadie 

attended kindergarten in the school in the town where we lived. 
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This afforded her a popularity with the other children and teachers 

which she came to appreciate more and more over time. 

We owned thirty acres and had a large garden in which we 

grew our vegetables. We canned and froze vegetables and fruit and 

raised chickens for eggs and rabbits for pets. Our friends and 

neighbors were farmers and other teachers and small store owners . 

We often saw deer and wild turkeys and would be awakened to the 

smell of a skunk roaming through the garden. Our farm house was 

heated with wood, which provided a smell we all remember fondly 

and a warmth that reached the bones when it was twenty degrees 

below zero. 

Zoe got used to many different people. She had three baby 

sitters over the years, because Pat resumed working as a 

junior/senior high school art teacher the September after Zoe was 

born and I also returned to my job. She had friends from infancy and 

loved to talk. She attended the three year old program at the 

laboratory school where I was teaching. This was a half day 

program four days a week. The rest of the time she went to a 

sitter. Zoe would often stop by my room to say goodbye before 

leaving with the sitter. sometimes the sitter would walk Zoe to my 

classroom after school so that I didn't have to pick her up. Zoe, and 

class members' siblings, were welcomed in my classroom. Zoe 

enjoyed the end of the day in my room because it was often a time 

for singing, reading, or sharing news about the day. 
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She got used to the hustle at the end of the day as far as 

getting home, getting dinner made, and doing the chores around the 

house. We talked during the half hour ride home. I pointed out signs 

and other things to read and look at. Zoe recognized names of 

various stores, especially the one we stopped at occasionally for an 

ice cream in warmer weather. Our rides home were usually special 

times, unless I was grouchy from the day. 

Sadie transferred to Pat's school, which was a small central 

kindergarten through twelfth grade school, when I began working at 

the laboratory school. Zoe and I arrived home first. She played or 

helped while I prepared dinner. 

Zoe and Sadie were good friends while we lived in New York. 

They played together. Sadie was gorging herself on Laura Engels 

Wilder's books and began to think of herself and her sister as Mary 

and Laura. They played together partly out of necessity because our 

neighbors were quite far and their friends from school were even 

farther. Most weekday nights went by rapidly between dinner, clean 

up, and bed time. 

We always read to the children individually, although many 

evenings Zoe would listen in as Sadie was read a chapter book. Pat 

or I each read to one child each night and we would switch the next 

night. Zoe heard books from the day she arrived home. Our home 

was, and remains, a whole language home. I was taught to teach in 

the open classroom tradition and soon preferred to call myself a 

child-centered teacher. This was a philosophy which extended into 
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our home when we began to have children. We included the girls in 

many of the decisions we made over the years. 

When Zoe was four, she attended my school's four year olds 

program one half day each week day. We moved to a large 

southwestern city for me to pursue a doctorate the year Zoe was to 

enter kindergarten,. This was not an easy decision and Zoe was the 

least happy with it. 

Zoe started kindergarten and Sadie started fourth grade as we 

became used to city life. The children could walk to a video store 

and to a pizza place, things which involved a ninety minute round 

trip where we formerly lived. They seemed to like the conveniences 

of living in a city, especially this one since it was quite spread out 

and seemed more like a series of towns than a large city of almost 

one million people. We chose to live in a suburban-like 

neighborhood of the city to be in a quieter area more like our rural 

setting. We rented a one story rectangular house. Each of the girls 

had her own bedroom, as they had in the farmhouse, a bit larger than 

their previous spaces. There was a master bedroom and an extra 

room for my study. 

Zoe's Prekindergarten Experiences with School 

The laboratory school which Zoe attended when she was three 

and four years old was a child-centered program. I taught in the 

same building and Zoe could walk to my classroom. She often 

passed me in the halls. It was a small school with only one of each 
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grade level and all the children knew each other. The three year old 

program involved virtually no experiences with writing. The 

teacher, Betsey, loved to read to the children and organized the 

room around reading. She also believed in the significant role of 

play so the children were involved in active play on playground 

equipment; water, sand and snow tables; and housekeeping play. 

There were a lot of preservice college students in the classroom 

because they wanted early childhood experience. 

The following year, in the four year old program, Zoe had a 

different teacher, Sue, who involved Zoe in a little bit of writing. 

It was near the end of the three old year and the beginning of the 

four year old year that Zoe showed an interest in writing at home. 

She was not prolific. She wrote notes, first. She played different 

games and she would write on the blackboard during some of those. 

The writing in school occurred infrequently and involved a journal. 

Zoe dictated to the teacher, Sue, or to a college student. Sometimes 

the teacher wrote what she said, other times the teacher 'dot 

wrote' it and Zoe was asked, not required, to trace over it. Near the 

end of the year, Sue began asking me about writing and I suggested 

letting the children take risks with invented spellings. Sue lost 

interest in the writing program and focused on other experiences 

for the children. They cooked or baked something almost daily, read 

many books, and the college students involved Zoe in a variety of 

science experiments over the course of the year. 
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Zoe's journal in Sue's classroom focused on real events and 

fears. She wrote about quicksand, a fear that appeared one day in 

spite of the fact that we had no quicksand in New York. She wrote 

about my father when he died. Journal writing and letter writing 

were the two main foci of her writing. I will not elaborate on her 

writing as a four year old because it precedes the beginning point of 

this study. Suffice it to say that she focused on the meaning level 

in her writing using invented spellings and scribbles to commit her 

thoughts to paper. 

Family Orientation Towards Language Learn jng 

A child centered approach has different meanings to different 

individuals. For our family, in terms of language learning, it meant 

that the focus was continually on meaning. Any discussions of the 

graphophonic or syntactic systems of written language were 

vehicles to make meaning more accessible. 

Cambourne (1984) summarizes our orientation towards 

language learning. He discusses seven "conditions under which 

children learn to talk" (p.6). Children need to be immersed in the 

language they are learning; they require demonstrations of the 

language and must be expected to learn. Children assume a degree 

of responsibility to learn language and those around the child accept 

approximations. They must be given the chance to use the language 

and need response to their use· (compiled from pp. 6-9). In our home 

we sought these conditions during the time the children became 
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listeners and speakers and readers and writers. These are the same 

conditions I worked to create in my classroom as a teacher. Pat, as 

a teacher of art, extended these conditions and particularized them 

to art both in the home and at school when she taught. 

Immersion in print 

Our children were immersed in print. Zoe was surrounded by 

stories from birth as Pat or I read with Sadie while Zoe was on our 

laps. The children had many surfaces and implements for writing. 

Around our home were a variety of art supplies useful for writing 

as well as artistic endeavors: chalk and chalkboard, markers, 

crayons, paints, paint-base crayons, colored pencils, pens, 

calligraphy pens, and more. There were many types, sizes and 

colors of paper of various weights. 

Demonstration 

We were a writing oriented family. Sadie kept a journal, 

wrote songs, poetry, and stories. She used the chalkboard to write 

various items, playing school and more. She involved Zoe in 

activities that used writing, such as the putting on of fairs, shows, 

and plays. They made tickets, programs, circulars, and more. 

Pat used writing for bills, writing checks and addressing 

envelopes. She wrote to members of the family and friends in New 

York. She was a list keeper. There were shopping lists, gift lists, 

things to do lists, things not to do lists, book lists and more. She 
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also kept track of many events on a large calendar near the phone. 

She kept the phone book updated, adding names as we met more 

people in the southwest. When she was teaching, she was also 

planning and wrote plans. We served as Zoe's scribe and wrote Zoe's 

stories for her when Zoe asked. Pat did almost all of her writing at 

the kitchen table. 

Zoe had seen me writing mostly for school during the previous 

two years. I had been busy with papers and used a computer for 

writing almost everyday. She knew that I was working on a 

children's book with one of my former second grade students. 

Expectation 

We expected Zoe to be involved in writing. We were a family 

that was involved in our own literacy daily. There was as much of 

an expectation for Zoe to write as there was for her to read and 

speak and listen. The expectation was that Zoe would produce 

writing which was based in meaning. Indeed, writing was seen as a 

system of making meaning known, usually to others. There was also 

the expectation that Zoe would come to the conventions of writing 

over time, conventions which would facilitate her making of 

meaning which could be known to others, in writing. We were also 

open to her inventions and discoveries about the uses of written 

language. 
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Responsibility 

We believed that Zoe would take responsibility for learning to 

be a writer because of her investment in making meaning, making 

herself understood to others. Cambourne (1984) describes 

responsibility this way: 

No parents ever say: "Our pride and joy has not learned the 
passive/negative transformation yet. So for the next five 
weeks we'll teach him that. Then we'd better get onto the 
embeddings involving relativisation and adverbial conjoiners" 
They let the child decide which set of conventions to master. 
(p. 7) 

Responsibility involves faith that learning will occur and our 

philosophy of language learning placed much faith and respect in 

Zoe. 

Approxjmation 

We accepted Zoe's approximations for convention. This 

involved spelling, form, and even function. We knew that she was 

learning more and more over time about the purposes and functions 

of written language and at the same time about the written 

language system itself (Halliday, 1988). We respected her efforts 

as meaningful for their intended purposes or functions. 
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Use involved opportunities to use written language. 

Cambourne (1984) means implementation more than function and 

purpose in this context. We provided opportunities for meaningful 

reasons to write. We offered and suggested writing when it seemed 

appropriate. When Zoe wanted to know more about her family 

history, we suggested that she write to various relatives since we 

could not afford to phone them. We also provided her with the 

surfaces and implements for written language. She had a desk in 

her room with a chair, many pencils and markers and other 

implements, and a wide variety of paper and other surfaces such as 

chalkboards, wood, and concrete. 

We also provided things like a magnetic toy upon which one 

can draw or write and then erase easily what has been made. She 

had magnetic letters and access to two old typewriters which Pat 

and I didn't use since the purchase of the computer. The writing 

option was always open to her. In fact, as my research progressed, 

she learned the power of writing. She told me, just at bedtime, that 

she had just thought of a story. She said that she wanted to write 

it down and that it couldn't possibly wait until the following 

morning because she might forget it. Some nights this worked. 

Response or Feedback 

The entire family was involved in being literate and any 

contribution to the family's collective literacy was well received. 
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We responded in socially conventional ways to Zoe's writing. The 

reading of a story led to hugs, or tears, or applause, or a grumpy "I 

can't right now; I'm typing a paper". The response was to the 

meaning first and other issues, if any, secondly or not at all. A 

letter sent to a relative might have required editing so that the 

relative could read it. A poem that was to be read to a group of 

people was not edited unless the poet so desired. We tried to give 

feedback that made sense within our literate culture. 

parents' Vocation and Zoe as a Writer 

I was a whole language teacher for fifteen years and Pat was 

a holistic art teacher for eight years. The children in my classroom 

often used the end of the day to read books they had written. They 

read from their journals if they chose to share them with the class. 

They also read notes and letters they had received through the class 

mail system. Zoe saw Pat and I respond to letters and bills. It did 

not surprise me that Zoe's first piece of writing was a letter to her 

teacher inviting her to our home. 

Pat kept the home well stocked with art supplies reflective of 

her commitment to children being exposed to a variety of mediums. 

The girls often involved themselves in art projects and writing 

projects using art materials while the adults prepared the dinner. 

Weekends were also times for projects, especially when Zoe 

reached first grade. Pat worked part time as an art teacher during 

Zoe's kindergarten and first grade years. As we expected, Pat's and 



253 

my interest and dedication to literacy became a value for our 

children as well. The conditions under which they learned writing 

were reflected in Zoe's writing at home. 

Opportunities for Zoe to Write at Home 

The materials for writing were always in our home, but Pat 

and I did not pressure the children to write. We did not invent 

reasons to write that were not legitimate 'real' reasons for use of 

written language. Thus, the children wrote when they wanted or 

needed to. Zoe saw Sadie write in a variety of ways over the years 

of this study. She also saw the various uses of written language 

engaged in by her parents. The times she chose to write were 

almost completely up to her. She made efforts to sign birthday and 

holiday cards from a very early age and we encouraged her to 

partake in the signings. 

Zoe had a desk from the time she was three. It is an old 

school desk with a storage area below the wooden desktop. She 

kept construction paper and a variety of pens, markers, and various 

types of pencils in that desk inside an old cookie tin. She was also 

welcome to explore the family's junk drawer which had in it a 

multitude of writing implements and small pads and index cards. 

The children had a cabinet outside their bedrooms in which they 

stored a variety of art supplies which they used at the kitchen table 

or on the large back porch. Zoe also used these materials in her 

room, if she chose to. 
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There was time to write before the school day in kindergarten 

began because Zoe attended the afternoon session. She could also 

engage in writing activities after school, on weekends and during 

vacations. During the second half of kindergarten, Pat had a part

time job and Zoe attended daycare for an hour in the mornings and 

the afternoons. The center was play oriented and Zoe rarely had 

writing opportunities there. 

Writing at home was at Zoe's discretion during her year in 

kindergarten and in first grade as well, except for required 

homework during first grade. She usually played with her many toys 

before and after school. Some days, when Sadie did not have a lot of 

homework, the girls played together. Sadie's increasingly 

significant role in Zoe's writing experiences at home became more 

evident when Zoe was in first grade. Sadie became more 

instrumental in initiating activities at home which involved the use 

of written language when she acknowledged Zoe as a writer. 

Zoe completed sixty one writing activities at home over the 

course of her kindergarten year. There may have been more which I 

have not located. Periodically, we cleaned her room together with 

my agenda being a search for writing. During these literacy patrols, 

she told me about the various artifacts we found, usually able to 

describe the activity sufficiently for me to understand quite a bit. 

As will be seen, Zoe initiated many writing activities independently 

during kindergarten. 
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A Typical Week 

Pat did not work outside of the home during the first 

semester of Zoe's kindergarten year. The children attended the 

same school, but Zoe was home during the mornings because of the 

half day program in kindergarten. I was usually home, except for 

two mornings a week that I taught an undergraduate course. 

Kindergarten mornings were slow and leisurely for Zoe. She could 

sleep late, watch some television, and then play until lunch time . 

.. She ate lunch and was driven to school. 

Our home in New York had only two television stations, one 

being the Public Broadcasting System. Zoe had not been exposed to 

the wide variety of commercial television. By the end of 

kindergarten, she was more interested in television and would 

spend about an hour a day watching, a limit Pat and I set. 

Zoe's school day ended at the same time as Sadie's. Pat or I 

would pick up the children at school, bring them home, offer a 

snack, and let them tell about their day. Being educators, we rarely 

were satisfied with "nothing" as the response to "What did you do at 

school today?" We asked for papers, inquired about homework, 

discussed friendships that were forming, and wanted to know about 

how the teachers treated our children and the subjects they were 

teaching. 

The girls played together while dinner was being made, if 

Sadie did not have homework. Homework was to be completed 

following a snack and a short break. The girls, or Zoe alone, enjoyed 
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playing with dolls, stuffed animals, blocks, a multitude of games, 

or doing art projects of their own inventing. 

We had dinner at approximately five thirty. We almost always 

ate as a family, unless I had a class to attend. We used that time to 

discuss the day and talk about what was important to us at the 

time. The girls helped to set and clear the table. Following dinner, 

they would play, get ready for bed, listen to and/or read a book or 

two or a chapter in a chapter book, and go to sleep. 

Weekends were typically slow and relaxed. We shopped for 

the week; I read for the courses I was taking. Learning was clearly 

a family value. We also explored the various community events 

available in the southwest as time and finances permitted. The 

children invited friends over to play and sleep. We also included our 

children in most of the social activities in which we engaged. 

Weekends were for play and that is how the girls used them. They 

transformed the living room or porch into fairs, dolls' lands, 

circuses, and more. They would spend hours putting up a diner using 

all their plastic dinnerware and clay. At times, these projects 

involved writing. 

During the second half of kindergarten, Pat worked as a part

time art teacher. Zoe attended day care for one hour in the morning 

and again in the afternoon for an hour. Sadie was with her during 

the after school hour. Pat or I picked them up and would bring them 

home. This put our schedule about an hour later than we cared for 

during the second part of the year, but the family adjusted well. We 
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appeared to be flexible in terms of how we used our time, adjusting 

for jobs etc. This brief look at a week was meant to set the stage 

for looking at Zoe's writing at home during kindergarten. After a 

brief consideration of the demonstrations of writers and writing 

available to her at home, I will begin the description and analysis of 

Zoe's writing. 

Demonstrations of Writing 

Today Zoe and her sister enjoyed the usual game of "Let's put 
off going to bed." They were involved in a literacy game so 
typical of our house that I let them continue past bedtime ... 
Sadie, the older sister, age 9, has a bedcover tent. They were 
having a club meeting in the tent. This was a new club ( we 
have one a week, at least). They decided to vote for President, 
Vice President, and secretary ;Melissa, our baby-sitter for the 
evening, waiting for us to leave, would also be included. Sadie 
made little ballots with three lines. The children were to fill 
in the first line with the person they wanted for president, 
second line for Vice president, and third line for secretary. 
Zoe wanted to be secretary. She campaigned vigorously. "I 
want to be secretary!!!" Each child got a Sadie-designed "vote 
paper" with three lines on it. Zoe and her mom filled out Zoe's 
ballot, carefully putting Zoe's name third as a vote for 
secretary. All the participants got their office of choice. 
Melissa could care less; Sadie won her much desired 
presidency and Zoe was secretary. The president decided it 
was the Micky (sic) Mouse club and all were given president
made office designation cards. It was repeated enough so that 
at the time Zoe could read hers ... Zoe watched as the president 
wrote out each card. She did not complain that her job was 
being done by someone' else. I am curious about how she would 
define "secretary" and its job description in the club. (Field 
notes, 1990) 
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The various uses of writing Zoe. witnessed were an important 

facet of her growth as a writer. Documenting and presenting each 

of those is, indeed, an entire study in itself (eg.: Taylor, 1983). 

Literacy is a family value running quite deep, as evidenced by our 

decision for me to pursue a Ph.D. in reading. The vocations Pat and 

I chose were further evidence of the importance our family placed 

on learning and literacy. Zoe saw Pat, Sadie, and me involved in 

writing for a wide range of purposes: papers for courses, 

subscriptions, order forms, calendar-recorded events and planning, 

taxes, story writing, journal writing, nota writing, and more. Sadie 

was a sensitive poet who wrote and presented her works to the 

family almost weekly. She wrote many books, plays, songs, labels, 

signs for her door, and stories at home during the years of the 

study. She also produced newspapers and magazines, made signs 

and labels for her toys and room, and left messages for us when 

someone called on the phone. 

Zoe saw us write letters for friendly and business purposes 

and to register a complaint about something. She saw the family 

engaged in the many writing activities that centered around the 

mailbox. She watched as Pat made her grocery and lists. She 

watched as the phone list tacked to the wall increased in length and 

was revised as we met new people. Zoe watched us write messages 

to each other on the steam in the mirrors following hot showers. 

Sadie brought home many papers from school. Zoe would see 

Sadie's use of writing in math, social studies, science, and other 
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areas of the curriculum. Sadie brought home many worksheets 

which we examined together. These ranged from alphabetical order 

to map labelling, to science record sheets, and more. Zoe tended to 

observe these sessions and ask questions as I grumbled about the 

flow of worksheets steeped in the subskills and skills models of 

instruction. 

Zoe had seen me typing quite a bit before we purchased a 

computer. She enjoyed typing, though rarely typed messages she 

would read or that others could read. It was more like pretending to 

type than typing. Other demonstrations which were relevant are 

presented in the context of Zoe's writing at home during her 

kindergarten year. 

Zoe's Beliefs Aboyt Writing at Home 

My interpretation of Zoe's beliefs about writing stemmed 

mainly from the ways in which she used writing. Writing to make 

meaning and to share meaning were the driving forces behind her 

writing. This was consistent with the uses of writing in the family 

and community at large. There were not double layers to be 

addressed in the home. Zoe knew that conventions exist in writing, 

but also believed that her expressions in written language were 

valued as meaning carriers. 

Zoe also knew about the graphophonic and syntactic systems 

of conventional writing. She knew that there were conventions 

which she did not know or chose not to subscribe to at certain 
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times. She explored and learned about these conventions of written 

language in the context of her making of meaning. Her discussion 

with Pat about the letter J stemmed from their conversation about 

where something had been found. It was a brief diversion from the 

conversation at hand, but served as a teaching/learning moment for 

Zoe. She was teaching and learning with her mom about the 

graphophonic system of written language. 

Zoe found it important to keep track of her growth by 

occasionally taking inventory of what she knew. She made lists of 

the alphabet or words that rhyme as an expression of her 

accomplishments and as a way of demonstrating her knowledge to 

herself. These heuristic and personal uses of language were, I 

believe, ways in which she summarized some of her understandings 

of conventionally written language. 

Zoe knew that there was an audience for her writing 

reflective of its purposes. A note was delivered or sent to the 

intended reader with the expectation of a response. A story was 

presented to the family and warmly received. Lists of requests and 

demands were be presented and received, though lists were 

sometimes negotiated at the time of presentation (such as forcing a 

choice between chocolate chip cookies and brownies as the purchase 

of both was not an option). She knew that presenting written pieces 

was usually safe and that she tended to be her own most critical 

judge of the pieces. She knew that her father and mother rejoiced 
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in her writing endeavors. Some pieces were taped to walls of the 

dining room or at other locations throughout the house. 

Zoe's Writing at Home 

Zoe used written language in many different ways at home 

over the course of her kindergarten year. In this section I describe 

and categorize these uses: notes; story writing' lists; sign making' 

negotiating with a text; journal entries; cards and envelopes; 

alphabet writing; and writing uses in which she engaged one time 

only or which Zoe and I could not identify. The pieces are presented 

in order of frequency. It is quite possible that I did not collect 

every single sample of her writing as some of these were lost, 

thrown out after use, mailed before I could make copies, or not 

found for other reasons. I did collect sixty pieces of her writing 

over the course of the year. 

Notes 

Notes, the most frequent of Zoe's written language activity, 

were typically written for a particular individual and handed to the 

person or left where the person would find it. Sometimes Zoe used 

a quick scribble, so she would have to tell the individual what the 

note was supposed to say. Other writing she did around the same 

time led me to believe she was conscious of how unconventional, 

for writing, such scribbles were. Figure 17, we were told, was 
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meant to say CHECK MY ROOM, QUICK. HURRY, ITS ALMOST CLEAN! 

This was delivered during a house cleanup time. 

Other notes that Zoe wrote involved the use of conventional 

spelling. Arriving home late after a class one night, I found a note 

on the kitchen table from Zoe indicating that the dog had dirtied her 

rug (Figure 18). She wrote notes to herself and to Pat when she was 

on the phone. 

Figure 17. Zoe's note to Pat and me announcing her room was clean. 

[Check my room quick. Hurry, it's almost clean.] 

Figure 18. Note informing me of dog's dirty deed. [Dad, Bo was Bad.] 
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Figure 19. Zoe's note to herself. [Can you read? Yes, I can.] 
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Figure 20. Zoe's note to her Mom while mom was on the phone. [Who 

is it?] 
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Figure 21. Note to mom while mom was on the phone. [Monica 

wants to come to the bakery with us.] 
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Zoe's notes were typically written to members of the family 

to inform or to request action or participation in something she 

wanted to do. They were instrumental in getting something, 

information or action, which she wanted. 

Sometimes Zoe used pictures instead of written text, drawing 

a pair of shoes as a reminder note to her mom to fix her shoes. 

Other times she wrote to share what she knew, as in the rather 

unique combination of making a list of the letters of the alphabet 

and addressing it to her mom (Figure 22). She understood the 
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Story Writing 

Zoe wrote seven stories at home over the course of the year. 

In her note writing she rarely asked for help. Stories were usually 

written near other family members and Zoe asked for help, at times. 

Early in the year she wrote a story about a child peeing on a 

classroom floor. She made the picture first (Figure 23) and then 

was ready to write. She said, "Yuck, a kid peed." She drew a 

rectangular box along the side of the page and started to write 

letters. She said, "She's saying AHHHH because a kid peed on the 

floor. How do you make a U?" I showed Zoe how to make a U. She 

wrote the U and asked if it was correct. What followed was Zoe 

demanding help, which I considered an instructional relationship 

focusing on her agenda as a writer. She wanted some information, 

knew what she wanted, and would settle for nothing less, as my 

field notes indicated: 

Zoe: How do I write the rest of it? 
Meyer: You write any letters that will help you remember 
what to say. 
Z: I just want to write the real letters. I want to write 
'Eeeeek, a kid peed.' 
Meyer: Oh 
Zoe: What letters? Daddy, I want to know, do I do another u ? 
Meyer: What do you want to write? 
Zoe: I want to write 'Eeeek a kid peed.' 
She was trying to remember how she wrote "yuck" last time 
she wrote. "Then she asked how to spell "yuck" and "peed". I 
wrote it on a piece of paper and she copied it. Later, Zoe 
asked me to read the story to her. I asked her to read it and 
she did. (Field notes, 1989) 
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Figure 23. A story Zoe wrote (a). [PU, a kid peed. Yuck.] 

Zoe would sometimes focus her story writing on the use of 

words which she knew she could spell conventionally. Figure 24 

was such a story. Initially, I thought these stories were more of an 

inventory (Clay, 1984) by Zoe of words she could spell. I became 

convinced, during the year, that she liked writing stories others 

could read and that she seemed to balance this with taking risks in 

her spelling, especially when she wanted the story to include 

something she could not spell. 
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Figure 24. A story Zoe wrote (b). [\ am a cat. This is a bird. My 

name is Nel.l. 
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Writing of stories evolved over the year as Zoe investigated various 

ways of putting a story together. The following excerpt from my 

field notes shows how one story progressed from a safe spelling 

event to a greater amount of risk-taking and exploration: 
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I was sitting at my desk at 10:00 in the morning, two hours 
before kindergarten would start, doing some work. Zoe had 
seen me read books and underline in them. We had a talk about 
that; I explained that when I bought books just for me that 
were to help me study something that it was OK to write in 
them. Right before we moved to Arizona someone had given us 
a Spanish-English dictionary. I told Zoe that she could use 
that to study Spanish or English. She wanted to sit next to me 
and study,too. She got the dictionary and sat near me. She 
opened to the preface and asked me for a marker. She went 
through the preface and highlighted words or numerals that 
she could read. Then she read them to me. She did this for the 
first two pages of the book and then asked me if she could 
have some paper to write a story. I gave her a pad that was 
nearby. She wrote: 

the cat in a car. 
tHe cat wanted. 
ACARCOHe 
bought one 

[The cat in a Car. The cat wanted a car so he bought one] 
She had asked me how to spell bought and I wrote it on a piece 
of scrap paper. Then she said she wanted to "copy" a book 
instead. I gave her "It didn't frighten me" by Goss and Harste 
(1985). She began to negotiate the story. Negitiating involved 
copying and being allowed to change what was in the original 
text. Zoe made the word 'one' to the numeral and replaced 
lower i with upper case I: 

1 Pitch Black. 
very Dark. 
night 

Then she put a sign and word(s) which she said meant "right 
after mommy turned". 
As she worked, she changed mother to mome [mommy,sic]. 
That is all she wrote of it and then she decided to skip to her 
favorite page,the unicorn page. She said "I can use this page 
to write a story about a unicorn." ... She began to copy 'unicorn,' 
locating it on the page where it is in the text. She wrote the 
title of a story: 
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A UNicorn 
Then she wrote the first line: 

A unicorN she 
and then Zoe stopped to ask me how to spell named. I asked 
her if she knew anyplace where the word name appeared and 
she could copy it. She ran to get a kindergarten work sheet. 
Meyer: That is an N. Name ... you found a worksheet? 
Zoe: Yup. Her ... her ...... she .... . 
Meyer: She 
Zoe: She. How do you spell it? 
Meyer: How do you think you do? 
Zoe: [bangs pencil] .. she ... she .... a Z? C? 
Meyer: S. 
Zoe: Well, daddy ..... . 
Meyer: Hmmmmm [still working on my own work] 
Zoe: This S is weird ... 
Meyer: It works with H to say sh .... 
Zoe: Sh [the sound] was ... [she taps me on the shoulder as I 
work] 
Meyer: What do you want? 
Zoe: Was. 
Meyer: [writes was on a piece of scrap paper] 
Zoe: [looks at worksheet she found containing the word 'name'] 
What does this say? 
Meyer: Directions, page 61. [The worksheet had directions for 
the teacher instructing which page to refer to for instructions 
to the class] 
Zoe: Directions page 61? Sixty five!! 
Meyer: Oh,yeah. 
Zoe: Could I quit for a while? 
Meyer: Yeah. 
Zoe: OK. 
Zoe never did return to finish the book. (Field notes, 1989) 

Zoe explored many facets of written language in this activity. She 

used a number of resources for spelling information; she abandoned 

pieces and initiated others; and she struggled with story lines. She 

worked within the graphophonic system dealing with how to write 
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the sound at the beginning of 'she'. These were complex writing 

issues which she faced with interest and varying degrees of risk

taking over time. 

Zoe wrote six lists over the course of the year. She wrote 

three lists of chores during various clean up activities at our house. 

These lists were written to assign jobs to individuals. keeping us 

organized to her satisfaction. She asked a family member how to 

spell 'chores'. In Figure 25 she wrote her name but later crossed it 

out. aSSigning those jobs to me. 

Figure 25. Zoe's list of chores for dad. [Chores for dad. Clean 

Toilets; Do a few dishes; 80 poop (referring to cleaning the dog's 

yard)]. 
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Zoe also listed some rhyming words she had figured out and, 

twice contributed to the shopping list. One time she put a big five 

and made five circles under it indicating she wanted five cookies 

from the store. The second list was a request for brownies and 

chocolate chip cookies (Figure 26). Lists such as these were often 

completed alone but were subsequently contributed to the stream of 

social activity in the home which including planning and shopping. 

\ • ; : I' • I 

Figyre 26. Zoe's shopping list. [Brownies; chocolate chip cookies.] 

Sign Making 

Zoe made six signs during the year. She made and hung the 

signs in appropriate places reflective of their intended function. 

She made two signs when a friend's mother called asking if Sadie 

had seen L __ . Sadie had not seen her, nor had anyone else in our 
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family. Zoe got two sheets of paper and made two 'lost kid' signs 

(Figure 27). She went outside and hung one on the mailbox and the 

other on the garage door. 

LOS 
t 

Figure 27, Lost kid sign in response to a phone call about a friend 

whose mother was looking for her. 

Zoe also made signs for a diner that she and Sadie opened on 

the back porch. There was a wide assortment of clay food available 

to the clientele, and her sign announced a one dollar special on 
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certain dishes. She made a sign that was a large one and a dollar 

sign ($) to show that she was selling seeds in front of the house for 

one dollar each. She had gone to a park and found some seeds which 

she decided to sell to the neighbors. She set up a table displaying 

the seeds and hung the sign in front of the table. One neighbor 

stopped, talked for a while, and purchased a seed for a dollar. One 

of the saddest signs I saw was the sign requesting that individuals 

not sit on the grave of her invisible friend, who had died earlier in 

the day (Figure 28). One group of signs was for a small village she 

and Sadie made using plastic people, blocks, and electric trains. 

The signs warned people not to cross the tracks when a train was 

coming. Zoe's signs always made sense in the context in which she 

wrote them. 

Figure 28. Sign on invisible friend's grave. [Grave. Do not sit.] 
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Negotiating With a Text 

At home, Zoe chose texts to copy or render but did so 

differently than at school. I refer to the home process as 

negotiating with a written text. She began with a commercially 

prepared text or demonstration which Sadie, Pat, or I provided but 

she made changes as she wrote. She changed lower to upper case 

letters and, as mentioned earlier, changed words to their numerals. 

When Zoe wrote at home, it seemed that she knew that she did not 

have to copy or render. Instead she could negotiate what she knew 

with what she saw. 

Zoe negotiated with parts of a book three times during the 

year. A fourth instance occurred when she wrote her middle name 

looking at the blackboard where Sadie had written it while she and 

Sadie were playing school. She negotiated one book, about a slow 

moving puppy because it was her favorite story; she had it 

memorized. She negotiated a poem out of an anthology of poems 

because "poems are beautiful". She added her own poem to this page, 

as discussed below. I found 'negotiated' the most accurate for what 

occurred at home. It accurately reflected the transactional nature 

of Zoe's relationship with a written text and her own writing 

activity. 

Journal Entries 

Zoe had a journal which her sister gave her. On one page I 

found upper and lower case letters across a two page spread and 
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asked her what it said. She said she could not remember. The 

second journal entry, made a few months later, was quite legible. 

Zoe and Pat had a disagreement about something and Zoe stormed to 

her room. She took her journal and wrote SNORT IS MY MOTHER. She 

had read a book in which a steam shovel rescues a baby bird, 

returning it to its nest and mother. The steam shovel makes a loud 

'snort' noise which scares the bird. Zoe copied SNORT and MOTHER 

from the book to make the journal entry (Figure 29). 

SrY~t 
\smJ ~q-h
fR rt 

-------... 

Figure 29. Journal entry made by Zoe following a disagreement 

with her mother [Snort is my mother.] 
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Zoe made a journal entry following a trip to Mexico. Our car 

broke down on the way home and we had to wait two hours in the 

desert for a tow truck. When we got home she busily wrote a three 

page description of the incident. Each of the pages was illustrated. 

4.-1,';!'i/!!fr-~~*'·"f"''' 
I 0&1!. -
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; ."::"\ 
I '" 

--,----.,I 

Figure 30. Journal entry made after our car broke down on the way 

home from a trip to Mexico. [Today we had to wait two hours. (one 

of three pages.)] 
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Labels 

Zoe wrote three labels over the course of the year. The first 

label she made was a name tag for her stuffed bear. She put a quick 

scribble on a sheet of paper and put it in front of the bear. She said, 

"There, that says 'Blue Bear'. One of the labels was on a picture she 

drew and said THIS IS A SUN. The last label she made during 

kindergarten was for some clay she had made (Figure 31). That label 

had the name of the product and the manufacturer's name, too. 

Written conventionally, her label was: Playdough by Zoe. 

Figure 31. A label for the plastic bag containing the clay Zoe made. 

[Playdough by Zoe). 

Cards and Enyelopes 

Zoe sent many cards during the year. Unfortunately, they were 

mailed before I made copies. She participated in holiday card 
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sending throughout the year. Zoe made her mom a birthday card and 

a Valentine's Day card for me. She used commercial cards for the 

other members of the family since she had some left from the 

package we purchased for her to send to her friends. She addressed 

the envelope to me for my card. She did not use an envelope for her 

mom's card, but I did find an envelope in her room during a clean up. 

It was addressed: NO ZOE; she read it as TO ZOE, explaining that she 

used it when she was playing in her room. 

Newspapers 

Zoe and Sadie made two newspaper together during the year. 

They were quite similar in form and the production of the two 

newspapers was rich in writing activity. In my field notes I 

described one of the productions: 

One afternoon, the girls decided to make a newspaper. I taped 
them as they worked on the living room floor sipping apple 
juice, which they referred to as coffee. . . . They worked for 
well over one hour. They encouraged each other and offered 
verbal feedback to each other ... During the construction of the 
newspaper, Zoe made a picture; she asked Sadie to help with 
the spelling of a word. She realized, after writing the word, 
that she had put the word upside down in relation to the 
picture. Here is a piece of the conversation: 

Zoe: Oh no. I put it upside down. See the bird is upside down. 
Sadie: That's O.K. 
Sadie: Just turn the picture upside down. 
Zoe: Then the word will be upside down. 
Sadie: That doesn't matter. It can be a backwards bird. 
heard of one of them before. They're crazy; they drive me 
nuts. They're fun. 
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Zoe: eeeeeee, nah. I don't wanna ... [inaudible]drive you nuts. 
Sadie: That didn't drive me nuts. It's fun. 
Zoe: It's fun driving you nuts? 
Sadie: ummhmm [meaning yes]. 

The girls developed a support system for each other and for 
the task itself. They only talked about newspaper items, 
except when discussing the bowling party they had attended 
earlier in the day. It was the first time either of them had 
bowled. . 
Zoe was supported by her sister in the written endeavor. She 
would ask her sister how things looked so far. She also relied 
on Sadie as a resource for the help in spelling and letter 
formation. 

Zoe: How do I do an i? 
Sadie: It's a stick. [Sadie is working on her own item for the 
newspaper while the discussion about spelling is going on] 
Zoe: Just a plain stick? 
Sadie: Yeah with a dot on top [looking over to check out Zoe's 
i ] 
Zoe: P... i... dot.. . d ... 
Sadie: [to mother] Oh, she really did put a dot on the i. 

This mutual help and support and feedback made the 
production of the newspaper truly cooperative in nature. Zoe 
was quite pleased to be part of the newspaper production . . . 
She responded positively to suggestions from her sister in an 
editorial relationship. 
The children determined what materials they would need as 
the project progressed. They knew that they could locate the 
materials and use them freely . .. They gathered the correct 
size paper, the stapler and staples, cardboard, crayons, 
markers, and pens. As they progressed through the activity, 
they reported their progress to each other. Sadie said that 
she had finished seven pages; Zoe had done two. One of her 
pages was a discussion or disagreement between two 
individuals . .. The importance of the job of putting together 
a newspaper led the children into negotiating certain aspects 
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of the paper. Sadie was designing the front page; Zoe thought 
it was an advertisement for the newspaper. 

Zoe: Sadie, we'll make that be a sign, OK? 
Sadie: I want this to be the front page. 
Zoe: No ummm .. That's the sign to umm ... 
Sadie: What do you mean that's the sign? Zoey, this is gonna 
be the newspaper. 
Zoe: That's the first page. 
Sadie: OK. 
Later on in the production, Zoe was working with a piece of 
cardboard: 
Zoe: Sadie, put cardboard under this and it could be the cover 
of the book. 
Sadie: I already made the cover. 
Zoe: Of the book? 
Sadie: We're not doing a book. We're doing a newspaper. 
Zoe: We can do a book, too. Sadie, should this be a hardcover 
book? 
Sadie: I don't know. Let's just think about the newspaper 
while we're doing the newspaper. 
Zoe: OK ... What are we doing, again, after this? 
Sadie: Get off it, Zo~. 
[Observer's comment: When the project was nearer 
completion, it had changed. There was a flexibility about it. 
They had worked together on it and now that it was completed 
it could be called almost anything:] 
Zoe: Sadie, wait. Make it a book. Staple the whole thing. 
Sadie: No, 'cause this is how real newspapers are. 
Zoe: Nooo. I don't want it like that. 
Sadie: O.K. 

Once that was decided, Zoe chatted to a brown crayon, 
explaining to it that it was now time for some brown . .. Upon 
completion, the newspaper was auctioned off. Zoe wanted it 
to go for eighty eight dollars, but was happy to get her half of 
twenty two cents, the highest bid. (Field notes and 
transcripts of audiotapes, 1989) 
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One of the pages from the newspaper, showing an argument that two 

people had, is shown in Figure 32. Zoe was engaged,during this 

activity, with the graphophonic, syntactic, and meaning systems of 

language. The driving force was the making of meaning in a social 

context--appropriate to and as a regulator or that context. 

--.....- ....... " •... : ................... --.:::~ .. . 
..... • M •• __ ~...... '.. ._. • •• •• :...-.!: ... _.:_· __ ._._u~ 

••• ·_.0.; ,:' .....,,-..... 

Figure 32. A newspaper article by Zoe showing a fight between two 

people. 



The girls worked collaboratively more and more during the 

summer between Zoe's kindergarten and first grade years. The 

newspaper production showed some of the fundamental learning 
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that they both experienced in working together. They were a 

support system for each other in getting into and through the job of 

putting together a newspaper. They valued each others' work and 

negotiated what the activity was. Their conversation was focused 

on the project. It should be noted that Sadie was not always so 

willing to change things to Zoe's satisfaction. In earlier work 

together Sadie was pleasantly surprised that her sister was 

becoming a writer and would relinquish even the goal, changing a 

newspaper to a book, to sustain the activity through completion. 

Over time, more and more of their activity together would include 

written language. They often engaged in the type of negotiation 

described above. 

Alphabet Writing 

Twice during the year Zoe wrote the alphabet. She wrote it 

once using only the upper case letters. The second time she wrote 

the upper and lower case letters next to each other resembling the 

alphabet charts in her kindergarten classroom. She was probably 

involved in the heuristic function of written language, investigating 

what she knew and self-testing that knowledge. She also did this 

when she listed rhyming words and in a few stories when she relied 



on words she could spell to put together a story with a weak or 

extremely repetitive ( I AM A CAT. I AM A BIRD) story line. 

One Time Only Writing Activities 
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There was a group of writing activities in which Zoe engaged 

only once during the year. She had her mom write a story as she 

dictated upon returning from a trip with some friends to a nearby 

mountain. She wrote a poem once. After copying a page of poetry 

from an anthology, Zoe wrote: OALBRERAABREHEOERY on one line. 

She read," Poems, poems, poems. What on earth do we do with 

poems?" Zoe made a large picture of herself on cardboard and wrote 

NLE under it (Nellie). I found a sentence on another sheet of paper 

during a clean up of her room: MY NAME IS NELLIE. I categorized this 

as a sentence because I was not sure what it was, nor was Zoe. She 

wrote a record sheet of our dog's growth saying that he was two, 

two and a half, three, three and a half, four, and four and a half 

years old. 

The first piece of writing that I found at home during the 

school year consisted of lines Zoe had drawn interspersed with 

letters of her name. She could not recall what it was. Two other 

pieces of writing located in her room over the course of the year 

were not identifiable by Zoe or me. They had letters and a picture, 

but we could not discern the intended text. Table 10 summarizes 
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the types of writing Zoe completed at home during kindergarten and 

the frequency of their occurrence. 

Table 10 

The Txpes of Writing Zoe Completed and the Ereguencx of Their 

Occurrence 

Type of Writing Amount 
Notes/letters 15 
Stories 7 
Lists 6 
Signs 6 
Negotiating 4 
Journal entries 3 
Labels 3 
Cards 2 
Newspapers 2 
Envelopes 2 
Alphabet 2 
Dictation 1 
Poetry 1 
Poster 1 
Record 1 
Sentence 1 
Unknown 3 
Total 60 

First Level of Analysis 

I framed the first level of analysis to be parallel to the 

analysis of writing at school, when this was possible, for purposes 

of comparison. The categories of the first level of analysis of 
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writing at home during kindergarten, presented in this section, are: 

purposes and fields; functions; linguistic foci; the social situation; 

modes; point of origin, tenor and ownership; and responses to Zoe's 

writing. Consistent with the analysis of writing at school in 

kindergarten, I also analyzed Zoe's writing at home in terms of 

activity theory. Figure 33 shows the categories and subcategories 

of the first level of analysis. 

Purposes & 
Fields 

Functions 

L1 ngui st i c-==-::::: instructional models 
Foci units and variability 

invented spelli ng 
FIRST 
LEVEL 
OF 
ANALYSIS 

5 . 1 ~modes ~cla . pointoforigin, tenor, ownership 
E----- Sltuatl0n writing 

responses 

Acti vi ty -c::::::: oper.lio", 
Theory goals 

motives 

Figure 33. Categories and subcategories of the first level of 

analysis of Zoe's writing at home. 
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PurpQses and Fields 

Recall that I defined use as purpose (the more immediate 

reasons for writing) and function (how and for whom the writing 

was done, in a broader sense). Functions are presented in the 

following section. The purposes for Zoe's writing at home were 

related to the fields (Halliday, 1975) she chose. For example, when 

her purpose for writing was to let others know about the contents 

of a plastiC bag, she chose to use the field of writing labels. The 

field thus became a determinant of the writing activity. I use the 

very close relationship between fields and purposes in Zoe's writing 

at home to justify presenting them together. The major purpose of 

writing at home, for Zoe, was the communication of wants and 

needs. She was involved in writing lists, notes, and cards to inform 

t~ose around her of thoughts and feelings. When Zoe was involved in 

the production of the newspaper, she became part of the community 

of writers who use written language to share information with a 

broader public than the immediate family. She was at one time 

showing and playing with her understanding of written language. 

Zoe's writing of signs, labels, journal entries, poetry, and 

record keeping involved written language to bring order and sense to 

her world and to affect others. Her stories served this purpose as 

well because they usually dealt with issues utmost in her mind, 

such as worrying about having to use the bathroom in school. 

Zoe's use of copying, which I refer to as negotiating because 

of the changes she made in the texts, helped her gain insights into 
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the conventional uses of written language. She demonstrated her 

understanding of the purpose of each writing activity. As she 

understood the importance of convention, in that it made her 

written language available to a broader audience, Zoe periodically 

demanded that everything be spelled correctly. 

Zoe's basic purpose for each piece was meaning-based. The 

variety of fields of her writing determined the components of 

writing she would use. Note and card writing as a field resulted in 

certain forms, a salutation, a message, and the signing of her name. 

She showed her understanding of labels and signs as she kept them 

short and sharply focused upon the items involved. Zoe's journal 

entries were the most emotion-packed, displaying her anger at her 

mom or disgust at being stuck in the desert for two hours. Her use 

of envelopes also demonstrated her understanding of the field of 

addressing envelopes and the purpose of envelopes. 

Zoe and Sadie were playing school one afternoon. Sadie, being 

the teacher, asked Zoe to write her name on a piece of paper. Zoe 

wanted to write her middle name so Sadie wrote NELLIE on the 

board. Zoe wrote the name (writing NLE) and then told Sadie that 

she would draw a picture of herself to make a poster as part of the 

assignment. Clay (1984) refers to this as generating because it 

involves Zoe using available linguistic information, Sadie's 

demonstrations, in light of Zoe's understanding of written language 

at that moment in time. While the children played school at home, 

Zoe invented different things to do in order to perpetuate the action 
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of 'work in school'. Yet, when in school, the goal was clearly to 

finish the assignment and do something of choice. Thus the purpose 

of writing was different at home. It was engaged in differently and 

seems to have been more play than work. As play, the tendency was 

for Zoe to devise ways to continue the activity until she or those 

she was playing with decided it was complete. 

Field and purpose were not discussed in the same section for 

school kindergarten writing because there were many purposes to 

writing in school, such as control, routine, and copying and 

rendering, which were not meaning-based in language. At home 

field and purpose were much more closely related because the 

purposes originated with Zoe and were true to the functions of 

written. 

Functions of Written Language 

The function of written language which was clearly missing 

at home was the special case of the R2 informative function in 

which Zoe was required to write for the teacher what they both 

already knew to gain access to centers of choice. This is missing 

because no one had demanded Zoe write in order for her to be free to 

make another choice of what to do. Even as the girls played school, 

the writing used was a facet of perpetuating the activity, not 

ending it. 

The writing of notes was typically interactional in nature. 

Zoe wanted someone to do something or needed permission or 
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wanted to know some information (such as who was on the phone). 

Her note writing was also used as a vehicle for telling others what 

to do, expressing herself, or informing others of things of which she 

thought they had no knowledge or needed reminding (R1). An 

example is the note informing me that the dog had dirtied her rug. 

Writing notes can not be confined to a single function since notes 

served a variety of functions, being informative, interactional, and 

personal. 

Zoe's writing of stories was imaginative and personal in 

terms of functions of language they involved. Some of her stories 

were heuristic in that they were an inventory of her knowledge of 

words she knew how to spell. The stories which began I AM A CAT 

were typically stories she wrote with words she knew she could 

spell conventionally. Other stories were more story line-focused 

and, therefore, more imaginative and personal as they involved the 

creation of settings, characters, and actions, sometimes engaged in 

issues of concern to Zoe. 

Many of the lists which Zoe wrote were regulatory in nature 

since they assigned jobs to other individuals, such as her 

assignment to me to clean the toilet. Some of her lists were 

heuristic in that they were a frame she used to organize her 

thinking and knowledge. I also considered this a personal use of 

language as it was an expression of her awareness of what she 

knew. Shopping lists were interactional in that they involved Zoe 

shopping with her mom and a process of mutual agreement 



concerning what items on the list would actually be purchased. 

Lists, then, were quite complex functions of written language, 

involving more than a single function. 
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The signs Zoe made were informative and interactional. Signs 

inform an audience of certain information. It is information Zoe 

assumed they did not know, and for that reason I categorized them 

as R1. R1 refers to the supplying of information which the sender 

believes the receiver does not know. Writing (negotiating) what is 

in a commercial or other-prepared text is also a multiple function 

in that it is personal and heuristic. In generating or negotiating a 

poem or the title from a book Zoe was involved in seeking and 

testing her knowledge of rendering, letter formation, and reading. 

Since she originated the activity, it took on a different function 

than when the activity was required as it was in school. In the 

school situation copying was an R2 function; at home, it was 

heuristic and personal. The personal function was involved in that 

it was an expression of her individuality when she freely initiated 

copying (negotiating with written text), choosing the items to be 

copied (negotiated) and defining the parameters of the activity. 

Zoe's journal entries involved the perpetuation of her life's 

activities in written form. They were expressions of her personal 

feelings and awareness. Writing labels was the informative 

function (R1) as Zoe assumed that the reader of the label needed to 

be told of the contents of a bag or the picture she drew. A special 

case of labelling, writing a name tag, was also informative. The 



interactional function of language was involved because labels 

involved a relationship between the reader and the label writer 

and/or wearer. 
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The writing of cards was interactional in that maintaining or 

establishing relationships was the main goal of the writing. 

Newspapers. were informative and interactional. The writing of 

envelopes was authoritative in that there was an implied agreement 

involved when she wrote an address on an envelope. The assumption 

was that the reader of the envelope would deliver the envelope 

unopened to another reader who then read the message within. In 

the sense that others were involved, envelop~ writing was also 

interactional, between the first and second readers. 

Zoe's writing of the alphabet involved the personal and 

heuristic functions of language in that she was testing her skill and 

expressing pride in her accomplishments. When she was involved in 

dictation, she was regulating anothers use of time as well as 

learning about and testing her knowledge of the written language. 

Her poem involved the imaginative function of language. The poster 

she made was interactional and personal, announcing herself to the 

world. The record of our dog's growth in years was heuristic in that 

it was a form of record keeping and perpetuating. 

Zoe's scribble early in the year involved wavy lines mixed 

with letters from her name and a few other letters. This appeared 

to have been heuristic as she was testing her knowledge of 

conventional letters and some function of written language. Her 
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sentence MY NAME IS NELLIE was informative (R1). Table 11 

summarizes the types and functions of writing Zoe used over the 

year at home. 

Table 11 

Summary of Types and Functions of Writing Used by Zoe 

Type of Writing Functions of Language 
Notes Interactional; regulatory; 

instrumental; personal; 
informative (R1) 

Stories Imaginative; 
personal ;heu ristic 

Lists Regulatory; interactional; 
heuristic; personal; 
contractual 

Signs Informative (R1 ); 
interactional; regulatory 

Copying Heuristic;p_ersonal 
Journal entries Perpetuating; personal 
Labels Informative (R1 ); 

interactional 
Cards Interactional 
Newspap_ers Informative; interactional 
Envelopes Authoritative; 

interactional 
Alphabet Personal; heuristic 
Dictation Regulatory; heuristic 
Poetry Imaginative 
Poster Personal; interactional; 

perpetuating 
Record Heuristic; perpetuating 
Scribble Heuristic 
Sentence Informative (R1 ); 

interactional 
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Zoe explored the parameters and boundaries of the functions 

of written language in various ways over the course of the year. 

She watched Sadie, listened to stories, and paid increasingly more 

attention to the world of print around her. One day she ran into the 

living room and threw a note at Sadie. Sadie could not read it 

because the spelling was far from conventional. Zoe grabbed the 

note and ran back to her room and then returned to the living room 

and threw the note again. She repeated this a few times. Each time 

I asked her what the note said. The last time she entered the living 

room she said, "I want to keep writing notes until Sadie will play 

Barbies with me." Thus note writing took on a slightly different 

form of delivery, but with the same function and purpose in mind as 

many conventional notes. 

Through play, the functions of language became areas to 

explore, either alone or with those around her. Zoe explored the 

boundaries of language related to work in an office in this excerpt 

from my field notes: 

Zoe and mom are playing school. Mom is the principal. Zoe 
reports to the "office", the living room. 
Zoe: I'm spelling the names of bad kids. Tom:HOVZT. His 
phone number is 803033. Jill: JRATUV. Her phone number is 
34789108134. 
Pat: Next. [Pretending to write as Zoe dictates] 
Zoe: Oh, I have long lists, sweetie pie. 
Pat: Spell that .. 
Zoe: SATUV 
Pat: What's her number? 
Zoe: 34348970894102 



295 

The many functions of written language overlapped 

considerably. As I read and reread each artifact and the field notes 

or transcriptions of tapes which went along with them, the variety 

of functions which could be attached to each artifact became 

apparent. Zoe's writing continually reminded me of the complexity 

of written language. Halliday's (1975) explanation of this 

complexity led to his use of megafunctions and metafunctions of 

language. 

Linguistic Foci 

In this section I analyze the linguistic foci of Zoe's writing at 

home during her kindergarten year. First I analyze her use of the 

three systems of written language, graphophonic, syntactic, and 

meaning. Then I analyze her writing in terms of the size, 

acceptability, and variability of linguistic units. 

The Three Systems of Written Language 

The discussion of functions of language may have made it 

seem that graphophonic and syntactic systems were not issues at 

home. This is far from fact as Zoe asked about, discussed, and 

addressed in her writing many facets of these systems. Typically, 

discussions about letter sounds arose when she wanted to spell 

words conventionally and needed more information to do so. For 

example, she made the sound of the letters sh, and asked how to 

spell it. We usually told her or we could think of an example of a 
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situation that showed her she knew how to spell it or where to find. 

Sometimes Zoe spontaneously initiated a conversation focusing on 

the graphophonic system: 

Zoe: Mommy, remember the little plastic animals you found? 
Mom: Yeah, I found those both in our yard, didn't I? 
Zoe: No, you found them at J.C. Penny's. 
Mom: You mean Jesse Owens Park? 
Zoe: Yes. 
Mom: That's funny. 
Zoe: Well, they both start with 'J' don't they? 
Mom: Yes, they do as a matter of fact. That's great. 

Zoe wrote focusing upon the graphophonic system twice at 

home during the year. She wrote the alphabet two times, once in 

November and once in December. There was a third time that she 

wrote the alphabet, but it was in a letter to her mom. She wrote 

DEAR MOM and then wrote the alphabet, closing with circles and X's 

to indicate kisses and hugs. This was a way of expressing what she 

could do and assumed a different linguistic focus because of the 

context of the writing. 

Five times during the year Zoe wrote focussing on the 

syntactic system of written language. She negotiated parts of 

published books four of those times. The fifth time she wrote with 

a syntactic focus was when she made °a list of rhyming words she 

could spell. Her focus was on each entire word, though this was 

clearly graphophonic in nature as well. It was, however, also 

heuristic because Zoe was surveying what she knew of this 

particular group of words. Her focus on the graphophonic and 
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syntactic systems of written language in the context of writing 

meaningful text indicated her commitment to meaning as the heart 

of language. 

In the remaining fifty samples which I collected over the 

course of the year, Zoe focused on using written language as a 

vehicle to carry meaning to herself and to others. The variety of 

functions she used and her emphasis on meaning indicated her 

developing understanding of the complexity and variety of functions 

and systems of written language. 

Size and Variability of Linguistic Units 

The analysis of the size and variability of linguistic units 

first emerged as I analyzed Zoe's writing in school. I found the 

analysis useful for analyzing writing done at home, too. The issue 

of acceptability permeates this analysis; at home acceptability 

usually rested with Zoe, reflective of the tenor of her relationships 

with those around her. An important distinction between home and 

school became apparent in doing this analysis. At home, the unit 

and variability changed according to social and linguistiC 

conventions. In school, the unit and variability changed because of 

arbitrary teacher constraints. 

At home, Zoe typically did not limit herself to one specific 

linguistic unit. She was open to expressing herself in a variety of 

ways, usually reflective of the social and linguistic situation in 

which she found herself. Twenty three of her pieces of writing 
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involved written language using more than one sentence. Eleven of 

her pieces were phrases which she could have worded in a variety of 

ways, such as the sign advertising the price of a dollar-plate 

special and the PLADO BYZOE label. 

Eight pieces that Zoe wrote involved writing sentences with 

meanings which could have been expressed in a variety of ways. 

When 'she wrote SNORT IS MY MOTHER in her journal, this was an 

instance of writing using a sentence with a clear meaning which 

she could have chosen to express in a variety of ways. Six times 

she used single words but would probably have agreed to use other 

words as well. Writing a list of rhyming words is one instance of 

such an occurrence as other words which also rhymed would have 

been acceptable. 

There were occasions when Zoe limited herself to specific 

linguistic units. Four times during the year, Zoe negotiated parts of 

published texts: the title; a poem; or pages from a book about a 

puppy. Four times she wrote individual words and no other word 

was acceptable to her for each of those situations. One example of 

this was the address on a Valentine's Day card. Her shopping list 

was another example, in this case specifically asking for brownies 

and chocolate chip cookies. Three times Zoe limited herself to 

using specific phrases for specific meanings she had in mind. 

Writing a quick scribble for 'Blue Bear' was one example of this. 

These served as complete texts in the contexts (Halliday & Hasan, 

1985). The two instances of _Zoe writing the alphabet were times 
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when she had no choice at the letter level since she sought to 

render the alphabet conventionally. 

The number of pieces Zoe wrote at home during her 

kindergarten year and their location in terms of unit size and 

variability are summarized in Table 12. Table 12 shows variability 

clustered in the lower right section, reflective of the type of 

writing completed at home. This is the corner opposite from the 

corner in which writing in school was clustered. 

Table 12 

freQuency of the Size and Variability of Linguistic Units Used by 

Zoe in Writing at Home (a) 

Variability of Unit 
limited to one not limited to one 

Size of Unit specific unit specific unit 

letter 2 0 

word 4 6 

phrase 3 1 1 

sentence 0 8 

greater than 4 23 

sentence 

The Social Situation for Zoe's Writing 

Zoe completed most of her writing at home alone. She was 

free to work wherever she wanted to, except for the study. She 



300 

changed locations when she so desired. The size of our family and 

house made this type of movement possible. Of course, in a 

classroom crowd control is a very real issue so that movement 

might not be as facile as at home. She wrote most often in her 

bedroom, favoring the kitchen table as a second place to write. An 

analysis of her writing in terms of audience enlightened me as to 

the deeply social nature of her writing at home. The social 

situation was often an impetus for Zoe's writing. When L __ 's 

mother phoned to say that L_ was missing, it was that situation 

which provoked the writing of the LOST KID signs which Zoe posted. 

Zoe was motivated to write as an assertion of her membership 

in and relationships with the family as well as by the desire to 

write for herself. Her choice to write the alphabet alone in her 

room, copy parts of books, and write stories are examples of her 

inner motivation seeming to take charge of initiating the task, 

often as part of a play experience. Yet, even as she wrote quite 

alone, her social situation as a member of a family and community 

was apparent. 

Holidays also served as an impetus for writing. Zoe wrote 

cards for birthdays and other holidays during the year. Her 

awareness of this tradition was the result of being in a home where 

card and letter writing were valued traditions. Her note writing 

was often the result of a family situation in which direct oral 

language could not be used: a dog dirtying a rug when I was not 

home; a request for information about who is on the phone; or an 
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urgent request for a friend to join us in our trip to the bakery when 

the one who can grant such permission is on the phone. 

Her experiences, usually with the family, often resulted in 

writing. Her journal entries about her mom and the car breaking 

down were evidence of recording events of significance to her. 

When Zoe wrote a poem, the writing activity led to the experience 

of sharing what she had written. 

A sense of the audience was often a key factor in Zoe's 

writing. When she set up her stand to sell seeds, she wanted people 

to know the price when they drove by so she made a sign for this 

occasion. Following the manufacturing of some homemade clay, she 

made labels so that customers knew what the product was and who 

manufactured it. 

Zoe's use of the poetry book and the use of the book in which a 

'snort' (a steam shovel) appeared were instances which involved her 

using text to produce text. This was social in nature in that she 

established a relationship with the text, and thus the author, and 

then used that relationship to establish a relationship with an 

audience of her own. In the case of the journal entry SNORT IS MY 

MOTHER the audience was limited to Zoe. In the case of the poetry, 

even though she was negotiating the poetry she knew what it was, 

the genre and its use, and proceeded to write a poem of her own and 

present it to the family. 

Her audiences included: herself; various members of the 

family; customers; or subscribers (to the newspaper). Her purposes 
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included: herself and her pro'cessing of her experiences; holidays; 

various family members and events with them; books which sparked 

ideas; the possibility of financial success; and a desire to record 

her life and times. Each of these might have been an impetus 

before, during or after the act of putting an implement to a surface 

to use written language. 

Overall, Zoe engaged in writing activity when it made sense to 

her to do so. She was acutely aware of the activity occurring 

within the family and participated in writing as the moments 

demanded. She decided when to write, how long to spend in it, and 

when the activity was over. Sadie, taking a more active role over 

time, offered her input into these parameters. Zoe negotiated with 

Sadie to involve herself to the degree to which she so desired. 

Writing notes helped her remain active in communication when oral 

language was not possible. At home, during the first year of this 

study, Zoe spent time writing as her interest or the need arose. 

This remained consistent with our philosophy of a child-centered 

whole language home. 

Invented Spelling 

I studied the use of invented spelling as an issue related to 

the power relationships across settings. A child needs permission 

to use invented spelling and once that permission is granted other 

issues of written language may become more accessible (Gentry, 

1987). Zoe, in the home setting as a writer in charge of her 
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writing, decided when invented spelling was appropriate and when 

it was not. The decision may have reflected the use of the piece of 

writing, enlightened by the social situation to which it was gOing to 

be applied. For more than half the pieces she produced during the 

year, Zoe used invented spelling. When, however, a piece was to be 

public she desired conventional spellings. She wanted to spell LOST 

correctly on the LOST KID sign. She did not, in a personal note to 

me, use conventional spelling: YOUWR/keNGU/AeHRD [You are 

working very hard; If indicate line breaks]. At other times, she 

would make efforts to spell correctly because she knew that she 

had control of the conventional spelling, such as the BO WAS BAD 

note. 

Thus, her writing became a balance of invention and 

convention as a function of social situation and awareness and 

control of conventional spellings. She refused to use invented 

spelling in some stories at times because she felt an urgency to 

know how things were to look conventionally. Her urgency about 

convention seemed to wax and wane at various times. The safety 

and resources we provided as a family structure complemented each 

other as we strove to meet her needs. The freedom to use invented 

spelling was an issue of tenor around the freedom to take risks. It 

was an invitation which we left open and which was accepted at 

times and rejected at others. 

We provided the time for Zoe to write and the materials and 

when opportunities arose we suggested writing as one possibility. 
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When Zoe became more aware of the power of written language, 

through experience, she used it in socially acceptable ways and at 

socially accepted times. The use of invented spelling, then, was a 

condition for her personal empowerment as a writer. I wrote this 

in my journal the evening after Zoe had written about our car 

breaking down and being stranded in the desert for two hours: 

Zoe never ceases to amaze me. We were all so hot and tired 
that we took long showers and then went out to eat. Yet, 
before we left for the restaurant she had decided to write 
about our day. It was so important to her... so urgent that the 
day's events be committed to paper. I know we are a family of 
writers. Yet, I am still amazed that Zoe loves to write so 
very much. She scribbled pictures to complement her written 
text. .. as though the day could not be resolved unless or until 
it had been written. She understands something about written 
language that is so deep .... so fundamental. And she 
understands it with the joy and freshness and excitement one 
has when discovering something new and durable. Yes, 
durable ... as though writing is a friend for life. (Personal 
journal, 1990) 

Modes of Writing 

Zoe had a variety of implements for writing and a variety of 

surfaces upon which to use them available to her at home. Halliday 

(1975) would include these as part of the definition of mode. She 

used pens and pencils most often in her writing. She also liked to 

write with markers and crayons; she used colored pencils for 

writing once. She used a broad range of surfaces preferring eight 

and one half by eleven inch lined yellow paper and three by five inch 

index cards or white pad paper. 
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Table 13 shows the frequency with which Zoe wrote with the 

various implements available to her and the surfaces she chose for 

that writing. 'f precedes number of times used as a secondary 

implement; '1/' precedes number of times used as a tertiary 

implement. She typically wrote notes on smaller pieces of paper. 

Lists were also on small and varied surfaces. Her stories were 

written on white or construction paper so that she could illustrate 

them without dealing with the lines found on other types of paper. 

Most of the materials were in the art cabinet or in her desk. She 

borrowed envelopes and sticky notes from the study. Modes are 

included as part of the discussion of social situation because they 

involved the choices Zoe made in our home. The modes available to 

her and the decision making processes reflected the power 

structure of the home. This study indicated that the power 

structure was related to Zoe's uses of written language. 

point of Origin Tenor of Relationship, and Ownership 

Zoe initiated her own writing at will. She was never pushed, 

chided, or outwardly forced to write. Writing was a family value 

and she received much encouragement for her writing endeavors. 

The family value was undoubtedly a pressure of some sort, as 

family values tend to be. Of greater impact upon the initiation of 

writing activities was the tenor of relationships within our family. 

We were open to each individual as a thinking and responsible 

person. We allowed input into almost all decisions and worked on 
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Table 13 

Summary of Implements and Syrfaces Used by Zoe in Writing at 

Home 

pencil pen marker col.penci crayo Total 
I n 

9 1/2x10 1/2" 0 0 0 0 1 1 
tagboard 
8x91/2" 2 1 0 1 4 
tagboard 
5x7" tag board 0 0 2 0 0 2 
8x8" tagboard 0 0 0 0 2 2 
Zoe-cut 0 2 0 0 0 2 
tagboard 
diary 1 1 0 0 0 2 
loose leaf 2/1 2 0 0 1 5 
notebook 
8 1/2x11" 4/1 3 4 0 1/1 12 
yellow 
spiral bound 1/1 0 0 0 1 2 
notebook 
assorted Zoe- 5111 0 1/1 0 1 7 
cut 
construction 
6 1I2x8112 0 0 0 0 1 1 
construction 
12x16" 0 11 0 0 2 2 
construction 
3x5" index 5 2 1 0 0 8 
cards or pad 
primary . paper 1 0 2 0 0 3 
sticky notes 2 1 0 0 0 3 
8 1/2x11" 1/1 1 0 0 2 4 
white 
envelopes 2 0 0 0 0 2 
TOTAL 261 131 1 01 1 1 21 

4111 1 1 1 
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negotiating so that consensus was reached. As a result of my 

training as a client-centered counselor in 1974-1978, I came to 

believe that compromise was when no one was satisfied. As a 

result, we sought consensus in our dealings around most issues, 

including writing. This meant that the children expected to have 

input and came to feel empowered because of their home life. They 

came to express themselves via art medium and in writing. This 

was a meaning-based and child-centered process. Because of the 

'feel' of our home, the tenor of our relationships, Zoe felt she could 

express herself openly and honestly. There was safety in taking 

risks. She knew that we had faith in her as a competent and capable 

individual and respected her expression of her self. 

Zoe used writing to make meaning. She made it in the many 

ways described above and as a function, to some degree, of the 

relationships she had with those around her. She knew that Sadie 

was a writer and, therefore, a resource. She knew that parents 

were also resources and individuals respectful of what she had to 

offer. 

The mutually supportive writing environment allowed Zoe to 

assume virtually complete ownership of her writing. Our home was 

a safe place for the decisions she made as a writer and Zoe assumed 

the responsibility of making those decisions. Thus, she was the 

point of origin for her writing. 
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Responses to Zoe's Writing 

We were a physical family in the home. There was a lot of 

hugging and kissing and we liked it that way. We were emotional. 

When Zoe read us the piece about our trip to Mexico, we laughed. 

When her imaginary friend died, we cried. Zoe expected different 

responses to different pieces of writing. We offered various 

responses to various pieces providing the genuine responses she 

expected. 

When Zoe handed Pat a note while Pat was on the phone, a 

shake of the head would suffice. Stories were sometimes read to 

the whole family followed by applause, hugs, and kisses. Signs 

were obeyed. Labels were read. Newspapers were purchased. We 

sought to respond to Zoe's writing in a genuine way reflective of the 

function of the piece. Genuine response meant response as it was 

be given in the real world because our home was part of the real 

world. Poetry was to be appreciated; diners were for purchasing 

the dollar-plate specials. The response often meant joining in the 

play, becoming part of the activity. 

Zoe's most severe judge was herself. She accepted her 

writing at times. Other times, she was frustrated with her lack of 

knowledge about the conventions of written language. Overall, she 

loved to share· her writing endeavors. If she wasn't getting the help 

she wanted just as she wanted it, she would let us know. We took 

our leads from Zoe. That was a lesson that Sadie, her older sister, 

had taught us. Zoe turned out to be more of a risk-taker. She also 



turned out to be harder on herself if things weren't going as she 

planned. 

Activity Theory Analysis 
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A major difference between home and school writing in 

kindergarten was the lack of a second agenda in the home situation. 

In school Zoe had to deal with the goals, motives, and operations of 

her teacher as well as herself. Thus, there were two writing 

agendas in school. There were typically not two agendas 

functioning at the same time in the home. Zoe was the point of 

origin of her writing. She was situated within the family and 

community setting and, as part of those, engaged in writing 

activities reflective of those situations. The operations, motives, 

and goals at home were consistent with who Zoe was and how she 

learned. Consistent with activity theory (Leont'ev, 1981), in this 

section I analyzed Zoe's operations, goals and motives in terms of 

written language at home. 

Operations 

The operations of her writing were based in conventional uses 

of writing as she was coming to understand them. She wrote notes, 

made signs, wrote lists, made journal entries, and more--reflective 

of her developing understandings of written language. She mixed 

various conventions to suit her purposes. Freedom of movement and 
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the tapping of a variety of resources in the home were parts of her 

operations as a writer. 

Motives 

Zoe's motives for writing were a function of the broader 

social situation, her growing understandings of written language, 

and the demonstrations which surrounded her. These motives were 

generated by Zoe and her context as they transacted in daily life. 

This has been described and analyzed earlier. 

Goals 

Zoe had a broad range of goals for her writing: she wanted 

certain things to happen in certain ways; wanted information; 

wanted to record or perpetuate feelings and events; sought to have 

others do as she directed; expressed her individuality; tested her 

knowledge and understanding of her world; and established and 

maintained parameters of relationships with the world around her. 

I am sure that one of her goals was to please her parents. In a 

family as steeped in writing for as many uses as ours had, Zoe 

undoubtedly found that being a writer helped in her sense of 

belonging to the family. This related to her beliefs about writing. 
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Summary of Kindergarten Writing at Home 

Zoe's writing has been analyzed, to this point, through a 

variety of categories which emerged from her writing. At home, 

Zoe was the point of origin of her work. She lived in a family and a 

community with values to which she responded. Inside of this 

living situation and within its values and daily living, Zoe took 

control of her writing. She determined the fields, tenors, modes, 

and time frames of her writing activities. She also chose the 

components of her writing, decided on the functions and made 

decisions regarding the linguistic foci. She presented her writing 

and expected her audience to respond to the meaning of what she 

had written. 

Zoe was in direct control of the goals, operations, and 

components of her writing. These were nested in the social 

situation. Figure 34 summarizes the first level of analYSis of Zoe's 

writing at home during her kindergarten year. Zoe is displayed at 

the top of the Figure and as t,he only point of origin of her work. 

Zoe, in a relationship with her goals and motives, is involved in the 

operations of her writing, the putting of meaning into written 

language. Resting upon the goals and motives are the determinants 

and components of her writing, as described above. The system 

resulted in her experiences as a writer which will be discussed as 

part of the second level of analysis. 



Field 

Point of Origin 
Zoe 

in a family 
ina community 

Determinants of Writing 

Tenor Mode Soci a I Situation 

Components of Writing 
Functions of 

Written Language Purpose Linguistic Foci 
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Presentation/Evaluation/Response 

GooJs-------t-Operal lons~-------lIolives 

Contributes to 
Experience 

Figure 34 Summary of first level of analysis of Zoe's writing at 

home. 

Second Level of Analysis of the Kindergarten Year 

The second level of analysis involved comparing across the 

two settings, home and school. I began to understand the 

complexity of the settings and interpreted the complexities 

metaphorically as webs. Each setting seemed to me to be a complex 

blend of many strands touching each other. The strands were social, 
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linguistic, political, and more. The first section of this analysis is 

a discussion of the complexity of writing in a social web. This 

level of analysis also involved consideration of the zones of 

proximal development and the nature of Zoe's writing experiences 

across settings. In the final sections of this second level of 

analysis I discuss writing as thematically defined across settings 

and how these themes were manifested differently as a function of 

each particular setting. The thematic analysis lays the foundations 

for the theoretical framework and the implications discussed in the 

final chapter. 

The Complexity of Writing in a Socjal Web 

Both of the writing settings, home and school, were complex 

webs of social and linguistic interaction in which Zoe learned about 

writing. The webs, quite different at each setting, included the 

relationships between the forms and functions of language, 

linguistic foci, time, purpose, social situation, and the fields, 

tenors, and modes of written language activity. In this section 

present the web at school and the web at home. 

School 

Ownership of writing at school was a double layered web, one 

layer reflecting the teacher's writing agenda and the other 

reflecting Zoe's. Of course, any movement on one web affected the 

other. Since Ms K made all the decisions about forms, functions, 
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use of time, purposes of writing activities, goals, motives, and 

methods of operation which expressed these, Zoe's agenda was 

pushed underground or postponed until she was at home. Ms K 

decided what the children would write and was also the audience 

for their writing. Zoe also developed goals and motives for writing 

in school. These were not always consistent with Ms K's as Zoe 

sought to complete activities in order to be finished with her 

'work'. 

Ms K assumed ownership of the writing activities at school 

and thus became the point of origin of writing. The tenor of 

relationship between Zoe and Ms K was similar to that of 

management and labor in some factories. Ms K assigned the work, 

Zoe did the work and received 'payment' of being free to attend a 

free choice center. Ms K also served in an evaluative capacity, as 

the factory inspector, as a way of responding to Zoe's writing. Ms K 

decided if the work met her criteria for being finished. 

Ms K determined the linguistic variability and acceptability of 

the children's work. She typically concentrated at the subskills 

instructional model, moving the children from letters to parts of 

words, then words, phrases, and finally sentences by the last month 

of school. The function of writing was a special case of the 

informative function, which I called R2, ticket out. This meant that 

the children used written language to produce previously 

determined responses as a vehicle for getting out of the required 

writing center and being able to attend a free choice center. 
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The tenor of relationship was one of teacher demanding and 

directing writing activity, a power relationship. She controlled the 

time frames of the day (part of the field), the modes of writing, and 

the field. The field, tenor, and mode and other determinants were 

expressed in the linguistic foci and the functions of language which 

were used. Zoe developed a social system within the teacher 

regulated system. The children spoke as they worked, rarely 

discussing the work they were dOing except in an evaluative or 

progress-oriented .sense. 

Home 

The web of social and linguistic interaction in which Zoe 

learned about writing at home was a single web, with Zoe as the 

focal point. She was the point of origin for her writing. She chose 

forms and functions which were consistent with the social setting 

and its demands. A situation which called for a note was one in 

which a note was typically written. The desire to write a story led 

to the writing of a story. Zoe used a variety of the functions of 

written language at home. She usually had clear goals and motives 

for writing and made decisions about variability and acceptability 

She decided how much time to invest in a writing activity, 

determining when it was to be initiated and when it was complete. 

The social situation of being a family member and a member 

of a community had an impact upon her writing. She usually wrote 

alone, but with an audience in mind. Her notes might have been 
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written in her room, but with the intention of delivering them to 

the addressee. The various uses of written language in which she 

engaged were socially driven but not by power relationships. Each 

use had an implied social interaction with other individuals for a 

variety of reasons. Sometimes the audience was intended to be 

herself, alone, as in a journal entry. Other times the audience was 

extended to the neighborhood. 

The uses of writing at home were meaning based. The 

variability of her writing was a result of the form, her purpose, and 

her increasing understanding of the conventions of the written 

language. The purpose was related to the goal in that the goal of 

completion of a piece of writing was not seen, usually, as a goal in 

and of itself. The completed piece was a way of extending herself 

into the family and community in ways which were, perhaps, not 

possible or not desired, via other means. 

The Zone of Proxjmal Development 

Following Vygotksy's definition of the zone of proximal 

development (1978), Zoe was rarely in a zone of proximal 

development in school. One of the criteria for a zone is some 

expression or knowledge or understanding of the child's "actual 

development level as determined by independent problem solving" 

(p.86). Zoe rarely wrote outside of the required writing activities, 

so there was no opportunity to observe her 'independent problem 

solving' in relation to written language. 
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Zoe entered a zone of proximal development at home as many 

of her writing activities there presented problems which she solved 

in a variety of ways. They were activities which she 

conceptualized and, as a result, involved her level of actual 

development. She responded to issues which arose from the 

activities she conceptualized. Surrounded by a family of writers, 

she was increasingly aware of the conventions of writing. Some of 

these conventions were new to her awareness; thus, the social 

situation served as the "more capable peer" (Vygotsky, 1978, p.86). 

Her sister, her mom, and I involved Zoe in life as a writer. As she 

let us know what she wanted or needed to know for a particular 

writing activity, she initiated a collaborative experience focused on 

getting her writer-needs fulfilled. She created her agenda for 

learning and sought to address it. Zoe opened zones of proximal 

development by the nature of her relationships with those around 

her. In this sense, I found her zones to be a mutual construction. I 

looked for this mutuality during the second year of this study and 

discuss it in greater depth in the final chapter. 

The zone could or could not be opened because of the setting, 

specifically the manifestations of beliefs of those in the situation. 

Ms K believed that she had to present writing in a strict sequence 

which increased in complexity over the year. She assumed complete 

control over the writing program. Our whole language child

centered home focused more on the child as a source of information. 

We relied on Zoe to show us what she knew and what she wanted to 
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know. We offered hints and insights into written language if we 

thought they would be helpful. We were committed to to her as a 

learner who learned from her own writing and the written language 

she encountered in literacy activity within the home. 

The Zone of proximal Development and Writing Activity 

The lack of zones of proximal development in school may have 

been responsible for the development of the second web of 

interaction at the school setting. Zoe was involved in work in 

which a zone could not open. Thus, rather than being in a setting 

which would start to stretch her knowledge of written language, 

she was in a setting in which written language became a unique 

system of meaning. It took an economic value, capable of buying her 

out of the required center and into a center of her own choosing. 

The content or meaning of what was written lost its value making 

writing at school a non-language based activity. 

Ms K worked hard to fulfill her goals for the kindergarten 

writers. She was motivated primarily by the first grade teachers' 

expectations of what children should arrive with at first grade. The 

activity took on a different set of goals and motives for Zoe, one 

which devalued written language as a way of sharing meanings. 

This relates to Dewey'S (1938) explanation of experience. 
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The Nature of the Writing Experience 

The zone of proximal development can be related to Dewey's 

(1938) explanation of experience in terms of the internal and 

external. Dewey submits that an experience must involve a balance 

between what is within the individual and the external world. The 

external world is complex and context-based. Thus, the external 

world for Zoe when she was in school was one that was regulated by 

Ms K. The external world of writing was directed by the teacher and 

Zoe, being a good student, did what was required of her. 

The internal world relates to the 'actual level of development' 

as discussed above. A quality experience, according to Dewey, 

involves the interaction of the internal and the external. Ms K did 

not consider Zoe's internal understanding of written language. At 

home, her internal understanding of written language during a 

writing activity was in constant interaction with the external 

world. Zoe had two external worlds as a writer in kindergarten. 

Home, which paid attention to and allowed expression of the 

internal world was one external world. School, which focused on a 

strict and rigid sequence of language disregarding what she knew, 

was the second external world. 

The second facet of experience for Dewey is continuity, by 

which he means the ways in which an experience contributes to the 

life of the individual. The life of Zoe as a writer was intended to be 

nurtured in both settings. An essential part of Dewey's discussion 

of continuity focuses on experiences which effect the life of the 
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individual over time. Zoe's writing at home involved the use of 

written language as it was used in the real world. Just as adults 

learn language, learn about language, and learn through 

language(Haliiday, 1988), Zoe was involved in these three aspects 

of written language when involved in writing at home. 

School writing lacked this type of continuity. Writing became 

copying and rendering and a currency, having meaning in an economic 

sense, rather than a language sense. The differences between home 

and school writing led me to develop thematic context-based 

definitions of writing. 

Themes of Context-Based Definitions of Writing 

The themes discussed in this section are general and 

categorical, having emerged from the data across settings. My view 

of writing was presented in Chapter 2. The view of writing which 

manifested itself at school was not consistent with my views of 

written language and language learning as substantiated in Chapter 

2. What has emerged from this study up to this point is that 

writing had an operational definition which was reflective of 

setting. When Zoe was at home, she understood certain parameters 

for writing to be in effect. When she was at school, other 

parameters were in effect. The definitions of writing she 

encountered across settings were multi-faceted but had some 

common themes across settings. The common themes home and 

school shared in kindergarten were: use, property, structuring, 
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orientation, resources, and valuing. These themes, then, are the 

components of the definition of writing across settings. I present 

them separately, although they overflowed into one another. 

Use involved function and purpose. The use of writing at home 

was meaning-based and language-based. Zoe wrote at home to 

actively involve herself in the making of meaning for a variety of 

purposes. A newspaper, stories, lists, labels, and notes, were all 

expressions of meaning across a variety of functions. Words, 

written names, phrases, sentences, and a variety of types of text 

were involved with using written language to communicate various 

meanings. Be it a request to stay up late, a label for Blue Bear, or a 

sign to sell seeds for one dollar each, the writing activity at home 

had a strong underlying use: it was done for meaning. 

Writing at school was typically void of language-based 

meaning, except in cases when Zoe wrote her name on a piece of 

work to identify it as her own or wrote in the underground. The 

purpose of writing at school was to physically take a pencil and 

"put it to the paper" in Ms K's words. The children copied letters, 

titles, names and words without an investment in meaning. The 

purpose of writing, at school, was to reach the goal of completion. 

The use for writing in school was, in this sense, economically 

based. 
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property 

Property refers to two very broad categories of written 

language in this study. One category had to do with the conventions 

of written language; the second category had to do with the social 

issues, including power relationships, which were inherent in Zoe's 

use of written language across settings. I include both of these 

under the property theme because of how strongly the data of this 

study indicated a relationship between the two. Written language 

had different properties in school than it did at home. A high 

priority was placed on mechanical formation of the letters when 

Zoe was in school. The size of the letters had to be correct, the 

shape had to be correct, and upper and lower case letters had to be 

used in their proper locatio'ns. The written material was compared 

to the teacher's 'perfect' model. Anything that was written had to 

be spelled correctly. Writing in school had a redundant facet in that 

Zoe had to render or copy the same thing repeatedly in a single 

writing activity. It lacked a language meaning base because she 

could not read many pieces once the rendering was completed. 

The social properties of the social setting related to writing 

in school existed around, not within, the writing activity. Zoe 

completed her writing work while discussing many unrelated things 

with the other children in her committee. Another property of the 

social setting was Zoe's relationship with the teacher, which was 

evaluative since Ms K decided if Zoe's work met the criteria for 

completion. 
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The properties of writing at home were quite different. 

Spelling was allowed to vary. The size, shape, and "caseness" of a 

word were not important to anyone but the writer. Writing was a 

relationship between the writer, the text, and the audience. The 

relationship could vary at different points of time reflective of the 

state of the reader, the writer, and the text. Rules that may 

operate for a future reader in a relationship with the text were 

considered only when Zoe decided she wanted them considered. This 

meant an adult or her sister edited her work at her request. 

Approximation was accepted. Perfection was not demanded by 

anyone but the writer; Zoe decided when her piece was done. The 

properties of printed words, at home, were related to the writer 

and her continually growing awareness of print. 

Structuring 

Structuring was the theme which had to do with how writing 

activities were developed or put together. The tenor of 

relationships, particularly power relationships in school, 

contributed to the emergence of this theme. Most of the decisions 

in school were made by Ms K. She defined the children's work, 

designed the room, set up the rules, and made usage decisions about 

materials. Ms K. decided the acceptable size and form of the 

letters, controlled the centers, placed the furniture, decided what 

would be displayed on the bulletin boards, determined the order of 

the day, defined the tasks at the required centers, and set up the 
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rules and parameters of discipline. Ms K was the point of origin of 

writing activities and assumed much of the ownership. This 

resulted in a limited range of writing possibilities and 

opportunities at school for Zoe. Zoe decided to follow the rules (or 

not and reap the consequences), where to sit at a center, which 

nonrequired center to attend, and chose her job on the job board. 

School writing was completely structured by the teacher. Zoe 

had no input in deciding what to write unless she chose the office 

as a free choice center when her required work was completed. The 

issue of management was vital to writing in school. Zoe wrote only 

what the teacher told her to write. Writing was completely 

structured, in content and process, by the teacher. Zoe abandoned 

much of her understanding of the written language as steeped in 

meaning when she wrote during required writing activities at 

school. 

At home, Zoe chose her writing, assuming ownership as the 

point of origin of the activities. Sometimes that interest was 

related to what her sister was involved in. Writing might occur in 

the context of a game, play of some sort, or serious authoring. 

Writing was negotiable and fluid at home. What started out as a 

newspaper might wind up a book. What began as a pile of papers for 

name tags might wind up as lists of things needed for a club. 

Writing was rooted in whatever was going on. It was part of the 

continuing process of playing and growing. Zoe was in control of 

what was written. She relied on those around her at her discretion. 
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She was engaged in her writing because it was important to her to 

make meaning. The task in which she was involved made sense to 

her, interested her and was fun. 

Orientation 

Orientation was the theme which dealt with beliefs about 

written language and the conditions under which written language 

development ought to take place. In school the teacher defined the 

task. The school activities involved the graphophonic and syntactic 

systems of language expressed as subskills and skills instructional 

models. Zoe spent much time writing alphabetic letters and words 

for her work. The teacher's belief was that written language was 

learned in a strict sequence. Writing at school was work and was 

done individually. The ultimate goal was a product to show the 

teacher as a vehicle to one's next destination. The person putting 

the pencil to the paper, Zoe, had a different orientation than the 

person requiring the pencil be put to paper, Ms K. 

Ms K had a banking model (Shor & Freire, 1987) orientation 

towards the teaching of writing. Her belief was that a child was a 

writer when she was copying or rendering. The teacher deposited 

into the child's empty account. Instruction needed to be direct or 

assigned by the teacher in order for learning to take place. She 

believed a direct relationship existed between what a teacher 

offered and what a child learned. 



326 

Zoe engaged in complex writing activities at home. The belief 

about written language at home was that it was language and 

meaning based and used as such. Writing at home was whole and 

holistic. There was a playful nature to the involvement at home. 

Zoe experimented and took risks with written language at home; 

this was not allowed in school. At home, she was involved in the 

process of self-directed learning. She sometimes wrote with her 

sister making the social nature of learning was apparent. They 

cooperated and were involved in the negotiating process with each 

other and with what they wrote. There was a give and take to their 

literary endeavors. There was hard work and joy in the processes 

and in the products. 

The home was child-centered and issues of language were 

addressed by Zoe as she demanded. She was coming to terms with 

her understanding of the conventions of written language and was 

free to explore written language. This was consistent with the 

home orientation that the learner has a rich pool of linguistic and 

social knowledge upon which she can call in the process of 

constructing her understanding and use of written language. 

Resources 

Resources were the full range of support available to Zoe as a 

writer. The resources for writing in school included the teacher, 

first and foremost. An extension of that might be the strips of 

paper which she wrote for the children to copy. There were copies 
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of the alphabet displayed around the room, but I only saw one child 

refer to one of those charts. He noticed that some of the letters 

from his name were "up there". The teacher was the resource for 

content and process. 

Zoe used a variety of resources at home. She asked her mom, 

Sadie, or me for help in spelling words. She asked for 

demonstrations of writing by requesting that someone take her 

dictation. She used books she had memorized from hearing 

repeatedly. She used a book of poetry as a point of origin for a poem 

of her own. The places Zoe chose to write, the physical 

environment, were resources too. Zoe wrote in different parts of 

the house based on comfort, privacy, and inclination. Sometimes, 

she liked to write outside (especially if it involved sales). 

Resources were readily accessible in that Zoe was allowed to get up 

and ask questions at will. The freedom of movement at home 

allowed her to respond to her physical needs as they arose. As the 

girls worked on their newspaper, they sipped apple juice which they 

referred to as coffee. The organization and rules about space and 

the use of time at home were different than at school. At school, 

resources were restricted to those provided by Ms K. 

The way in which materials were used and accessed for 

writing in the home were quite different from school. Zoe chose 

from a variety of materials for writing. Zoe knew where the 

materials were located and took what she needed when she needed 

it. The various implements at home were in various places. The 
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pencils and other materials, when they were needed in school, were 

in the middle of the table. Zoe did not know where they were kept. 

She did not know where the pencil sharpener was. 

Valuing 

Valuing had to do with the quality and nature of responses to 

the use of written language and was a theme which varied across 

settings. When Zoe wrote something in school, she took it home. 

The teacher liked to keep art projects to fill the bulletin board with 

the children's work. Their writing was never hung up. They were 

told to take home whatever they wrote. The finished products of 

Zoe's writing work in school were verbally okayed by the teacher 

who was the primary audience and focused on evaluation. Secondary 

audiences included peers, during the activity, and family, after the 

day at school. Writing activities in which children were involved in 

the classroom were not valued as language. 

Writing at home was responded to as a function of its 

intended use. We had plays written and performed at home. Books 

were "published" and made part of our home library. Zoe hung the 

poster of herself on her bedroom door. The kitchen walls, and of 

course the refrigerator, were covered with notes, signs, and art 

work. Writing at home was valued by the writer and the rest of the 

family. It was appreciated for its functions and purposes. 
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Summary of Themes 

Summarizing the themes of writing presented above, writing was 

operationally defined by Zoe as a function of context. When she was 

at school, writing was one thing; when she was at home it was 

quite different. Table 14 summarizes the differences between 

writing in the two settings. 

Table 14 

Summary of the Thematic Definition of Writing Across Settings 

Showing the Differences Between Home and School in Kindergarten 

Theme Home School 
Use -Meaning-based -Economy-based 
Property -Approximations -High value on 

accepted mechanics 
-Social quality -Social quality 
within the activity around the activity 

Structuring -Child-centered, -Teacher-centered, 
owned owned 

-Closed to variety, 
-Open to variety, rigid 
fluid 

Orientation -Play -Work 
-Self directed -Teacher directed 
-Learner as teacher, -Learner as empty, 
guide, originator teacher as source 

Resources -Family -Teacher 
-Physical resources -Physical resources 
allocated by Zoe allocated by teacher 

Valuing -By family members -By teacher 
-Function of Zoe's -Verbal OK 
intentions 
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Although Table 14 shows similar themes of writing in both 

situations, . they have quite different characteristics relative to 

each setting. Writing at school was defined by the teacher and 

imposed on Zoe via a power relationship. Writing at home was 

based in the language meaning potentials of written language. 
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CHAPTERS 

THE YEAR IN FIRST GRADE 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe, contextualize, and 

analyze Zoe's writing in first grade. Contextualizing refers to the 

social situation and setting and how those made an impact on Zoe's 

writing. 

Contextualizing the Case Study: School in First Grade 

The contextualization of Zoe within Ms H's first grade 

classroom involves a description of eight broad areas: a description 

of the classroom, specifically the physical setting; the progression 

of a typical week; instructional activity during a typical week; the 

use of oral language in the classroom; writing opportunities in the 

first grade classroom; Ms H's explanation of the writing program in 

her classroom; parent involvement, mine, in the first grade 

classroom; and a summary of the context. 

Description of the First Grade Classroom 

Ms H's classroom was across the hall from Zoe's kindergarten 

classroom. She had seen Ms H during kindergarten and was familiar 

with the location of the room. Ms H had a two foot by three foot 

bulletin board outside of her classroom where she displayed one 

student's photograph and biographical information each week during 

the year. The room was identical in structure to one of Ms K's 
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double rooms. Ms H had a large storage cabinet in the southeast 

corner of her room. A countertop ran across the the south wall with 

a sink, water fountain, and storage space, below. She had an 

aquarium set up on the counter near the sink. Wire baskets on the 

countertop were for children's completed work. There was a 

restroom in the southwest corner. The classroom had a tile floor 

along the southern section, almost equal in width to the door and 

storage cabinets. The remainder of the room was carpeted. 

Windows ran along the middle of the entire west wall. 

Ms H did not move the furniture that was near or against the 

walls for the entire school year. Along the walls, starting from the 

southwest corner near the restroom, were her desk, an area 

cordoned off by bookcases which contained blocks on one side and 

books on the other, and a round table used as the listening center. 

Next to her desk was a box labelled "Partner Reading" which 

contained books and packs of flashcards which the children used 

when their assigned work was completed. Nearby was a free

standing hanging chart holder which had 24 by 36 inch teacher made 

posters of songs and Iists.Along the north wall were cubbies for 

half the children, a math center made of two tables, and another set 

of cubbies for the children. A green chalkboard covered most of the 

east wall, though there was room above it for posters. 

Ms H did move the children's tables three times during the 

year. A table had space for two children, including two storage 

spaces under each space for books etc. Ms H usually pushed tables 



together so that children sat in groups of six, eight, or ten. She 

occasionally moved children who were misbehaving, but for the 
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most part children sat where they chose. The groupings of children 

were referred to as pumpkins, blueberries, and limes, reflective of 

the color of the chairs at the particular tables. Figure 35 shows the 

way the room was arranged during the first few months of Zoe's 

first grade year. Ms H moved the table into a 'Z' shape during the 

middle of the year which allowed her to sit with the entire class in 

a larger area in the center of the rug. 

Centers 

There were four center areas around the room. The art center 

was at a long table near the door. It was on the uncarpeted area of 

the floor near the sink and the large trash barrel. The listening 

center consisted of a round table, chairs, one tape player, and an 

'octopus' which allowed many children to listen to the same tape at 

once using headphones. 

The math center was located along the center of the south 

wall. Sometimes it was for science. The reading table was also 

used for spelling. Children would pick up a spelling booklet there 

and decide whether to work with that booklet at the center or their 

desks. As the year progressed, the reading table was used less and 

less as a center of activity. Ms H did more whole group lessons, 

consistent with her interpretation of the new reading series. 
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She preferred to do these lessons on the floor in the carpeted area 

in the center of the tables. Although most of the room was 

carpeted, she began to refer to this central area as "the rug". 

Other areas in the room where the children might choose to 

work were not referred to as centers. The children could go to the 

library area, which was a book collection and block area. 

Sometimes they would read or work on the floor in front of Ms H's 

desk or near the chalkboard. 

The Walls 

Virtually every bit of wall space was decorated with colorful 

posters and children's work. She was comfortable displaying 

children's writing which had invented spelling, though she preferred 

conventional spelling. She also used one bulletin board for 

children's work, usually things made at the art center. 

The doors of the storage cabinets had a poster of jobs with 

names of the children and the job they would have that week. Also 

on the doors were posters displaying the days of the week, in the 

order, and a poster showing the rules of good manners. In February 

Ms H put up a poster on which children placed a star next to their 

name for each creative writing story they wrote. The entire south 

wall, above the counter, had bulletin boards. A spelling stars chart, 

for children who got perfect spelling tests, and a list of the week's 

spelling words inside a clown's balloons were on part of the 
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bulletin board. The remainder of the bulletin board displayed the 

children's art projects. 

There were large commercial cutouts of the vowels, large 

crayons with their color names on them, posters advertising the 

benefits of reading, and a number chart of the numbers from one to 

one hundred above the windows. Ms H hung a large colorful kite in 

the northwest corner of the room. Decorations remained in place 

for the entire year. 

The north wall was an accordion door which ran the length of 

the room and divided Ms H's room from Ms D's room. Ms D also 

taught first grade. The accordion door had a small door in it so that 

the teachers could visit and the children could move from room to 

room without entering the hall. They did this periodically when 

viewing films and filmstrips together. The larger door was never 

opened. Ms H used the accordion door as one large display area. On 

the door, she hung a large poster with the names of the colors on 

the door. She also hung calendars for the entire year there. Each 

month had its numbers in a different shape, displaying a symbol for 

the month such as a flag for July, Turkeys for November etc. She 

put a small birthday cake with a name on it denoting all of the 

children's birthdays. Ms H included her birthday, too. 

The east wall, consisting almost entirely of chalkboard, had 

many things hanging on it. Above the chalkboard were pictures of 

crayons with their color names written on them like the ones above 

the windows. There was also a set of number posters showing a 
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numeral and a number of things on each one. In the small space 

between the chalkboard and the door to the hallway was a picture of 

George Bush. During January, there was also a picture of Martin 

Luther King, Jr. In the small space between the door and the storage 

cabinets was a poster where the children kept track of who had lost 

a tooth. There was a poem about loose teeth and small necklaces 

each with a tooth holder on it. If a child lost a tooth in school she 

was allowed to used the necklace to bring the tooth home. Ms H also 

hung an author's scroll, to keep track of who had read a self-written 

book to the class, next to the tooth poem. 

The chalkboard consisted of three large sections. Many of the 

things on the chalkboard were posters and remained in place for the 

entire year. Closest to the northeast corner, on one third of the 

chalkboard, she made and hung two posters of rules. The first set 

of rules had to do with the garden, which the class started early and 

maintained for much of the year: 

1. . Use gate to enter/exit garden. 
2. Walk only on the pathway 
3. No running. 
4. Tools are always pointed down. 
5. Use quiet voices. 
6. Clean tools when finished. 
7. Don't go in the garden alone. 

The children reviewed these rules on occasion before going out to 

the garden as a class. 



The second set of rules had to do with classroom behavior: 

Our rules: 
1 . talk softly 
2. Hands and feet to yourself 
3. Raise your hand 
4. Take care of yourself 
5. Stay where you are 
1. Verbal warning 
2. Name on board = 5 min no F.P. 
3. v-no F.P. 
4. vv-Talk with parents & Mr. L, __ _ 
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[Punctuation, abbreviations, etc, are copied exactly as they 
appeared_ on charts. (Copied from classroom chart, 1991)] 

The children knew that F.P. meant friendship play, the time on 

Fridays when Ms Hand Ms 0 would allow their classes to play 

together on the playground. 

The last item on that first third of the chalkboard was a list 

of vocabulary words in a pocket chart. These would be changed with 

each story that the children read during the year. The list was 

copied by Ms H and sent home to parents on a weekly basis; parents 

were expected to help their children learn the words. 

The middle third of the chalkboard was open for use with 

chalk. Ms H wrote the daily schedule there for part of the year, but 

abandoned that practice. She used the chalkboard very little. 

Sometimes it became a place to hang posters reflective of an area 

of study, such as pictures of the presidents in February when they 

focused on Lincoln and Washington in the art center. There were 

hooks above this section from which Ms H could suspend the skills 

charts which accompanied the new reading series. 
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The last third of the chalkboard was closest to the door to the 

hallway. The weekly spelling words were displayed on the this 

board. Ms H wrote them on Mondays as the class watched. She also 

had drawn, with chalk, a box into which she put names of children 

who were misbehaving; some of these would accumulate a check 

mark as the day progressed. Ms H also hung a 'centers' chart on this 

section ,of the board. The chart was used to remind children which 

center they were to work at on a given day. The children had been 

grouped and each knew what their color was. Each color could line 

up with a particular center name by rotating the wheel on which the 

color was located. 

Ms H had even hung things above the door. Each of the 

punctuation marks was there, on a commercial poster, showing 

what the mark looked like and its name. Thus, the room was busy 

with print and color, displayed for a variety of purposes. 

Ms H also suspended children's work from the large wooden 

beam which traversed the center of the room. She hung spiders in a 

large yarn web at Halloween and other seasonal projects the 

children made during the year. 

A Typical Week 

This was Ms H's fifth year teaching first grade. Activities 

were fairly regular and predictable. Aside from an occasional math 

worksheet for seatwork, the morning was focused on reading and 

writing. The afternoon was focused on finishing morning 
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assignments, reading to the class, graphophonic focused writing 

worksheets, and math. The afternoon was also a time when the 

class would engage in special areas of study, such as plants, the 

rodeo, or holidays. The children saw movies, filmstrips, and videos 

in the afternoons. Table 15 shows the schedule possibilities Zoe 

had for the morning during a typical week in first grade. Table 16 

shows the schedule possibilities she had for the afternoon during a 

typical week in first grade. 

Morning 

Ms H picked up the children from the playground when the bell 

rang at 8:00 in the morning. She escorted them to the classroom 

and reminded the children of what they were to be doing upon 

arrival. She led the children through the day telling them what 

activities they should be doing at a given moment. The bulk of the 

morning was taken up by reading groups at the beginning of the year. 

As the year progressed, Ms H stopped having separate reading groups 

and used a whole group time on the rug area for reading instruction. 

She would use the skills charts from the new series, have the 

children read the next story in the anthology, or introduce workbook 

pages with the entire class of 27 children at one time. Once she 

made the change to whole group instruction, she would circulate as 

the children did seatwork assignments to help them with that or sit 

at the reading table to help individuals by editing or providing 

spelling for words they wanted or needed to spell conventionally. 



Table 15 

The Schedule of Possibilities for the Morning During a Typical 

Week 

Time Possible Activities 
8:00-8:30 Enter the building 

Put homework into wire basket 
Put away packs, clothing etc. 
Silent reading or writing 
Older children take 'readers' into hall 
Older children take group to water garden 
Finish previous day's work 

8:30-9:00 Opening 
Reading group(s) 
Seatwork assigned 

9:00-9:30 Reading group(s) 
Seatwork 
Warm ups and P.E. or garden 

9:30-10:00 Seatwork 
Warm ups and P.E. or garden 
Centers 

10:00-10:30 Centers 
Partner reading 
Creative writing 
S.R.A. 
Free time 

10:30-11 :00 Partner reading 
Centers 
Free time 
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Arrival and pre-opening. The children arrived at the classroom 

at 8:05. Those with homework which required checking would place 

it in a wire basket on the countertop near the aquarium. 



Table 16 

The Schedyle of possibilities for the Afternoon Dyring a Typical 

Week 

Time Possible Activities 
11 :00-11 :50 Lunch and recess 
11 :50-12:30 Drinks and rest 

Finish morning work 
Ms H reads book to class 
Kids read their writing to class 

12:30-1 :00 Library/computer 
D'Nealian writing 
Editing of creative writing 

1 :00-1 :30 Math 
1 :30-2:00 Silent reading or writing 

Game or song 
Recess 
Dismissal 
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The children used a lower section of the storage cabinet for 

their lunch boxes and jackets. They knew that upon arrival they 

were to spend the first half hour of school reading silently; they 

called this SSR, sustained silent reading. Most had placed a book on 

their desks the previous day before leaving school. Others would 

work on seat or center work that had not been completed the 

previous day. This work was on their tables and they knew it took 

precedent over silent reading. 

As the year progressed, and my involvement in the classroom 

increased, Ms H allowed the children to read or write during SSR. 

For Zoe, this turned out to be an important time as it was during 
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this time that she could generate and meet her own writing agenda. 

Ms H also allowed children to work with each other during this time 

if they were reading or writing something together. Zoe was 

allowed to collaborate with other children and co-author books 

from October on. 

Upper grade children were involved in various capacities from 

8:00 to 8:30. One group of fifth graders would arrive and call for 

"readers". The fifth graders had a list of the children in the Ms HiS 

class. They would call children in order and have them read books 

provided by Ms H. Ms H left these books near the door in a wire 

basket; she also left the list of names of the children in the class. 

The fifth graders ran the "readers" program without Ms H. They 

would arrive, call out the next few names on the list, take those 

children to the hall, and have them read from the books provided. 

Each child would read an entire book and return to the classroom to 

call the next person on the list to go out into the hall. 

A second group of fifth graders helped the first graders with 

their garden by taking a group out each morning to water it. The 

fifth graders arrived and looked at the list of vegetables; each first 

grader knew which vegetable they had planted. The older children 

would call a vegetable group and escort them to the hose, help them 

turn it on, aid in the watering, and return the first graders to their 

classroom. 

Opening Ms H told the children the time when it was 8:30. 

They knew that the announcement of the time meant that it was 
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time for their opening. The opening involved the recital of the 

Pledge of Allegiance, a song the class was learning, and a moment 

of silence. Ms H would then choose a child to read the menu; then 

she counted how many children desired hot lunch. 

Ms H sometimes made the lunch count into a math activity, 

having the children count how many were standing. Sometimes they 

would count backwards to see if they reached zero, pointing to each 

child as they counted. This would confirm the number. 

Beading group's) and seatwark. Beading groups and seatwork 

lasted from 8:40 through 10:00 or as late as 10:30 some mornings. 

Ms H started the year with three groups: dolphins, mice, and turtles. 

The children had chosen their own names for the groups. These 

were not grouped in any particular way, consistent with Ms H's 

understanding of the new reading series. She stopped having groups 

in the second month' of school. 

The children usually listened to Ms H or a tape of the reading 

of the story in their Houghton Mifflin Literary Reader (Houghton 

Mifflin, 1989). Then they would read it alone or with a partner. 

Sometimes they would read by gender, boys reading one page and 

girls the next. Ms H welcomed spontaneous discussion about the 

stories and also used the teacher's guide to stimulate discussion 

among the children. They reread stories three or four times in 

various ways. 

Ms H used the skills charts that the company provided. She 

also used the workbooks which focused on phonic and word analysis 
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skills and comprehension. The children would listen to her 

presentation of a skill and then work the first exercise together. 

Then they would be told to finish the workbook as part of their 

seatwork. One workbook had blank pages for journal entries. Ms H 

and the children would discuss this before they left the group to 

finish it on their own. 

Following reading groups, seatwork was distributed to the 

children. They were also given their folders which were used for 

completed seatwork. Originally, seatwork was used to keep the 

other children involved in something while Ms H met with a reading 

group. This purpose for seatwork changed when Ms H was not having 

small groups any longer. She was then free to help children 

individually with any problems they were having. 

A regular part of seatwork involved putting spelling words 

into sentences. Ms H would put three magnets on the board next to 

three spelling words. Those were the words that were to be put 

into sentences. There was a five word minimum per sentence and 

the sentences were to be "interesting". 

Zoe understood the seatwork to be an important part of the 

school day: 

Zoe: ... This is phonics.[pointing to a worksheet during an 
interview] 
Meyer:Phonics?What is that? ... 
Zoe: No, you know what phonics is. It's a paper that you do in 
this middle. 
Meyer:ln the middle of what? 
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Zoe: ... your work. Like in our classroom we say that the first 
page you do is your meat, the second is your vegetables or 
potatoes something. The last page is your dessert and it can 
be a donut or whatever. 
Meyer:Alright, so what's usually the meat? 
Zoe: The meat is hmmmm, you know our spelling sentences 
that I showed you before like this. 
Meyer:Uh huh. Is that meat? 
Zoe: Yes this is meat unless we have other writing or 
something to do. Before we didn't have these so we had to do 
hard math or something. 
Meyer:OK, and then the phonics is the vegetable or potatoes? 
Zoe: Yeah. 
Meyer:And what do you do for dessert? 
Zoe: We could do this. Like a piece of cake ... 
Meyer:Oh, some sheets are dessert sheets? 
Zoe: Yes, this was a dessert. (Personal interview, 1990) 

Ms H had the children take a break at some point in the 

morning. She had them do stretching exercises in the classroom and 

then go outside to run laps around the soccer goals on the field 

behind the school. They would also use some of their outdoor time 

to check the status of their garden. They pulled weeds, turned over 

soil, planted seed~, cultivated, watered, and harvested at various 

points during the year. Upon returning to the room from their break, 

they would resume whatever work they had left to complete. For 

some of the children this meant working in a center; others would 

be involved in partner reading, creative writing, or free choice time. 

Centers. partner reading, creative writing. and free choice 

1inl.a.. Ms H explained new centers to children on Mondays. The 

children knew that they would do one center each day of the week. 

The center they -would do was determined by Ms H when she turned 
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the wheel which assigned them to particular centers. Children who 

did not finish center work were allowed to work on it in the 

afternoon or the following morning. Centers involved math games, 

art projects, puzzles, vegetable tasting, and an assortment of 

worksheets. The spelling center typically involved a 'booklet' which 

Ms H put together for the children. It involved a variety of uses of 

their spelling words such as writing them' twice, putting them into 

alphabetical order, and writing words that rhyme with them. 

Having completed their seatwork and center work, the 

children would proceed to partner reading. They took a book or a 

stack of vocabulary cards from the partner reading box stored near 

Ms H's desk. They were required to work with another child and read 

the list or book. First one child read and then the other read. Zoe 

rarely listened to the other child read his or her book; her 'other' 

rarely listened to her. When they worked with the cards, they 

usually watched each other quite closely as they liked to catch each 

other's errors. As the year progressed, partner reading gave way. to 

creative writing. Ms H had the children involved in writing stories 

which they could read to the class after lunch. She usually required 

that they be a certain length, one page at first, then two or three 

pages by the end of the year. On days when creative writing was not 

assigned, Zoe was required to complete one SRA folder (Science 

Research Associates, 1984) before she could have free time. SRA's 

were commercially prepared short stories with skills and subskills 

work attached. 

-_ .. _------------



348 

When Zoe had finished all of her required morning work, she 

was allowed to have free time. She could read a library book, work 

on a project of her own devising, or visit quietly with a friend who 

was also finished. There were blocks to play with and a few 

puzzles which she could do if she so chose. This was a time when 

Ms H was quite open to children fulfilling their own agendas as long 

as they did not disturb the other members of the class who were 

still working. Zoe had free time about two times each week. She 

tended to work slowly when she didn't enjoy assigned work. 

A few minutes before 11 :00 Ms H would tell the children to 

get ready for lunch. They would wash their hands and clean the 

areas where they worked. Children who had been at a center 

returned there to prepare it for the next day's group. Children were 

reminded to put their folders with completed work in the wire 

basket near the aquarium and to keep unfinished work on their desks 

for the afternoon or the next day. Ms H usually took an informal 

survey at this point, asking who had finished what work. She then 

decided whether or not the children would have time to continue 

morning assignments in the afternoon. 

The children met on the rug before being excused to lunch. 

They would sing a song that they knew or learn a new song. Some 

days they would playa game or recite a poem they had learned from 

the new reading series or for a holiday. The children lined up for 

lunch according to gender for the first half of the year; for the 

second half of the year, they had permanent line members, using a 



349 

list Ms H posted above the door, though the order of the children in 

the line did not matter. 

Afternoon 

The afternoons in first grade tended to be an overflow time 

for the morning activities. Ms H allowed the children to finish 

seatwork, center work, or creative writing for the first fifteen to 

thirty minutes of the afternoon. Math was a part of every 

afternoon, but aside from that the children might be involved in a 

variety of activities. They had computer and library one afternoon 

each week. 

Ms H or children read to class. Ms H read a book to the class 

each afternoon. She chose books that could be finished at one 

sitting. She was open to spontaneous comments about the book and 

encouraged the children to respond. If she thought a book had a 

particular lesson she would encourage the children to discuss that. 

The children were allowed to read their creative writing to 

the class during the afternoon. The writing had to have been edited 

by Ms H for spelling. Some of the children chose to rewrite their 
j 

creative writing into a book format. Zoe might spend two or three 

mornings from 8:00 to 8:30 working on the rewrite. She would read 

her book to the class in the afternoon. The class would hear up to 

three books per day and they usually applauded for the author. 

Authors were allowed to sign the authors' scroll each time after 

they had read to the class. 
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Special classes or D'Nealian writing, The children attended 

computer class once each week. The computer teacher was funded 

out of PTA monies. They went to the library once each week, too. 

The days when they did not have special classes in the afternoon 

they worked in their D'Nealian handwriting (Scott, Forsman, 1981) 

workbook if there was time. 

M.a1b.;. The children did math for at least a half an hour each 

day. They relied mostly on a consumable text book, ripping out 

pages for each day's work. Ms H used manipulatives from time to 

time and each child had a set of ten counting cubes which they kept 

in their desks. 

End of the day. When children were finished with their math, 

they were allowed to read Silently (SSR) or write. Zoe usually 

chose to write. They might play a commercial math game if time 

allowed. Children with unfinished work usually placed it on their 

desks to finish during SSR the following school day. The children 

were also asked to place a book on their. desk for the following 

school day's SSA. 

Some days the children went to play outside before going 

home. They returned to the room before dismissal because Ms H 

liked to end the day with all the children seated at the rug. They 

would discuss something that happened that day or sing a song or 

play a game. Ms H would remind the children of their homework, 

Homework was from a commercial worksheet or a book report to be 

completed so that the children could earn a free pizza. Ms H walked 
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the children out the east door of the building when the bell rang at 

2:00. 

Departures from the Usual Routine of a Week 

Ms H encouraged parent participation. The children came to 

understand that I was in the classroom for two different purposes: 

some days I just observed Zoe; other days I was there to help Ms H 

develop her writing program. She was open to trying new ideas and 

was interested in process writing. On Friday mornings, the regular 

routine was put aside so that the children could try some of the 

writing ideas I had suggested or volunteered to demonstrate. 

The class took three field trips during the year. They went to 

a local zoo, the camp owned by the district, and to the pizza parlor 

owned by one of the children's dads. They also went to assemblies 

on Martin Luther King, Jr., safety, and productions by other classes. 

Ms H invited a fifth grade class to become reading and writing 

buddies with her children. They wrote to each other and read books 

to each other. The first grade put on a play that I wrote for them 

with their fifth grade buddies as the audience. 

Instructional Activity During a Typical Week 

Zoe was involved in receiving direct instruction from Ms H in 

a variety of situations, some was in small groups, especially during 

the beginning part of the year, and some was as part of the entire 

class. There was a broad span of topics of direct instruction in 

-------------- ---------
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subject areas such as math, science, social studies, reading skills, 

and spelling. Typically the instructional time was short with much 

time devoted to practice through worksheets, workbooks, and 

projects as a whole group or in centers. Math, science, and social 

studies were usually studied as a whole group in the afternoons. 

Groyping 

Zoe was in four groups for the entire year. First, the children 

started the year in one of three groups for reading: the mice, the 

dolphins, and the turtles. The groups were balanced for gender and 

were not the traditional homogeneous groups. Ms H explained that 

the new series recommended grouping by convenient numbers or 

common needs. Since, at the beginning of the year she did not know 

the needs of the children, she grouped them into three arbitrary 

groups. These groups faded as the year progressed and she relied 

more upon whole group instruction and individual help for children 

during the morning seatwork time or in the afternoons immediately 

after lunch and recess. She preferred editing children's writing in 

individual conferences. New skills were introduced, stories from 

the basal anthology were discussed, and workbook pages and 

worksheets were explained in large group instruction. 

Second, the children were also in groups for centers. These 

were not the same as their reading groups because there were four 

groups for centers but only three reading groups. Children were 

grouped arbitrarily for centers. They were told that they would be 
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in a color name group. Zoe was in the red group. There were also 

orange, green, and blue groups. The children traveled through the 

centers in the same groups for the entire year. 

A third group was determined by the color of the chair the 

child was sitting in. The children who had blue, orange, and yellow 

chairs were called blueberries, pumpkins, and lemons respectively. 

Ms H often lined the children up or summoned them to the rug area 

by the color of their chairs. 

The fourth group that the children were in was determined by 

the vegetable they chose to plant in the garden. Children were 

either cucumbers, squash, tomatoes, radishes, or beans. During 

discussions of the garden, Ms H summoned the children to the rug by 

their vegetable group. 

Direct Instruction 

Ms H preferred to engage the children in brief discussions or 

have them practice skills on worksheets or in workbooks. She did 

use brief direct instruction to introduce a skill and then had the 

children practice the skill. Ms H changed this orientation as the 

year progressed because of the recommendations of the new series 

that she point out specific graphophonic and syntactic features of a 

text within the context of literature. She could not rely on the new 

series to teach skills isolated from the text and was forced to 

adopt a new avenue for teaching skills such as punctuation: 
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It was odd this year because those skills weren't enforced the 
way they were in [the old reading series which] had six 
workbook pages on how to punctuate and it's just not that way 
with this [new] reading series. So I really had to use the 
literature to bring out the punctuation, the quotations. 
(Personal interview, May, 1991) 

Early in the year Ms H used what she understood to be the 

district required morning activity of Daily Oral Language (DOL). The 

children were to look at a sentence on the board and decide what 

was not correct in the way that it was written. One morning the 

following was on the board: 

dont they like john 

Ms H called on individuals to tell what was wrong with the sentence 

and she fixed the errors they pointed out. Once the sentence was 

fixed, the children read it together twice and then continued on to a 

second sentence. Ms H offered the explanation that 'don't' was the 

"lazy man's way of saying do not", as she put in the apostrophe. The 

children then copied the sentences. Ms H abandoned DOL early in the 

year; perhaps she sensed that it contradicted the focus of the new 

series. She discussed her decision: 

And I don't know if I can get in trouble or not, but we did start 
it and I know that the children did well on the lowas because 
that's part of the lowas is picking out the wrong spelling and 
the wrong punctuation and things ... 1 didn't see it going 
anywhere with my class this year. I don't know if it's because 
I taught them differently from the beginning or what as far 
as .... with the way they went with the writing. (Personal 
interview, May, 1991 ) 
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phonics. Ms H spent two or three mornings each week 

teaching phonics to the children. For example, one morning she told 

the class, "Today we're going to talk about a sound ..... we hear at the 

end of a word." She pOint to the chart that Houghton Mifflin supplied 

with the new series. It showed some words and sentences. - The 

first row she pointed to had two words in it: fox and six. She 

explained to the children that, "The sound x makes is a k and s 

sound." She called on children to read the x-ending words from the 

chart. Then she had children read the sentences under the chart. 

Those sentences were: 

What is in the box? 
Mother will mix the soup. 
The ox pulls the cart. (Houghton Mifflin, 1989) 

When a child didn't know 'pulls', Ms H told the child that word, "this 

says 'pulls' ... this says cart" she told another child. She concluded 

that portion of that lesson by saying, "Now you know a lot of the 

words in the sentence that· you did not know before." 

Next on the chart from Houghton Mifflin were lists of words in 

numbered rows. The first row read: 

1 the think this 

Ms H said, "One of these words says 'think'," and she chose a child to 

point it out. The procedure continued for the next five rows: 

2. she show see 
3. for fix your 
4. know work now 
5. have here home 
6. and are other (Houghton Mifflin, 1989) 

-- ---------------- ------------- --
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She had the children put their thumbs up or down to show silently 

if they agreed with what the chosen child pOinted to. Following row 

. four, one of the children said that he saw 'no' in 'know'. Ms H 

explained the difference between the two. Phonics lessons such as 

these occurred on alternate days for ten to twenty minutes. The 

children read from the new anthology on days when they were not 

involved in phonics lessons. 

Some days the lessons extended into the area of structural 

analysis. One day Zoe explained that she knew how to use a "colored 

in nine" to show that things belonged to her. She was discussing an 

apostrophe. She showed how she understood phonics in a discussion 

we had about some work of hers: 

Meyer: What did she [MS H] tell you about these words when 
you started to study them? . 
Zoe: "know them. Study these real hard and you could get a 
four star." 
Meyer: Did she tell you any secrets about them or tricks to 
help you remember them? 
Zoe: No. Umm only a little rhyme about vowels: When two 
vowels go talking the first one does the talking. 
Meyer: OK. Are there two vowels in this one that are talking 
[pointing to 'make']? 
Zoe: Let me see. [30 second study of the words) I don't see 
any. 
Meyer: Can you read any of these words? 
Zoe: Only like this is .... .let me see are there any policeman 
e's? No policeman e's ... oh yeah there is one. Like 'time' you go 
it says 'you, i, I order you to say your name, i.' 
Meyer: And that's what she told you is a trick to remember 
how to read them? 
Zoe: Yeah. 
Meyer: : Does that help you spell them, too, do you think? 
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Zoe: yeah 
Meyer: How does it? 
Zoe: Like if you put a policeman e at the end you could put a 
policeman e at the end of anything almost and make it .... [turns 
to words and begins reading] (Personal interview, 1990) 

Beading and Writing Instruction 

Reading instruction consisted of phonics (subskills and skills) 

instruction and the Literary Reader (Houghton Mifflin, 1989). After 

the beginning of the year, the stories were read first by Ms Hand 

then the class individually or with partners chosen at the time of 

the reading. Ms H used the vocabulary list provided by Houghton 

Mifflin by making flashcards. She also sent the lists home for 

parents to help their children master them. 

The children read chorally at least once each week. Ms H read 

new stories from the reader to the class and then they would read 

the entire selection together or by taking turns in groups divided by 

chair color or gender. They also read chorally the many poems 

provided by the new series. Ms H put additional poems and songs on 

charts which they would read, recite, or sing together. Sometimes 

they invented their own melody to a poem on a chart and they would 

sing it at various times throughout the day, before lunch, recess, 

and dismissal. 

Ms H began to examine the usefulness of writing conferences 

as a vehicle of instruction as a result of our interactions. The 

children also used their D'Nealian (Scott, Forsman, 1981) workbook 

to learn or practice letter formation. 
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She demonstrated writing infrequently for the class. Zoe saw 

Ms H write when Ms H took dictation from her once during the year. 

This was when Zoe had a turn at being the first grader of the week. 

She brought in a photograph and Ms H asked her questions. Ms H 

wrote the answers to the question to put together a story about Zoe 

as all the children looked on. The children also saw Ms H write 

when she wrote, "Mary, our fish, had babies. She had seven," on the 

board one morning. The children discussed what to name them. 

The only other time that the children saw Ms H write regularly 

was when she listed the weekly spelling words on the board. It was 

also at this time that Ms H would again teach the children some of 

the rules that the reading ,series skills section covered. She taught 

them about 'policemen e' (silent 'e' at the end of a word such as 

'came') and two vowels walking once during a reading phonics lesson 

and again when the spelling words for the week had these 'rules'. 

Ms H came to believe, over the course of the year, that direct 

instruction was not the only way that children learn. In her 

discussion with me about her beliefs about writing she pointed out 

that the children were learning a lot as they explored writing on 

their own. 

Oral Language 

Ms H and the children used oral language in a variety of ways 

in the classroom. These are presented in this section because they 
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contributed to an understanding of the first grade setting in which 

Zoe wrote. 

Teacher Talk 

The ways in which Ms H used oral language are important in 

the description of the context because they aid in understanding the 

tenor (Halliday, 1975; 1977) of the relationships between Ms Hand 

Zoe. Ms H spoke in different ways, usually as a function of the 

children and the subject she was discussing. There were eight 

areas into which most of her talking with or to the children could 

fit: housekeeping; explaining; informing; leading; direct instruction; 

editing; consoling; and controlling. Each of these will be discussed 

briefly. 

Housekeeping. Ms H accomplished housekeeping chores in a 

friendly way, usually including the children. The daily routine (the 

sequence) was maintained by reminding the children of what they 

were to do and when they were to do it. Ms H usually did this as the 

children entered, as the reading session on the rug was coming to a 

close, and again periodically throughout the day when the noise 

level rose. 

Explaining. Ms H had three forms of explaining. First, she 

defined things for the children. She told them why Labor Day was 

celebrated, why periods are not used in a list, and what a readers 

theater is. Second, she provided directions on how worksheets and 

workbook pages were to be completed. She read the directions and 
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then added information which might help the children complete the 

work without further assistance. Third, she would introduce the 

seatwork for the day and any new centers. These three explaining 

activities were not separated, as this excerpt from my field notes 

shows: 

Ms H: The spelling center will be a booklet with the first page 
where you write each word two times. [She reads the 
directions for the second page where the kids must list four 
things they could have for lunch.] The next page has scrambled 
words on it and the next deals with time .... [they must make a 
watch showing a given time]. The last page is a-b-c order [the 
kids cheer for this]. 
[The next center is explained "Parts of plants we eat" 
booklets.] Draw two plants that are roots, stems, leaves, and 
flowers that we eat. You can draw them or cut the pictures 
out of magazines ... [ Zoe asks if the plant name must be 
written. Ms H say yes.] You can make up your spelling or use 
your pink dictionaries. Color the cover and staple it together. 

Ms H has brought food for the tasting part of the science 
center. She shows the children broccoli, cauliflower, spinach, 
celery, grapes, beans (all in sealable plastic bags, labelled by 
plant part and the name of the plant). She introduces Jicama 
to the class, saying that the J is pronounced like H as it is a 
Spanish word. 
Zoe tells of her garden in New York and about wiping carrots 
on her shirt and eating them. 
Ms H reminds the children to wash vegetables before eating 
them. 

Zoe gets papers off the listening and art centers and 
returns to the table where she has been sitting. 
Ms H: The listening center is not a tape; it is a worksheet with 
the names of parts of a tomato plant and you must cut out the 
words and paste on the answers in the right place. 
Ms H then reads the sentences from the worksheet to the 
children and they call out the answers. A second page makes a 
pop up baby plant booklet. The children have to cut out a little 
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rectangle and glue it so it makes the seedling pop out of the 
seed. 

Ms H next explains the art center. Using pre-cut pieces the 
children will make a plant that appears to grow. She reminds 
them that Monday is creative writing "write about anything 
you want.. .. at least one page ... sloppy copy goes in the creative 
writing basket." 
Three spelling words are to be put into sentences, too. 
Ms H then asks for ideas for a sentence for the first spelling 
word (dish). Various children volunteer to tell sentences for 
dish and she thanks each one. 
Ms H: How can you make that sentence longer and more 
interesting? 
[She asks this of a child who has volunteered a five word 
sentence containing 'show'.] 

Children rehearse sentences that they will volunteer; they 
count the words as they say the sentences to themselves to 
see if they meet the criteria of acceptability was a minimum 
of five words in a sentence. (Field notes, 1990-91) 

Ms H explained the work for the day in a similar fashion each day. 

Informing. Ms H also informed the children of events she knew 

they would be interested in. When Mary, the fish in the aquarium, 

gave birth, Ms H shared the news with the children. She also told 

them about the book fair, field trips, the Halloween carnival, 

Valentine's Day events, and other items of interest to the children 

of which they might not be informed. 

Leading. Ms H was involved in the role of leader in many 

different ways. She made decisions throughout the day and the year 

about the direction the class would take and would share these 

with the children. She also led them in the choral reading of many 

poems and stories. Ms H led formal discussions about the stories 

they read or were reading and involved the children in informal 
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discussions. The less formal discussions usually took place as the 

children were assembling on the rug for reading. Ms H would chat 

with the first few arriving and the discussion would open to the 

whole class. These informal chats occurred once or twice a week. 

They were more common on days when they were reading in the 

anthology than on days when she was going to teach skills. Ms H 

was usually involved in hanging the skills charts or organizing the 

word cards on skills instruction days. 

Ms H was a leader when she had the children exercise each 

morning and when they played various games. She also led the class 

in an invitational capacity when she invited children to choose a 

partner for rereading a story from the anthology. Children who 

chose not to read with a partner could read alone or to her. 

Editing. Ms H served as an editor for the children's creative 

writing and spelling sentences. Sometimes these encounters were 

brief and other times she would talk with them for five or ten 

minutes, solely about their work. During one conference, these 

issues were discussed between Ms H and Zoe: 

[Zoe is called up and Ms H writes small and above her piece, 
correcting nonconventional spellings etc.] Here is what she 
corrected: 
-told Zoe to use a lower case M in 'my' 
-added an e to the end of 'hous', slightly above and smaller 
than Zoe's writing 
-added an e to the end of 'Brook' [name] 
-put another e at the end of second 'hous' in Zoe's story 
-second 0 was added to 'to' 
-'MRS' was corrected to Mrs. 
-put a little 'a' above 'teching' to make it 'teaching' 
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-'Iasin' was pointed out and 'lesson' was written above it 
-Eivin was noted and Evin was written above 
-'Waring' was corrected to wearing 
-'swat' was corrected to sweat 
-Ms H put an upper case R above the first 'ring' 
-'telufon' was corrected to telephone 
-'holow' was corrected to hello 
- '0' was corrected to Oh 
-'gud' was corrected to good (Field notes, 1991) 

Zoe returned to her seat and carefully erased what she had written, 

put in what Ms H had written, and then erased Ms H's small over

writing. Occasionally, Ms H opted to edit the children's work at 

home. She used sticky notes to tell them what to change. She 

usually checked in with children to make sure that they understood 

the intention of her sticky notes. 

ConSOling and celebrating. Ms H expressed an interest in the 

children's private lives. She did not pry, but she was aware of 

events that were important to children. She announced to the class 

items which were important to individuals, with their permission. 

She encouraged the children to announce their news at various 

times during the week. She was supportive of children in need and 

shared in both the happy and unhappy events of the children's lives 

by listening and offering support and encouragement. 

Control. Ms H spent considerable time on control. She tried 

many different management techniques to get the class to be polite 

and listen to her when she was talking. She told me that this was 

one of the more difficult classes she had and she tried many 

different ways to control them. She offered much positive 
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commentary to children who were doing what they were supposed to 

do. She rarely used the posted discipline system, preferring to talk 

with misbehaving individuals in the hall. She infrequently would 

discipline a child in front of the entire class. 

The following is a collage of Ms H's efforts at control using 

oral language, collated from my field notes. It shows the range of 

her efforts to talk to the class as a whole in bringing them to order: 

Ms H: I like the way [some child] is reading. 
Ms H: 1, 2, 3, y-e-s [all the children are saying this with her 
as they spell yes and at the's', they put up their thumbs]. 
Ms H: I need you to get into listening position. 1,2,3 y-e-s. 
[She flicked the lights and asked the children to be seated.] 
Ms H: Please show me you know the difference between 
silently and quietly. Right now we are silently reading. 
Ms H: Shhhhh 
Ms H stands and asks for "a whisper voice" 
Ms H asks them to be very quiet and they are. One of the 
children is allowed to put squiggles (Styrofoam popcorn) in 
the squiggle jar as they are working towards a squiggle party 
consisting of donuts or ice cream for good behavior. 
Ms H: Let's stand up a minute and stretch up real tall. Touch 
your toes. Sit back down. This story I want you to help me 
with because it repeats the same words over and over ... 
April 14, 1991: I learn that a free pass is when you have read 
five creative writing stories to the class. The stories are to 
be illustrated and written in conventional (corrected by Ms H) 
spellings. A free pass means a day without work. A child 
must do something, but there was a great deal of freedom of 
choice. 
Ms H: Boys and girls, let's raise our hands. 
Ms H: I'm talking over someone .. .I'm talking over someone. 
Ms H: What I'm going to ask you to do right now is put your 
hands in your lap ... 
Ms H: One, two, three [makes a T for time out sign]. 
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Ms H: By the time I count to three, I want everyone to start 
reading; one, two, two and a half, three. (Field notes, 1990-
1991) 

Figure 36 summarizes the ways Ms talked to the first grade 

children over the course of the year. It demonstrates some of the 

complexity Ms H allowed her role to assume. 

Zoe Talking 

Ms H was open to a variety of children's talk during the school 

day. She allowed them to talk in three ways: with each other, with 

her, to talk to themselves. Zoe was involved in all three of these 

ways of talking in school. Each will be described briefly as they are 

important in understanding the context in which writing took place 

during Zoe's first grade year at school. 

Talking to herself. Zoe talked to herself more frequently 

during writing than any other activity in school. During spelling 

work in which she was required to put the spelling words into 

sentences, she would make up a sentence and say it orally as she 

counted on her fingers the number of words in the sentence. She 

was making sure that her sentence met the five word minimum 

criteria. She also spoke aloud when rereading things she had 

written. She would whisper audibly the entire text, be it a sentence 

or longer story. 



Ms H 
Talks to the 
F1rst Grade 
Children 

366 

L Opening &. Bus1ness 
Housekeepi ng ~ Order 01 the day 

Survey of progress 

~Defining 
Explaining ~ Workbook/sheets 

Center and seat work 

Inform1ng 

Le8ding 

== F1sh 
Field tri ps 

Deci si on Maki ng 
Choral reading 

:::::;..---- Discussions 
Exercise 
Games 
I nv1tat 1 ons 

Direct ~ Spelling words 
Instruct10n ~ Use ~f Apostrophes 

Phomcs 

-= Creative writing 
......... _-- Spelling 

Conso11ng 

Control 

Figure 36. Ways Ms H talked to the first grade children. 

Talking to other. children. There were many opportunities to 

speak with other children in Ms His classroom. She permitted an 



almost constant hum of talk as long as the children were 

completing their work and not disturbing her or other children. 

367 

Zoe spoke to other children while waiting in line for Ms H to 

edit her writing. She also spoke with others to compare length of a 

particular piece of writing or the speed with which her work was 

completed. Sometimes Zoe spoke to other children to clarify what 

the required activity was. During SSR, Zoe spoke to other children 

to ask if they wanted to write a book together. The times during 

the year when children did want to co-author with her she would 

continue collaborative discussions until the work was completed, 

usually over the course of five or six mornings from 8:00 until 8:30. 

The discussions at centers in first grade were more limited 

for a variety of reasons. Zoe was not pleased with her center group. 

Although the groups were mixed for gender, she was the only girl in 

her center group and was not happy with this. The boys talked a lot 

about video games which she did not own and which didn't interest 

her. One of the boys was a fast worker and was rarely at the center 

with Zoe. Another was a slower worker and was also rarely at the 

center with Zoe. The discussions at centers were around three 

areas: gaining directions to the required activity, reporting and 

commenting on the closeness of one's work to completion, and 

evaluating others' work. Since Ms H circulated during center time, 

the children tended to focus discussion on these fairly acceptable 

topics. 
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Zoe also spoke to children about whether a particular item 

was hers (a crayon, a worksheet). She was allowed to and engaged in 

discussions with classmates during partner reading. They usually 

evaluated each others' reading of the book or vocabulary cards. 

Occasionally during seatwork, Zoe would turn to a child near her and 

discuss something unrelated to the activity at hand. She might 

announce where she was eating dinner or who had visited her that 

weekend. These short conversational breaks were frequent for 

many of the children and rarely disturbed Ms H or the other children. 

Zoe was involved in talking to others to gain or offer 

assistance with seatwork. She reminded others or asked for a 

reminder of the directions, word pronunciations, and correct 

answers. 

Talking to Ms H. Ms H encouraged the children to engage in 

formal and informal discussions at different times over the course 

of the day and year. They usually discussed the stories in the 

anthology and she would allow these discussions to drift far from 

the text. She also encouraged informal discussions among the 

children prior to reading group. Zoe was involved in these 

discussions. Following the reading of a book in the afternoon, Ms H 

allowed the children to briefly discuss with her and each other any 

reactions or responses to the book. 

Zoe spoke to Ms H to share events occurring in her private life 

outside of school. Ms H enjoyed these discussions and would tell me 

about them from time to time' when I volunteered in the room. 
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Zoe spoke to Ms H to obtain permission to read her creative 

writing to the class, to visit Mr. L , the principal, or to go to 

the nurse if she felt ill. Figure 37 summarizes the ways in which 

Zoe talked in the first grade. 

/ counting words 
To herself <- rereading 

Zoe Talks To other 
in First f--- children 

Grade 

waiting. for ~ length 
companson speed 
clarification 
invitation to book 

collaborate ----;;:r club 

COllabOr~8t~ / - directions 
center ~ status of work 
ownershi p eva 1 uat ion 
partner reading 
during work~ directions 
assi stance ~ pronunci at ion 

correct answers 

H-M books 
related to books 

To Ms H name fish 

\ 

discussion ~:----informal 

private life 

permission ~to read 
Mr.L_ 
nurse 

Figure 37. Ways in which Zoe talked in the first grade classroom. 
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Ms H was open to listening to Zoe and they had a warm 

relationship. Zoe invited Ms H to our home for dinner after the last 

day of school. 

Writing Opportunities 

This section provides an overview of the times when Zoe 

wrote in the first grade classroom. Included here, too, are the 

district's language arts curriculum skills areas for first grade. Ms 

H provided the children with many opportunities to write in many 

different ways. 

The District Curriculum 

The district mandated the use of the new Houghton Mifflin 

(1989) Literary Reading series during the school year in which Zoe 

was in first grade. The series and the district curriculum were to 

have had similar goals and objectives for writing. The district's 

curriculum (1989) called for the child to "participate in some 

aspect of the writing process daily" (p.11). This was to include 

prewriting, drafting, revising, editing, and publishing (p.11). The 

following list, condensed from the curriculum, shows what the 

district mandated. 

[The first grade child is involved in activities in which she] 

-labels pictures and objects 
-organizes thoughts and communicates them in writing 
-sequences events chronologically or according to 

importance 
-discriminates between importance of events 
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-writes for many purposes-simple stories, books, charts, 
journals, thank you letters and invitations 

-evaluates writing and handwriting 
-applies word identification skills when spelling words 

(letter sounds, endings) 
-writes first and last name, address, and telephone number 
-prints upper & lower case letters legibly 
-prints whole names, numbers, words and sentences legibly 

with appropriate spacing 
-capitalizes (pronoun "I", first letters of own name, first 

word of a sentence, dates, holidays, places, titles of books) 
-uses periods, question marks, and commas appropriately 
-uses apostrophe in contractions 
-identifies and uses nouns and verbs appropriately 
-uses subject pronouns I, he, she, it, we, they 
-recognizes misspelled words 
-writes complete sentences: statements and questions 

(Language Arts Unit, 1989, pp. 12-13) 

Ms H said she had never seen the district curriculum. 

Times for Writing 

The writing Zoe did in school varied from tightly structured 

situations in which there was no room for variety to virtual free 

writing. The D'Nealian (Scott, Forsman 1981) writing program, used 

over fifty times during the year, provided practice in the 

mechanical formation of letters. The Houghton Mifflin (1989) 

program involved her in writing single letters, words, longer 

phrases, and sentences in workbooks and on worksheets. These 

workbook and worksheet activities were opportunities to write, 

although my view of writing was violated during some of these 

activities. Ms H provided much practice during the week with the 

spelling words. The children wrote them in sentences of five words 



or more. They also put them into alphabetical order, wrote them 

into blanks in sentences provided, and wrote rhyming words for 

them. 
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Zoe wrote Daily Oral Language exercises by carefully copying 

them from the chalkboard. Other writing offered her the 

opportunity to express herself, as well as provide the practice Ms H 

deemed necessary. During center activities, Zoe wrote stories, 

cards, and completed framed sentences. The children had 'creative 

writing' twice each week. Creative writing meant the children 

could write about what ever they chose. There were usually page 

length criteria assigned by Ms H for creative writing 

Zoe could choose what she wanted to write and how she 

wanted to write it during SSR, each morning from 8:00 until 8:30 

and each Friday when I helped with writers workshop in her 

classroom. During these two time periods she wrote books for 

publication, cards, and notes. She could also write collaboratively 

during these occasions. Her other writing experiences could not be 

completed collaboratively. 

Ms H's Explanation of the Writing program 

Ms H had much to deal with during the year that Zoe was in her 

class. The new reading series offered more than new stories; it 

claimed to be philosophically different from what she had taught 

the previous year. She wanted the children to do well, but was not 

confident in using the series with only one half day of professional 

----- -------------- ----------
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development. In this section I will present Ms H's understanding of 

the new series, the context in which she was using it, and her 

beliefs about writing. 

Ms H's understanding of her writing program was, of course, 

highly contextualized within the new series from which she felt 

pressure to understand whole language and within the school 

setting. 

Ms H and the New Beading Series 

Ms H was not pleased that the new series was placed in the 

school without sufficient staff development. She was 

conscientious and wanted to do a good job, but the newness of the 

series in terms of philosophy and methodology made that quite 

difficult. She explained it this way: 

I think if you look at just the whole reading series and how it 
introduced writing and everything it's not done real well in 
this school because we're not educated about it.. .about how to 
process it to the kids. (Personal interview, May, 1991) 

Ms H noticed the differences between the new series and the 

one she had used the previous year. The older series had a skills 

focus and didn't provide opportunities for the children to write 

more than a sentence at a· time. The new series had two workbooks, 

one for skills which was optional and a second which involved the 

children in more extensive writing experiences. Ms H knew that the 

other first grade teachers were not pleased with the extensive 

amount of writing which the new series had the children involved. 
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She reported to me about a discussion between the three first grade 

teachers. They spoke about the workbooks and made some decisions 

about the following year, as Ms H explained: 

the workbook pages were a lot of writing. It wasn't filling in 
the blanks like the old workbooks... writing sentences or 
finishing sentences but never just fill in the blank. Well, one 
of the workbooks was but it was a more of a skill orientated 
one and that one we're not going to have next year. It's just 
going to be the more free response type workbooks. Actually I 
don't think the first grade teachers this year even got that 
workbook [for next year]. They got a phonics workbook 
instead. [laughs] (Personal interview, May, 1991) 

Ms H's Understanding of Her Context 

Ms H felt the prinCipal didn't take into consideration what the 

teachers wanted when he made decisions: 

I think that has a lot to do with his involvement. I think if 
you look at our K-3 monies and how they're spent, it's not 
really the way teachers would want it to be spent. [K-3 
monies are special funds allotted to the primary grades to be 
spent at the discretion of the local school] (Personal 
interview, May, 1991). 

Ms H believed that the principal was the key reason for the 

lack of appropriate spending because the teachers with whom she 

spoke at the school usually requested that K-3 monies be spent for 

inservice programs or in other ways more sensitive to the needs of 

the children and teachers. Her frustration reached a high point in 

April and she decided that she would request a transfer to a 

different school within the district. Ms H explained: 
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I don't know how that works [how the principal decided how to 
spend the K-3 monies]. It's amazing to me the things that I'm 
getting at [next year's school] that I don't receive here. And I 
know that it's the same amount of kids and we have the same 
amount of money. And it's the same clientele and everything 
.... it's just how the money is spent. And that's a big irk to me 
and I could go on and on about this [laughs] ... 

Ms H's decision to leave was not an easy one. She knew that her own 

life had changed a lot over the course of the past two years, but 

still could not believe that her personal changes were what caused 

her dissatisfaction: 

I know my feeling about education is changed so much just 
being at [this school] and that's one of the reasons I'm 
leaving.l just don't feel good about it. I don't like to come to 
school as much as I. .. used to love to. And that may be because 
my home life is different. I have a son now. I have more 
involvement at 'home before I leave for school. .. I worked and 
lived at school. And this year I've been really careful about 
not bringing too much home with me. You can't avoid that. You 
can't avoid bringing school home.(Personal interview, May, 
1991 ) 

Ms H also believed that the kindergarten teacher, Ms K, had certain 

beliefs about writing which had an impact on Ms H's program: 

Especially in first grade when they're just finishing letters 
because that's all they really do in kindergarten, here anyway. 
It's just letters. I don't think they do a whole lot of word or 
just sounds. But that's another story. 

Her dissatisfaction with the children's kindergarten experience and 

with her own experiences as a professional in this particular school 

led her to the decision to leave. She told me, close to tears, that 

she was deeply concerned because her home was located in the area 

of H School and her son would attend kindergarten there. 

------_._--._-
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Ms H's Beliefs Aboyt Writing 

Ms H did not know about a district curriculum in writing. She 

showed me a checklist which she was required to fill out for each 

child's permanent record folder. She left many items blank because 

they addressed specific skills which she did not cover . 

. . . the only thing that I came up with as far as mandates was 
this writing checklist ... and this is 'mainly skills I think ... 
you know [reading from form]: the child writes and evaluates 
handwriting as needed, pronouns, use of adjectives. . . . This 
was put in their cums [cumulative rec. folder], whether they 
can do these things or not. (Personal interview, May, 1991) 

Early in the year Ms H was committed to Daily Oral Language 

as a way of teaching children about writing but believed that it was 

not consistent with the new series, as this excerpt from my field 

notes elucidates: 

I asked her [Ms H] about Daily Oral Language. (DOL). She 
showed me a photocopied booklet with the district's name on 
the cover but no other attributions regarding authorship. It 
has a list of sentences with mistakes. Ms H writes a sentence 
on the board each morning except Friday and the children are 
to look at them and find the mistakes. They copy the correct 
sentence when it is done. Ms H said that the new series does 
this in that it has children look for parts of our language, but 
ones that she thinks they are not ready for, such as colons and 
apostrophes. Additionally, she said that the series does not 
provide practice in these parts but merely pOints them out. 
She had spoken to a second grade teacher who said that in 
second grade they work on mastering those. (Field notes, 
1990) 
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Ms H abandoned the use of DOL early in the year as a result of my 

involvement with the class on Friday mornings. 

Ms H's beliefs changed over the course of the year, but she 

still used the D'Nealian (Scott, Forsman, 1981) writing workbook 

with the children on a regular basis. Interestingly, at the end of the 

year she said that she did not use it very much at all: 

Meyer: But what about D'Nealian, was that adopted by the 
whole district? 
Ms H: Yes, the D'Nealian book, the hand book, yeah. 
Meyer: Didn't you use that.. .. 
Ms H: Very rarely. I had it but I didn't use it much. 
Meyer: But what about.. .. so is letter formation important? 
Ms H: Well, that's something I think is or should be taught in 
kindergarten. Umm .... and I think it comes eventually just by 
watching ... (Personal interview, May, 1991) 

She was excited about what the children were doing with writing on 

Friday mornings when I assisted with writers workshop: 

I'd say it started at the beginning of the year with words, 
strictly words. The I followed closely to the curriculum as 
far as Houghton Mifflin and at the beginning of the year I did a 
lot of singling out the words. . . . . I'd say that's where it 
started. And from there a lot of your ideas as far as just 
getting them to write. I hadn't done that last years. With the 
series last year, it was more structured skill - wise ... more 
on the spelling and more on the correct grammar.(Ms H, 
Personal interview, May, 1991) 

She saw the children's growth as moving from short and simple to 

longer and more complex: 

They begin writing simple sentences and before long it is ... 
they're turning into short stories . . . long stories. (Personal 
interview, May, 1991) 
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Ms H let me present the idea of drafts (sloppy copies) to the 

children. We didn't have many opportunities to discuss the overall 

writing program because she was very busy and anxious to get home 

at the end of a school day. I tried to be gentle and nonintrusive in 

my approach to her and her classroom, although I am sure she 

sensed my concern. She made the discovery that the children did 

not like rewriting after her corrections, so as the year progressed 

she allowed them to erase her small over-writing above their 

misspellings once they had corrected the misspellings. 

Ms H explained the difference between handwriting and 

writing: 

Well, to me that's [mechanical formation of letters] 
handwriting. That's not writing. I really believe that children 
listen ... they talk, they read and they write. And I think that 
they do them in that order. That's my basic philosophy, I 
guess. And I think that they take all of those things together 
when they're writing . . . what they've listened to, what 
they've seen ... especially in first grade because so much of 
the writing is about themselves or abou~ someone they know . 
. . I think it's exciting that they heard something that they 
want to write about to include what they heard especially if I 
read it. If I've introduced a story and see it in their writing, 
well they were listening! 

She found Zoe to depart from that a bit: 

Zoe is not that way. Zoe is more . . . Zoe can write about 
anything. What Zoe does I think is what's interesting is she 
takes from her reading. A lot from her reading ... She, from 
the probably the day she walked in, she loved to write. She 
would rather write than do anything else. When we have free 
choice she asks to write. Let's see. She was probably the 
first one in my classroom to write, to write a story. They all 



379 

started out with sentences but she would put the sentences 
together.See, she always seemed to be ahead of everyone else 
as far as writing. And she wasn't afraid at all and I'm sure 
that has something to do with your encouragement at home 
[laughs] 

She recalled that Zoe's progress was not always continuous: 

and later in the year her writing and I told you this, too, it 
didn't seem to be going anywhere. It just kind of stopped. But 
the last month of school, she has brought me stories that are 
just unbelievable. 

Ms H's feeling about the children as writers was a r~sult, in 

part, of the new series. She wanted the children to be 'creative', 

and she thought that creativity might not, to her surprise, be a 

function of 'brightness'. She wasn't sure how to teach the concept 

of a story, except through the presentation of many stories, as 

suggested by the new series. This interview excerpt portrays Ms H 

as struggling with just what it was that would help the children 

understand what creative writing, her most valued form of writing, 

was all about: 

I would say that the most important thing would be to be able 
to just write a story, a creative story. We worked a lot with 
creative writing but some of the kids left without really 
being creative, some of my brighter kids. They, just ... they 
would just write sentences. They just didn't flow together as 
a . . . and I really don't know how to teach that other than just 
reading them stories and talking about them. But I really don't 
know how to say, well ... how can you make these sentences 
all fit together to make a message or a story? I noticed some 
of them in the writing samples as I was filing them . .. some 
of them, they just didn't click as far as creativity and maybe 
that's just a maturity thing and it's gonna happen next year 
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hopefully with this series because there's so much writing in 
this series. (Personal interview, May, 1991) 

It was interesting for me to watch Ms H change over the 

course of the year. She showed more and more faith in the children 

and their writing. She became more willing to take a chance with a 

writing activity. She never let go of many of her traditional 

practices, as will be born out in the description of Zoe's writing 

throughout the year. She did, however, try many new things as a 

result of my interactions with her and the children. I was not 

aware of how much of an impact I had made as the next section will 

bear out. 

Parent Inyolyement 

Parents were encouraged to volunteer in Ms H's classroom. 

She seemed to enjoy and appreciated the help. Most parents were 

involved as aides in correcting papers, assisting children with 

work, or making photocopies of work for upcoming centers and 

seatwork. She usually had one parent in the classroom from one to 

three hours two or three days a week. My involvement was the only 

one that involved teaching. I met with and taught the children but 

she did not usually have the time to discuss what we were dOing. I 

quickly presented my ideas while the children were reading silently. 

I worked in the classroom every Friday from the second week of 

school until the end of the year. 
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Ms H as a Learner 

Ms H was open to learning from me and the children about 

children as writers. She took ideas which I offered her through 

brief discussion or demonstration with the children and adapted 

them in ways she was comfortable with. Our interaction involving 

me in the role of teacher began one morning near the beginning of 

September. We had agreed to meet before school and I suggested 

having the children write books. She seemed surprised at this 

suggestion and I assured her that I had done this with my own 

primary grade class. She agreed that we would try it. 

Ms H was surprised that I would criticize the new reading 

series. I explained that it had a lot to offer but that the authors did 

not know these children and their specific needs and strengths. She 

was interested in this and began to point out things in the series 

that didn't make sense to her. Rather than look at the children as 

having a problem with the material, she began to look at the 

material as needing rethinking. 

I offered Ms H Gentry's (1987) book on spelling which she kept 

for six months. I never asked her about it and she never mentioned 

it. She did tell me that some parents did not understand the use of 

invented spelling and that she was under pressure to have spelling 

tests each week. I offered to do a workshop with parents of the 

first graders but this never materialized. I tried to never 

embarrass her or make her feel comfortable and I think I succeeded, 

as she pointed out: 
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And at the beginning I think I did feel a lot of pressure .... I 
would feel uncomfortable at the beginning of the year, I guess, 
because I didn't feel like I knew enough about writing. I didn't 
feel like I had a good grasp on it. And there you were with 
these wonderful ideas and I know that your little brain was 
ticking. Is she doing it right or is she doing it wrong ? [she 
laughs]. You weren't saying anything. I just felt real 
uncomfortable at the beginning of the year. And as you were 
more in the classroom and we talked more and you became 
more human to me, I guess. But I really did feel 
uncomfortable at the beginning of the year and it's not 
because you came across as being rude or demanding or 
anything like that. It was just it's always hard to have 
someone in your classroom that you don't know or that you 
know is getting your doctorate in writing.[laughs] That makes 
it even more difficult. But I feel real comfortable now and I 
think it's just because I know you better. And I appreciate all 
your ideas and I always appreciate your ideas because I've 
used so many of them. You know I will from now on. And I 
know that they're not all yours. You always give credit where 
credit is due. (Personal interview, May, 1991) 

Ms H had never had first graders write stories so early in the year. 

She was pleased with what they could do. She became a learner 

adapting many of the ideas I had the children involved in. 

parent as Teacher 

Ms H allowed me much freedom in the class. Each Friday 

morning she turned the children over to me for as long as I wanted. 

She was flexible and had other things planned in case my activity 

did not use the allotted time. We would usually work until recess 

at 10:00. The first Friday that I was there I introduced the children 

to book writing and explained that they could write books. I 



383 

explained about 'sloppy copies' (drafts) and told the children that Ms 

H and I would edit their work, write it into a book format, and they 

could then illustrate them. Ms H and I put the children's work into a 

piece of colored construction paper and stapled it for a cover. The 

children were thrilled. Ms H was concerned, she told me at recess, 

that she would not have sufficient time to edit their works if she 

was doing this alone. I offered suggestions such as peer editing, 

the use of other parents, or taking the work home so that she could 

edit it at her leisure. Many Fridays we helped the children edit 

their work and staple it inside construction paper to make books. 

As the year progressed, I introduced the children to other 

parts of books such as the dedication, copyright dates, and about the 

author and illustrator. We also added something that was not in 

commercial books, but which I believed enriched books: a readers 

comments section. This consisted of two additional blank pages in 

the books for comments. Children added these sections at their 

discretion. 

Ms H was open to other explorations in written language led by 

me. She let me read commercial and child-produced published 

books. She also let me teach science and demonstrate the use of 

record sheets. One morning near the Chinese New Year I brought my 

wok to school and each child made and ate with chopsticks their 

own egg foo young. I brought my guitar in three or four times and 

taught songs with song sheets I had photocopied for the class. I 

wrote a play for the class and we performed a readers' theater. 
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Recalling the children's desires to send notes to each other in 

kindergarten, I read Ahlberg's (1986) "The Jolly Postman" to the 

class. Then we designed little mailboxes for each desk and the 

children spent the morning writing notes to each other. Ms H was 

quite willing to bring to the surface (authenticate) the underground 

network of writing. The children were eventually allowed to use 

their morning SSR to write notes to each other if they so chose. 

Perhaps the greatest impact that Zoe and I had upon the 

classroom, I believe, was on the use of the SSR time from 8:00 to 

8:30. The children were eventually allowed to use this time to read 

or write. Zoe suggested to Ms H that writing during SSR could be a 

possibility. Ms H agreed and Zoe used that time to write many books 

and stories during that time. Zoe was allowed to collaborate with 

other children and together they wrote books first thing in the 

morning. The Halloween book took almost four weeks to write as 

Zoe and two other children decided who would be secretary, who 

would be illustrator, and how often these roles could change. 

Ms H also dropped some things from her writing program as 

my involvement increased. She initially had the children finish 

frames which she put on the board, "I like ". She abandoned 

this and DOL early in the year as she became aware of what the 

children could do. She did maintain that when the children wrote 

spelling words into sentences that all the words must be spelled 

correctly. I believe this was a response to her perceived pressure 

from other parents and teachers. Ms H provided each child with a 
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small dictionary. It had some words in it and many blank lines. If a 

child was putting spelling words into sentences and needed to know 

the spelling of a word, the child would open the pink dictionary to 

the page that the unknown word started with and present the book 

to Ms H who would write the word in the book. A frequent question 

in the classroom became:"Do we have to use our pink dictionaries?" 

The response indicated whether or not the children could invent 

spellings in a given writing activity. 

Ms H commented on the children's excitement during Friday's 

writing time. "They're so excited," she told me one morning. She 

also said that she was seeing, "lots of progress," in the children as 

the year progressed. Her kindness towards Zoe and me allowed Zoe 

to show, in school, what she was coming to understand of the 

written language. It was not until school was finished for the year 

and we sat together in my home for dinner, at Zoe's request, that 

she explained her dissatisfaction at H School. Most relevant to me 

and the present study, she discussed how important I had been to 

her and how much she had learned from me. I had no idea that I was 

touching her professional life to the degree she described that 

evening. I feel badly that I did not know at the time because I might 

have been more aggressive in my support for her. 

Description of Zoe's Writing in School 

Zoe wrote over five hundred pieces of writing in school in 

first grade. I have grouped these by frequency into three broad 
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categories: regular, infrequent, and miscellaneous. Regular writing 

consisted of types of writing activities in which she engaged ten or 

more times during the school year. Infrequent writing was writing 

activity in which she engaged less than ten but more than two times 

during the year. Writing in which she engaged two or less times I 

have categorized as miscellaneous. In this section Zoe's written 

language activities were sorted using the terminology that Zoe, Ms 

H, and the publishers used. This was consistent with Spradley's 

(1980) notion of mixed domains. I refer to the items grouped 

together as types. The types of writing activity in which Zoe was 

involved are presented from most to least frequent. 

Regular Writing Activities 

Regular writing activities took place frequently over the 

course of the school year. Zoe became familiar with these quickly 

as she settled into the routine of the first grade classroom. I asked 

Zoe to sort her first month's work in school near the end of 

September. We sat at the kitchen table with the work spread before 

us and she brought the pile in front of her. She sorted each piece 

using Ms H's terminology. For example, Zoe called worksheets 

dealing with the graphophonic system 'phonics worksheets', just as 

Ms H referred to them. 
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Phonics 

Zoe completed seventy two phonics worksheets during the 

year. These involved consonant sounds in the initial, medial, and 

final positions; short and long vowel sounds, and various blends, 

dipthongs, and digraphs. These were usually a part of seatwork 

assignments, although sometimes they were at a center. Phonics 

sheets were used frequently during reading groups at the beginning 

of the year. Ms H would get the group started on a particular sheet 

and then excuse them to finish it at their seats. 

Books 

During the year, Zoe wrote forty four books and twenty three 

stories at school. The difference between books and stories, as 

explained by Zoe, was that books were bound in some way and 

stories were not. Both books and stories varied in terms of the 

time of day during which they could be written and their point of 

origin. Most of the books and stories Zoe wrote during SSR or on 

Friday mornings originated, in topic, from her own thoughts and 

interests. The books and stories she wrote during centers or for 

seatwork often originated from Ms H. The breakdown of times for 

writing books and stories is presented in the following sections. 

Times of day for book writing. Zoe wrote twenty one books at 

centers. Books completed at centers were generally required work 

and had a prescribed format, length and content. Figure 38 is an 

example of a book completed at a center. It had an Eskimo shaped 
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cover and Eskimo shaped paper. The minimum requirement was one 

full page of writing. 

"~'. :'\ :S,' T ' ", ~,' 

Figure 38. Zoe's Eskimo book written at a center. [Eskimos are 

Indians. In the winter, Eskimos fish. Eskimos wear warm coats.] 

Zoe was involved in writing thirteen books during her free 

time or during SSR, first thing in the morning. These were her 

opportunities to meet her own writing agenda as nothing was 

prescribed or required during such writing. Figure 39 shows one 

such book. She wrote six books during Friday morning writers 

workshops with me in the classroom as an editor. The Eskimo book 

and this book are exemplary in that they show Zoe involved in 

inventing spelling, experimenting with her voice and others' voices, 

use of expression and more. She started the story about the cat 

._-------------_._.... -_._----
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using words she could spell, but abandoned that in favor of story 

action. The Eskimo book is a little different because it was 

assigned by Ms H. There were no resources or other books to which 

she could refer for the content. She had to rely on her memory. 

Figure 39. Page from Zoe's book written during SSA. [Cat sat at 

Pat's and a rat saw the cat. "A cat! A cat! What will I do? Hide. 

Someone help me. I am in danger. Please help me. Please.] 

Zoe wrote three books during seatwork and one book with the 

entire class in a collaborative effort. Table 17 summarizes the 

times during which Zoe wrote books in first grade and the amount of 

books she wrote during those times. 
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Table 17 

Summary of the Times When Books COUld Be Written and the Amount 

of Books Written By Zoe During Such Times 

Time of Day Amount 

Center 21 

SSR of free time 13 

Friday morning 6 

Seatwork 3 

Whole class 1 

Total 44 

Times of day for story writing. Zoe wrote nine stories during 

Friday morning writers workshops. She determined the length and 

topic of these stories and decided whether or not they would be 

made into books. Figure 40 shows a story written one Friday 

morning. 

Zoe wrote four stories at centers over the course of the year. 

Figure 41 shows one story completed in January during the class 

study of Martin Luther King, Jr. 
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Bea.rs 

Figure 4Q Page from a story written during Friday morning 

writers workshop early in the year, rewritten by me before Zoe 

illu stra ted. 

[Bears are lots of fun] 
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Zoe wrote three stories during seatwork time, two with her 

buddy from an upper grade as a helper, two for creative writing, 

two during SSR or free time, and one with the entire class during 

one afternoon. The one 'with the entire class was not collaborative 

in nature. They had watched a movie about a balloon and all the 

children wrote a story about a killoon on balloon shaped paper at 

the same time. Table 18 summarizes the times when Zoe wrote 

stories over the course of the year in first grade and the amount of 

stories written during those time slots. 

-_._---
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Figure 41. Story written by Zoe at a center. [I have a dream one 

black man had to sit at the back of the bus.] 
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Zoe's writing for creative writing was substantially different 

from what she wrote during SSR or on Friday mornings. Figure 42 

shows a creative writing piece. The requirement to fill a complete 

page seems obvious in reading the creative writing activity because 

Zoe seems to have pushed to reach the bottom line. During SSR one 

morning Zoe used pieces of paper she had brought from home which 

were commercially cut in the shapes of animals. On one, she wrote, 

"I am a cat. I am not a mouse." That piece was cat shaped. On a 

---------------- ----------
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Table 18 

Symmary of the Times Zoe Wrote Stories Oyer the Coyrse of the 

Year 

Time of Day Amount 

Friday mornina 9 

Centers 4 

Seatwork 3 

With buddy 2 

Creative writing 2 

SSR or free time 2 

Whole class 1 

Total 23 

horse shape wrote, "I am a horse, I am not a mouse." On another cat 

sheet she wrote, "I am home sweet home," and drew a picture of a 

house with smoke rising from the chimney. Then she used a cat

shaped piece to make a cover which read,"Other Things by Zoe 

Meyer." The SSR writing activity produced writing that was more 

authentic (Wortman, 1991) and seems to have been more genuine 

writing. The SSR piece was shorter, but more playful. It was 

resolved naturally by the writer when it reached a resolution with 

which she was comfortable. Both pieces were completed during the 

middle of May. 
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Figure 42. Required creative writing completed in May in first 

grade. [Cat had two eyes. And two heads. Cat had a broken knee. 

And cat had one elbow. One day Aunt Rat and Cousin Bat came. My 

uncle needed a doctor so he did not come. But Grandmother Ladybug 

came. And so did Grandfather Bug. It was a great time but the time 

came to say goodby.] 

Books and stories were unique because they contributed to 

Zoe's growing conceptualization of the nature of a story or book. 

Since they were sustained writing times, they often provided Zoe 

with the opportunity to experiment and explore: spelling, 

._--_._ ..... ---._- .. _-
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punctuation, ,developing characters, plots, and themes, and the use 

of a variety of voices. Seven categories emerged from her stories 

and books as I analyzed them. These categories and their 

frequencies are presented in Table 19. A small number of the books 

or stories were put into more than one category when that was 

necessary. 

Table 19 

Categories of Zoe's 800k and Story Writing During First Grade 

Book or Story Cat~go~y Frequencx 

ReQuired subject 25 

SSR or free choice 18 

Friday morning 12 

Little writing involved 10 

No writing except name 8 

Writing to fill the page 3 

Collaborative efforts 2 (+ 1 not 

coded=3) 

In the discussion of books and stories I include some texts in 

typed form without changing lines, punctuation, or spelling. I use 

'If to denote a new page, if Zoe went on to another page. I will 

spell all items as she spelled them. Any letters in bold indicate 

that she reversed that particular letter. The stories are 
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conventionalized in parentheses following each piece to facilitate 

reading. 

ReQuired subjects. Required subjects were most often 

completed during a center or seatwork. They were story subjects 

assigned by Ms H. When Zoe wrote her story about the balloon, the 

entire class wrote about balloons at the same time. This is her 

balloon story: 

My balloon 
traveled too 
Noesh anid and 
He wah to iscem theN 
He Gat a pirtmat 
TheaN He Wat to 
The Besh 
[My balloon travelled to North America and he wanted to ice 
cream. Then he got an apartment. Then he went to the beach.] 

Zoe was required to write one full page because that would fill the 

balloon shape when it was copied over. In her final copy she 

omitted part of her original text so that the story would fit the 

balloon shaped paper. 

My balln 
traveled to 
North America 
He got on an ice crea 
cone. Then He went to 
The beach 
The End [My balloon travelled to North American He got an ice 
cream cone. Then he went to the beach. The end.] 
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Another example of the required subject category of writing 

was the use of spelling words in sentences. Zoe asked Ms H if she 

could write a story with the words; Ms H approved her request. 

My Best Book Written and IlluStrated by Zoe/l 
My pet is under 
My bed .. My bed is PINK and 
GREEN.!! 
My pet is not YELLOW.!! 
My pet is on My bed./1 
I Have a PINK and /I 
WHITE pet 

This story was restricted by the requirement that Zoe write a story 

about a pet and that it include the spelling words which all 

contained a 'short e'. 

Not all of Zoe's required subject writing appeared so 

restricted, as this story about a frightened monster, based on a 

story in the new series, shows: 

a Monster 
A monster was in 
sods he saw some pigs. 
He was skard.whut shall 
I do he sed. I am so 
ksard the pigs will 
eat me aliv 
the fother 
came owt he sed. do 
not be skard litle own 
I am here, but fother 
the pgs will eat me the end 
[A monster was inside. He saw some pigs. He was scared. 
"What shall I do, "he said. "I am so scared the pigs will eat me 
alive. The father came out. He said," Do not be scared little 
one. I am here." "But father, the pigs will eat me." The end.] 
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Consistently, the more freedom Zoe was given to make decisions 

about what, how, when, where, and why she wrote, the more she 

pushed the limits of her understanding of written language at a 

given moment in time. Zoe stopped writing when she was near the 

end of the page as the one page requirement had been met. By March, 

when she wrote this story, she had a good sense of beginnings, 

middles, and ends of stories. However, since the length requirement 

had been met, the story ended. Zoe's focus in required theme 

writing tended to be Ms H's criteria for finishing. When a theme 

was interesting to her, it usually overflowed into the following 

morning's SSR and was worked through to some sense of resolution 

with the ultimate goal of reading it to the class in the afternoon. 

Ms H's flexibility was reflected in her having given permission to 

Zoe to extend a writing assignment in this way. 

SSB. free chQice and Friday mornings, Zoe wrote a total of 

thirty stories during SSR, free choice time, or on Friday mornings. 

have grouped these together as the nature of these activities was 

quite similar in that Zoe was free to choose length and topic. In the 

beginning of the year Zoe was not eager to take many risks when 

writing in school. She tended to use words that she was confident 

of spelling in what she thought was conventional spelling. Early in 

the year she wrote: 



The BaKII 
The caR Wat 
waThe No Bat 
in iT 
[The Book The car went with nobody in it.] 

She made this story into a book and illustrated it. The theme of 

cars seemed to remain, even when she began to take more risks 

with her spelling as this piece from late September shows: 

A CaR StRtiO 
TO MOOV I WiS
IN IT I Wat 
To Go HOM BaT The 
StaG WaD Nat 
Lat me go. 
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[A car started to move. I was in it. I wanted to go home but 
the stranger would not let me go.] 

Zoe's writing during SSR or on Friday mornings was 

sometimes a mix of conventionally spelled words, reflective of the 

phonics concepts being presented at the time, and risks she was 

taking with invented spelling. This is apparent in books such, "The 

rat," written in February: 

The rat 
by Zoe 
and the cat 
and the batl! 
Cat sat at Pats and a rat saw 
the cat a cat! a cat! 
wote will I do I ned to 
hiwd. some one heelp me. 
I am in dager. Pies 

help me helpme 
pies.!! 
Ten the cat saw the rat and he sed help 
ten the cat got in hre car and the 



cat got in hre car and they got 
owt of there and a bat 
had that problem. 
The end 
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[The rat by Zoe and the cat and the bat. Cat sat at Pats and a 
rat saw the cat. "A cat! A cat! What will I do I need to hide. 
Some one help me please." Then the cat saw the rat and he 
said,"Help." Then the cat got in her car and the rat got in her 
car and they got out of there and a bat had that problem. The 
end.] 

The rat story has a sense of resolution. There was a tension 

between Zoe's desire to invent and her sensed necessity for 

convention. 

Zoe's writing during times when she chose topic and length 

seemed to soar in February and then again in April and May. Each 

piece seemed to be an exploration of a new finding or conclusion she 

had reached. In "The Seed" (February), she seems to have discovered 

the power of an author to make things happen: 

The seedl/ 
I Love you seed. see 
will you do something for my.!! 
I want you to grow.!! 
Seed. Seed grow for me. 
I want you to grow.!! 
Dear seed I want you to grow. 
seed seed grow.,grow,grow.!! 
I want you to grow.!! 
Seed you 
or growing.!! 
The end. 
[(Ms H overwrote spellings, some of which Zoe went back and 
erased, to put in conventional spellings.) The seed. I love you 
seed. Seed, will you do something for me? I want you to grow, 
seed. Seed, grow for me. I want you to grow. Dear seed, I 
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want you to grow. Seed, seed, grow. Grow, grow. I want you 
to grow. Seed, you are growing. The end.] 

Perhaps Zoe was also exploring length or poetic form and repetition. 

Although "The Seed" had no required length from without, Zoe might 

have had a goal for length in mind. At the same time, in February, 

she seemed to have been experimenting with emotional intensity in 

stories: 

The anvchrs 
by Zoell 
I was at my hows wen I hrd a 
nowys. 
[Then, in bubbles on the unillustrated page, she wrote]: GrrrGrr 
OOOQ(X)/l 

A ghost! a ghost! haallp 
[The Adventures by Zoe. I was at my house when I heard a 
noise. GrrrGrr 000000 A ghost! A ghost! help] 

She liked to explore what she knew and how to share it, as in "Me 

and You" (book, written in April): 

Me and you 
Me and you 
I have a rat.You have a cat. I have a fox and 
you have a box. I hav a tub and you 
have a rug. 
Opposiets Chapter 2 The Oposite of yes is no. The Opposite of 
good is bad. 
The opposite of big is small. The opposite of 
cake is cookie. 
[(Ms H over-wrote to correct spelling and Zoe fixed some by 
erasing and rewrting.) Me and you. Me and you. I have a rat. 
You have a cat. I have a fox and you have a box. I have a tub 
and you have a rug. Opposites Chapter 2 The opposite of yes 
is no. The opposite of good is bad. The opposite of big is 
small. The opposite of cake is cookie.] 
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By the end of the year, story and book writing became more 

conventional in form. Zoe wrote complete stories, when given the 

time and allowed to choose the topic. She shared them in many 

ways, such as reading them to the class and by including the names 

of her friends in the stories. Typical of the stories she was writing 

in May was "Ghost Times": 

ghost times by Zoell 
One day a very strnage think 
happend. It was a very hot 
day. And suddenly it 
began to snow. Everybody 
was in there bathing suit. 
They got frozen. they 
could see owt. It was 
a ghost. The people could not move. There names were 
P_,K_ and Jowe and P_" 
was wearing a bikini. The people 
tried to say help. But 
they could not because they 
were frozen. Then as quick 
as the ghost came it 
left. K_, P_ and Howe got un frozen and jumped 

in the pool agin. 
the ghost never came/back.!/ 
Nowadays Jowe, P_ and K_ 
celebrate. They call it ghost 
day. They have to have a 
custom. 
The endll 
My name is Zoe Nel/ie
Meyer. I am six years old. 
My teachers name is 
Mrs. S __ H_. And I go 
to H_ Elementary School. 
Readers comints. 
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[Ghost Times by Zoe One day a very strange thing happened. 
It was a very hot day. And suddenly it began to snow. 
Everybody was in their bathing suit. They got frozen. They 
could see out. It was a ghost. The people could not move. 
Their names were P __ , K __ , and Joey. P_ was 
wearing a bikini. The people tried to say help. But they could 
not because they were frozen. Then, as quick as the ghost 
came, it left. K_, P_ and Howie got unfrozen and jumped 
into the pool again. The ghost never came back. Nowadays, 
Joey, P __ , and K_, celebrate. They call it ghost day. 
They have to have a costume. The end. My name is Zoe Nellie 
Meyer. I am six years old. My teacher's name is Mrs. S_ 
H __ . And I go to H Elementary School. Readers' comments. 

Books in which Zoe did little or no writing. Zoe was involved 

with eighteen books which involved little or no writing. Ten of 

these involved little writing. The criteria for this category was 

that she write more than her name but no complete sentences, 

except for those copied directly from another part of the book. In 

one book involving little writing she had to complete sentences 

such as "Here is Jack 0' ". Under the sad pumpkin, she wrote 

'sad' in the blank; under the happy pumpkin, she wrote 'happy' in the 

blank. These sentences were then recopied. Some books involving 

little writing were collections of worksheets stapled together, 

including one about spiders and another about the rodeo. 

Zoe was involved with eight books involving no writing beyond 

her own name. She usually was required to write her name after 

"By_" on the cover of these books. One of these was about Martin 

Luther King, Jr.; another was about Mexico. She usually colored the 

pictures in the books and reported that she rarely read them. 
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Writing to fill the page. Zoe wrote three pieces during 

creative writing time which were written to fulfill the criteria of 

a full page being written. These lacked a true sense of story, as 

evidenced by these two completed in May: 

ten, ten, ten. 
I love ten my sisiter 
is ten/2 the end 
the end the end 

the end the end 
the end the end 
the end the end 

the end. 

Pat and Zoe 
Kim is in My haws. 
So is Pat nad Rick. 
Brook is at my hous to. 
So is MRS.H_ she is 
teching us a lasin. 
Eivin is here too. I like 
him he is Waring 
swat pants. ring ring. 
the telufon. holow 
a gud I will be there. 
[Pat and Zoe. Kim is in my house. So is Pat and Rick. Brooke 
is at my house too. So is Mrs. H. She is teaching us a lesson. 
Evin is here too. I like him. He is wearing sweat pants. ring 
ring. The telephone. Oh, good, I will be there.] 

Collaborative efforts. Three times during the year Zoe was 

involved with other children in the class in writing a book. One of 

these activities was not coded as she was an artistic consultant 

and errand runner. She fetched books and helped the other two 

children think of ideas for a book on dinosaurs. 
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Early in the year (near Halloween), Zoe and two other children 

worked on a book during SSA. They finished the draft and sent it 

home with me. I typed it and returned it for illustrations. That 

book became a favorite in the classroom for use during SSA. The 

book was an exciting event for me as I could see each of the 

children stretching themselves as they were involved in different 

facets of production. They talked about what made sense in terms 

of sequence and how the story should end. They argued over 

spellings and illustrations. At times, I believe they frightened each 

other with where they thought the plot might go. Here, then, is 

"Halloween Night" (October): 

Halloween Night by P_, Zoe and E_. Illustrated by P_, 
Zoe and E_.!! 
One Halloween night it was dark and rainy and scary out. 1/ 
And there was a spooky house and in the house was a shark. 1/ 
In the house was an octopus and a fish. /I 
And a crab, and a vampire fish 
and a bat fish and a bat lion and ghost 
lion and they all came out. /I 
And the ghost went back.!! 
There was a spooky house with a lot of bats and ghosts were 
up side down.!! 
There was millions and 
millions and millions of ghosts and of bats./1 
There was a bat with one wing. 
He can still fly. /I 
The End. 

Zoe's books and stories became benchmarks for her changes as 

a writer in school. They seemed to be her arena for 

experimentation, practice, and playas she grew to understand the 
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parameters of written language. This is not meant to necessarily 

discount work which focused on mechanics and skills and subskills. 

Their impact was felt and seen in books, stories, and other pieces 

at home and in school. The two remaining broad categories of types 

of writing in which Zoe was involved in school will now be briefly 

described. 

D'Nealian Writing 

Ms H usually had the children work in the D'Nealian (Scott, 

Forsman, 1981 )writing workbook twice a week in the afternoons. 

She would instruct the children to take out the workbooks, which 

they kept in their desks, and assign the page. She rarely read the 

directions or demonstrated what to write on the board. The 

workbook consisted of letter and word rendering. Rendering means 

copying, as an artist would, to attain a completed work which 

matches offered reality, in this case the examples provided by 

Scott Foresman. Zoe was assigned and completed fifty of these 

workbook pages with the rest of the class. 

Comprehension 

Zoe completed forty three workbook pages and worksheets 

which were labelled 'comprehension' somewhere on the page. These 

typically involved a commercially prepared worksheet or workbook 

page which required that Zoe read a story and write single word, 
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phrase, or sentence responses. Some of the comprehension sheets 

were based on stories from the series. 

Vocabulary 

Zoe completed thirty six vocabulary workbook pages. These 

usually consisted of five to seven sentences on an unrelated topic. 

The task was to choose, from a list of three words below each 

sentence, the one word which would best fit into a blank left in the 

sentence. These pages were all from the Houghton Mifflin (1989) 

workbook. 

Spelling Words into Sentences 

Zoe wrote sentences for her spelling words thirty six times 

during the school year. There was a required five word minimum 

per sentence and all words were to be spelled correctly. She would 

often include a friend's or family member's name in order to extend 

the sentence to its assigned length. All the words must be spelled 

correctly during this writing activity and Zoe used her pink 

dictionary to ensure that her sentences were spelled conventionally. 

Figure 43 shows a typical page involving putting spelling words into 

sentences. 
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Figure 43. Writing spelling words into sentences. [Zoe Teacher: 

Mrs. H__ Dad, the ship is moving. Mom, that child is with no 

one. I like this very much. (Spelling words: ship; child; much)] 

Spelling Tests 

Zoe took twenty nine spelling tests during the year. Figure 44 

shows a typical spelling test. The children cleared their desks of 

all items except pencils and paper. Ms H called each word, put it 

into a sentence, and then repeated the word. 

Rendering 

Most rendering done in first grade was much like that done in 

kindergarten. This category of rendering is in addition to the 

copying required in the D'Nealian workbook. Zoe rendered twenty 

five times on writing paper provided by Ms H. 
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Figure 44. A typical spelling test. [big; him; if; did; sit; fit; this; 

swims] 

Spelling Booklets 

Ms H made spelling booklets for the children. These became 

the task for children at the reading center. The booklet was 

typically two pieces of copy paper folded to produce four pages of 

work. The children were required to alphabetize the spelling words, 

write them twice, put them into sentences, using them in 

crossword puzzles, or write words that rhymed with them. Ms H 

made these herself and often included little comments to make the 
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work more fun. Figure 45 shows the four pages of a typical spelling 

booklet. Zoe completed twenty four such booklets over the course 

of the year. She never had to do more than one in a given week. 

Scramb led. 
Words 

oW5h ~~'---__ 
deihl ~~'---_ 
clnuh t 
twhac wa:rc h 
55ihwe wi ~hl~ • 

hmcu fYl \l cb./ 
id5h d liS n 

"" 

litre I1re. !loaf "till oJpellt'ltg 
. II/tJrds. ftetlse write eaclt 

tlJord ()tZe time. 

/. dish ...... dL+,1 ...... S"-t:b .,--__ 
z. show ...... r;''-t-h ,,-O....;;...UI-:-

Q 

__ ,..-

3. wish -=-,,'~I!,-!-/--l:£~b:.-__ 
'I. ship. ~ h t' P \; 
s. child (,\\(1 (d.., 
6. mach fh IIC h. 
1 /i/llch \.. Unch, 
~. tua tch fA trt±~h 
* IU/shes I lit ~ Aves 
* ItLlZclt~s tl1l\C bet ..... 

Figure 45. A spelling booklet consisted of four pages. Two of those 

are shown here. 

Homework 

Ms H sent home three types of homework. She gave the 

children a commercially made calendar for each month which had an 

activity in each day's box. The children were to pick four to do each 
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week. Zoe rarely did these. She also sent home a weekly list of 

spelling words and activities to do with the spelling words. Our 

family helped her practice the words because she wanted to do well 

on the tests. Ms H was also involved with the local implementation 

of a national pizza company's reading program. She had the children 

fill out four book report forms each month. Each month that a child 

completed four forms entitled her to a free pizza. Zoe did this 

every month of the offer, completing twenty book reports. Figure 

46 shows a book report completed by Zoe. Zoe also completed four 

other assignments with spelling words. 

Figure 46, Book report completed for homework in order to win a 

pizza. 
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Houghton Mifflin 

Ms H had Zoe complete twenty pages of the Houghton Mifflin 

(1989) workbooks which I have grouped together to show their 

remarkable diversity. Ten of these pages dealt with punctuation 

and other mechanical issues of written language. Ten of the pages 

were journal-like responses to prompts focusing on a story in the 

Houghton Mifflin Literary Reader(1989). 

Table 20 summarizes the writing that Zoe was involved in 

regularly over the course of her first grade experience. 

Table 20 

Regular Writing Activities for Zoe in the First Grade 

Type of Writing Frequency 
Phonics 72 
Books and Stories 67 
D'Nealian (Scott, Forsman, 50 

1981 ) 
Comprehension 43 
Houghton Mifflin 36 

vocabulary 
Spelling words into 36 

sentences 
Spelling tests 29 
Rendering 25 
Spelling booklets 24 
Homework 23 
Houghton Mifflin journal- 10 

like 
Houghton Mifflin mechanics 10 
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Infreguent Writing Activities 

Zoe was involved in writing certain types of writing fewer 

than ten but more than two times. She wrote to record short 

answers in an SRA (Science Research Associates, 1984) reading 

lab. She made signs for her garden club. She made six of these 

signs on one day during SSR as part of a collaboration between Zoe 

and most of the girls in the class. They had started a secret garden 

on the playground and wanted signs to point out where they had 

planted various seeds. 

She was required to do six pages in a workbook dealing with 

prefixes, suffixes, and contractions which I have grouped together 

as structural analysis. She did some worksheets involving 

placement of dialogue in bubbles above characters heads. Zoe had 

seen Sadie do this at home and was already incorporating bubbles 

into her writing in school and at home. 

Daily Oral Language and a journal provided by the district 

were short-lived writing experiences in first grade. Ms H 

abandoned these in favor of writing activities described above. Zoe 

wrote notes during my presentation of the Jolly Postman (Ahlberg, 

1984). She wrote captions for art projects in the art center. The 

lists she wrote in school included names of girls in her club and a 

list of vowels for a child she said kept forgetting the vowels. Table 

21 summarizes Zoe's infrequent writing activities in first grade. 
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Table 21 

InfreQuent Writing Activities for Zoe in the First Grade 

Type of Writing Frequency 

SRA (1984) Response 8 

sheets 

Signs 7 

Houghton Mifflin struc. 6 

analysis 

Bubbles (dialogue) 5 

Daily oral language 5 

Joy of Writing (journal) 5 

Notes 5 

Captions 4 

Lists 4 

Miscellaneous Writing Activities 

Zoe wrote labels of the parts of an egg and the parts of a plant 

as part of her center work. She wrote letters to companies to 

obtain free merchandise one Friday when I was teaching. She had to 

unscramble sentences on two worksheets and words and two others. 

She wrote one poem, a cinquain, as part of an art project and wrote 

a postcard to an unknown soldier in the Mideast during Desert 



Storm. Table 22 summarizes these miscellaneous writing 

activities. 

Table 22 

Misce"aneous Writing Activities for Zoe in the First Grade 

Type of Writing Frequency 

Labelling 2 

Letters 2 

Sentence unscramble 2 

Word unscramble 2 

Poem 1 

Postcard 1 

Summary 
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The description of the classroom and of Zoe's writing within 

that setting provide insights into the social nature of her writing 

experience in school. As I move to the first level of analysis, the 

impact of the social dynamic of the school setting upon her writing 

in school will also become more clear. 

First Level of Analysis 

The first level of analysis of the first grade data from school 

remains close to the data. I categorized Zoe's writing and its social 

context using properties and categories which emerged from the 
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data as the analytical frame. This was consistent with and will be 

presented parallel to the analysis of the kindergarten data. In 

analyzing the uses of written language, I subcategorized use into: 

types, purpose or intention, and functions of written language. The 

types of written language Zoe used in school were presented earlier 

and are not reiterated here. I also analyzed the linguistic foci of 

written language in this section. The social situations for Zoe's 

writing in first grade was analyzed considering her physical 

location during writing activity and the social nature of the 

situation. The modes (Halliday, 1975) of writing were summarized, 

too. 

An important facet of the first level of analysis was the pOint 

of origin of Zoe's writing and its relationship to tenor (Halliday, 

1975;1978) and ownership. The point of origin is at the 

intersection of the moment a writer begins a writing activity and 

her immediate and past life experiences which bring her to the 

piece. In that sense, pOint of origin was related to ownership. The 

responses that Zoe received to her writing were an integral part of 

the social situation and were examined in that light. Invented 

spelling was considered, as it was in the kindergarten data, in 

terms of tenor, too. 

The final part of the first level of analysis focussed on 

activity theory and, also, Ms H's beliefs about writing as evidenced 

by the program Zoe encountered as a first grade writer in Ms H's 

classroom. Zoe's understanding of writing in the classroom was 
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also analyzed. The legitimation of the underground and its effect on 

Zoe's writing were included. The final sections of the first level of 

analysis moved towards the second level of analysis, which will 

involve themes and theoretical constructs. The first level of 

analysis concludes with a brief summary. Figure 47 shows the 

categories and subcategories of the first level of analysis. It 

serves as a flowchart for the many analyses presented. 

Fields of Writing 

The preceding description of writing shows the many types of 

writing which were in use in the first grade classroom. Writing 

was used in a variety of subject matters or content areas over the 

course of the year. I have separated out, for this analysis, the 

subject area from the time and institutional setting. This was done 

to allow greater depth in analyzing the data. In this section, then, 

field focuses on subject matter. Some of the fields were used 

regularly (more than ten times in the year), some were used 

infrequently, (less than ten but more than two times during the 

year) and some were used so rarely that I categorized them as 

miscellaneous (used one or two times during the year). The subject 

matter of Zoe's written language will be the focus of this section. 



Fields 

Purposes/ 
Intentions Non-L -.r--regulatory 

anguage~ economic 

Funct ions R2 (known-answer) 
im.aginative 

personal 
informative 

L . . t . heuristic 
1 nguls l~in'tructional model 

Foci ----"LSize & Variability 

FIRST Social --Clime 
LEVEL --+- Situation Individual, involved 
OF 
ANALVSIS I MsH 

Tenor,:-:--c. ela33mate, 
Poi nt of father 
Origin, 
Ownership 

[ MSH 
Response ---lather children 

Invented Spelling 

Modes {gOalS 
Ms H's beliefs motives 

Act i ylty -{ operations 
Theory goals 

Zoe's beliefs -E motives 
operations 

Underground 
Writing 

Figure 47. Categories and subcategories of the first level of 

analysis of Zoe's writing in school during first grade. 
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Zoe was involved in spelling activities at least twice each 

week during the school year. Spelling included booklets, tests, and 

putting words into sentences. Each of these spelling activities was 

aimed at Zoe achieving mastery in spelling the words on the week's 

assigned list. Spelling was a regular written language activity in 

the classroom. 

Another reg"ular writing activity in the first grade classroom 

was copying; Zoe was required to render twice weekly. She also 

wrote twice each week to complete phonics worksheets. 

Story or book writing occurred on a regular basis throughout 

the year. Zoe wrote one or two books each week. The nature of the 

books brings into focus the definition of what was considered a 

book in the first grade classroom. In school, or in terms of school 

work, Zoe referred to as a 'book' pages or papers which were put 

together. This ranged from collections of worksheets to pages 

which she put in sequential order but did not compose herself to 

stories which she composed and subsequently bound in some way. 

Zoe was also regularly involved in writing to respond to 

questions relating to a story Ms H provided. More than once each 

week Ms H required that Zoe write one word, phrase, or sentence 

answers to questions based on a story Zoe had read. These tended to 

be factual or sequential questions. Zoe also responded to 

vocabulary questions on a weekly basis. 'Vocabulary' in Ms H's class 

meant responding to a sentence with one word missing. Zoe was 

required to choose a word, usually from a list of three words, which 



made best sense when placed in the blank. She had to write the 

word on the blank as well as circle it on the list. 
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Zoe was required to write one or two word answers in 

response to mechanical and structural analysis pages in the 

Houghton Mifflin Student Resource Booklet (Houghton Mifflin, 1989). 

She dealt with this same type of writing activity during Daily Oral 

Language wh.en she copied sentences being careful to include 

corrected mechanical and structural analysis elements. Mechanical 

and structural analYSis activities were regular occurrences in the 

first grade writing program. 

Journal writing appeared in the district-provided journal, 

consisting of twenty blank sheets of unlined paper, and in the 

Houghton Mifflin Student Response Booklet (Houghton Mifflin, 1989). 

Zoe wrote in one or the other of these almost once each week during 

the year. 

There were five fields of writing which Zoe used infrequently 

during the school year: sign writing; writing dialogue in bubbles; 

note writing; writing captions under pictures; and writing lists. 

Miscellaneous writing occurred about once each month during the 

school year. The fields presented in this section closely parallel 

the types of writing presented earlier. I present them as fields for 

comparison purposes. In kindergarten, although many writing 

activities were completed, they were limited to a few fields. In 

first grade a wider variety of fields were part of the writing 

program. 
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Pyrposesllntentions for Writing 

My analysis of the purposes of writing in school focused on 

the reasons (the 'why') for writing there. Writing in school had a 

variety of of purposes or intentions. First, Ms H had purposes or 

intentions for writing activities. Second, Zoe, responding to 

writing as assigned work sometimes and as her own choice at other 

times, had purposes and intentions for writing as well. Ms H used 

writing as a form of management, much as Ms K did in kindergarten. 

I have subdivided management into two parts: order and routine. 

Writing helped Ms H maintain order during SSR, before opening when 

the day officially started. She also had the children write at 

various centers and for a variety of seatwork assignments. Writing 

helped maintain order in that the children usually did their writing 

quietly, though not silently. She allowed them to whisper during 

much of the day. Writing provided some activity for the larger part 

of the class when Ms H worked with smaller groups or individuals. 

Writing was an essential part of the routine of the classroom. 

Zoe knew which days she would have creative writing. She knew 

that on certain days she would be putting spelling words into 

sentences. She became familiar with rendering exercises in certain 

workbooks and on certain worksheets. This familiarity helped the 

classroom run more efficiently so the children tended not to disturb 

Ms H's involvement with individuals or small groups involved in 

other activities. 
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Zoe viewed much of the writing in first grade as work. Work 

was something that was given to her and which she was required to 

complete. Failure to complete seatwork would result in her not 

getting to the center she had been assigned to for the day. Centers 

were usually more project oriented and she liked to get to them. Ms 

H usually let the children work in the afternoon to finish centers on 

days when they did not do so in the morning. Some days they were 

asked to put unfinished center work on their desks for completion 

during SSR the following morning. 

Zoe preferred to finish her work during the morning time 

allotted. When she did this, it opened up for her time to address her 

own writing agenda. She chose to write many mornings during SSR 

and could only do so if she had met Ms H's requirements for 

completion. SSR provided Zoe with almost thirty minutes of 

writing or reading time. When she chose the time to write, she 

could collaborate with classmates or work privately on writing 

started earlier or she could initiate a new writing activity. 

Zoe found some of the writing which Ms H assigned to be 

important in that it seemed to stretch beyond being 'work' as an 

assigned job. Zoe took some of Ms H's writing assignments quite 

seriously and others were even pleasurable. During Desert Storm, 

Zoe wrote a postcard to a soldier as part of a required writing 

activity. Zoe found this work very important and wrote a note 

which she described as "helping": 



Dear Friend, 
I hope you are Brave 
Becas I No you are. 
Do Not be sad 
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Love, Zoe Meyer [Dear Friend, I hope you are brave because I 
know you are. Do not be sad. Love, Zoe Meyer] 

Zoe also periodically became quite involved in creative writing. She 

would let the story carryover to SSR because of the time and 

energy she wished to devote to the work. These were situations 

when Ms H and Zoe had overlapping purposes. They were writing 

activities in which Ms H would originate the activity and Zoe would 

assume a degree of ownership not found in kindergarten. This issue 

is explored further in the section on ownership. 

Ms H had other purposes in mind for the children as writers. 

She wanted them to be able to write the letters of the English 

language neatly .. She provided many opportunities for the children 

to practice the formation of individual letters and to focus on the 

formation of those letters in words. She also wanted the children 

to become increasingly aware of and to use conventional spellings 

of words. 

Ms H also wanted the children to be "creative". She thought 

that this was the most important part of writing but was not sure 

how to teach it: 

I would say that the most important thing would be to be able 
to just write a story, a creative story. We worked a lot with 
creative writing ... (Personal interview, May, 1991) 

She was not sure how to get the children to be creative: 
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some of the kids left without really being creative, some of 
my brighter kids. They just... they would just write sentences. 
They just didn't flow together as a... and I really don't know 
how to teach that other than just reading them stories and 
talking about them. But I really don't know how to say 'well 
how can you make these sentences all fit together to make a 
message or a story?' (Personal interview, May, 1991) 

Ms H had a sense that the children should explore many of the uses 

of writing. Thus, she was open to having me come into the 

classroom to help the children explore some of the functions, 

purposes, and types of written language.. She also searched for 

more ways in which she could involve the children in a wide variety 

of language use. The purposes of management, rendering, 

conventional spellings, creativity, and seeking to expand the uses of 

written language in which Zoe engaged are manifested in the 

functions of written language used in the first grade classroom, 

presented in the following section. 

Functions of Written Language 

The functions of written language in which Zoe engaged in 

school in first grade were more varied than those with which she 

was involved in kindergarten. Functions had to do with how writing 

was used in school. Ms H provided more opportunities for Zoe to 

write and was more open to the wide variety of functions of 

written language as possibilities for writing experiences in the 

classroom. Many of the writing activities in which Zoe was 

involved were multi-functional in that they consisted of greater 

than one function. The functions of written language, as I use them 
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in this section, were drawn from Halliday's (1978) functions of oral 

language and Smith's (1983b) adaptation and extension of those 

functions into written language. 

This section, Functions of Written Language, consists of three 

subsections. The first subsection explores the non-language 

functions of written language activities in the first grade 

classroom. The phrase 'non-language uses of written language' 

sounds oxymoronic, appearing to contradict the notion of functions 

as intended by Smith and Halliday. The non-language functions 

attached to written language, discussed below, served important 

purposes in the first grade classroom. 

In the second subsection I analyze the language-based 

functions of written language. The focus is on writing as a way of 

making meaning known to others for various reasons or purposes. In 

this sense, the functions of written language help to elucidate or 

explicate the purposes of writing in the first grade classroom. 

In the third subsection I move farther from the data and 

suggest that Halliday's (1977) notion of meta-functions is 

applicable to written language as well as oral language. 

Non-Language Functions of Writing Activity 

There were two non-language functions of written language in 

Ms H's classroom. The first involved controlling the children's 

behavior; the second was economic in nature in that the children's 
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writing was a vehicle for purchasing food or free time in which to 

pursue their own agendas. 

The regulatory function. Smith (1983b) described the regulatory 

function as the use of written language to control the behavior, 

feelings, or attitudes of others (p.53). Ms H used written language 

to control the children's behavior, but not via the message or 

meaning of the text of the writing as is implied in Smith's 

definition. The mechanical activity of writing was an important 

part of the classroom management system in that it consumed time 

on a regular basis during the day. Zoe knew that certain writing 

activities would occur on certain days and at certain times. She 

knew that spelling words would be put into sentences on specific 

days and creative writing would occur on two days each week. In 

this way, writing was part of the routine of the classroom. Zoe 

might choose to write something of interest to herself or she might 

focus on meeting the required word or page number criteria set by 

Ms H. Either way, the use of the written language activity filled a 

regular time slot and functioned in a regulatory way. The use of 

written language for the purpose of management was a non

language function. 

Many of the writing activities in which Zoe engaged were 

regulatory in the non-language sense. They were non-language in 

that they were not focused on linguistic meaning and content. What 

was of concern to Ms H was that something (anything) was written 

because these acts of writing contributed to the maintenance of 
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order and routine in the classroom. Interestingly, Zoe would 

sometimes respond to these activities not as the drudgery which my 

description might imply. Zoe would assume ownership of the 

required writing activities and engage in them with interest and 

joy. Perhaps, in this way, Zoe was teaching Ms H some of the 

possibilities of a writing activity. Ms H referred to Zoe as "very 

special" in that Zoe relished written language activities. The 

assumption of ownership of writing activities by Zoe, and the other 

children, resulted in more time spent on the activity than Ms H had 

originally anticipated. Ownership shifted the activity from one of 

Ms H controlling routines to one of Zoe investing serious and 

genuine energy in a writing activity. Ms H was flexible and allowed 

the shift. This important permission allowed Zoe to explore 

written language use. 

The economic function. There were two types of writing 

activities in which Zoe engaged which were completed less for the 

message or content and more for what the completion of the task 

could provide. One of these activities provided food and the other 

provided Zoe with free time in which she pursue her own interests, 

including her own writing. 

A national pizza restaurant chain initiated a program to 

inspire children to read. Participating teachers were sent tickets 

which could be exchanged for free pizzas. Teachers were required 

to set the criteria that each child must meet on a monthly basis to 

earn the pizza tickets. Ms H required that the children complete 



four book reports each month over the five month period of the 

program. Zoe completed all of these. 
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Ms H provided two different forms over the five month period. 

Essentially, they were the same requiring Zoe to write title, author, 

and a three sentence review of the book. Zoe sometimes copied a 

sentence from the beginning of the book, one from the middle, and 

one from the end to complete her··book reports. 

Some of the writing required by Ms H was completed as 

quickly as possible, such as the creative writing in which Zoe 

repeatedly wrote 'the end' for most of the page, so that she could 

complete her other work, go to a center, earn free time, or pursue 

her own agenda. In this sense the writing took on an economic 

quality in that it was used by Zoe to buy her way out of what was 

required so that she pursue something else. This was the 'ticket 

out' function of writing discussed in the analysis of the 

kindergarten data. Writing became economic in nature because it 

could buy Zoe access to another activity.The focus here is on free 

time because that is typically where Zoe pursued her own writing 

agenda. 

In February Zoe wrote this on paper cut to the shape of a 

mouse as a center activity which she wanted to complete quickly: 

I wont 
to Be 
a city 
Mouse.!1 
Be cus the 
city Mou-
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se eat a 
fest. (Sample SF0204)[1 want to be a city mouse because they 
city mouse ate a feast.] 

She wrote this during the same week, shown here to contrast the 

mouse writing activity: 

The big big dog 
by Zoe Illistrated by Zoel/ 
A big big dog is in 
a hot iar balioon.!1 
Ovr the moon. [bubble :hi, I/am/the/moon]ll 
I am sailing the in 
a hot air boelioon.!1 
And he is eating a.!1 
sandwich but he never 
eats the crust.And 
the balloon got 
some mud on. 
The balloon. [The Big Big Dog by Zoe Illustrated by Zoe A big 
big dog is in a hot air balloon... I am sailing in the in a hot air 
balloon. And he is eating a sandwich but he never eats the 
crust. And the balloon got some mud on. The balloon.] 

The size and shape of the mouse paper made a short story seem to 

be the required activity. Zoe was anxious to make the balloon story 

into a book partly because of the urgency she felt as a writer and 

partly so that she could share it with the class. Thus, the mouse 

piece was completed enabling her to leave the center. The balloon 

story was one she wanted to write and took on a different function. 

The balloon story was imaginative, personal, and interactional 

(Smith, 1983b). The mouse story had a more economical nature to it 

in that it served as part of the 'center economy'. She purchased the 

time to pursue her own agenda. Ms H was eager to learn of the ways 

Zoe spent this time and was supportive of Zoe's writing pursuits. 
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Zoe's choice to write for presentation might also be viewed as 

economical in nature. She wanted to present her books to her 

classmates and so she followed the classroom rules pertaining to 

such presentations. The work had to be edited by Ms H or me. Zoe 

was required to tell Ms H that the piece was ready for presentation 

so that Ms H would make time for it as part of the afternoon. The 

completed and approved piece itself was the 'token' needed to 

present to the class. In this sense, Zoe's pieces which she 

presented to the class were part of an economy. This economy had a 

strong social facet in that the 'payoff' was social recognition by 

reading and receiving applause and permission to sign the authors' 

scroll. 

Language-Based Functions of Written Language 

Ms H's classroom was different for Zoe than Ms K's in that in 

first grade Zoe didn't have the urgency to finish all her 'work' so 

that she could choose something she enjoyed doing more. Zoe 

enjoyed many of Ms H's center activities, finding them interesting 

and challenging. Ms H's desire for creative writing was something 

to which Zoe related during many writing activities in first grade. 

In this section I analyze the language-based functions of written 

language in which Zoe engaged. The various functions over-lapped 

considerably. I present them separately, below, for clarity and to 

gain insights into the classroom writing experience. 

The 82 function. When Zoe was in kindergarten, virtually all 

of the writing required of her was of the special R2 type. Smit" 
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(1983b) discusses informative/ representational writing as that 

which involves the communication of information, descriptions, or 

the expression of propositions (p.54). I have designated R2 as the 

special case of "known answer" (Mehan, 1982; 1984) items. When 

written information was requested and the answer was already 

known by the one requesting it, I have indicated this as the R2 

function of written language. The R2 function was an inauthentic 

use of written language. It was also the most common function of 

written language in the first grade classroom. 

The many worksheets and workbook pages requiring her to 

place letters, parts of words, phrases, or sentences in spaces 

provided exemplified the R2 function. Ms H knew the answers to all 

of the information she was requesting that Zoe supply. The quantity 

of this type of writing offered insight into Ms H's beliefs about her 

writing program. She also had to deal with certain district and 

collegial pressures to be discussed in the section on her beliefs. 

Much of Zoe's writing completed as the R2 function was used 

by Ms H for evaluation purposes. Spelling tests, workbook pages, 

worksheets, rendering, and spelling booklets were checked by Ms H. 

If Zoe's work was not satisfactory by Ms H's criteria, she would 

have to do it over during the morning if time permitted, during the 

afternoon if time was allotted or the following day during SSA. In 

this sense, perhaps many of the pieces which served the R2 function 

were also interactional in terms of the evaluative relationship 

between Zoe and Ms H. The relationship, reflective of the relative 



432 

status of the two people involved (Smith, 1983b, p.54), will assume 

an essential part of the discussion of tenor (Halliday, 1975; 1978). 

The imaginative fynction. About one fourth of the writing 

which Zoe completed during her first grade year in school was 

imaginative in nature. Books and stories composed the largest 

chunk of this category. Yet, the items she wrote were not solely 

imaginative. The pieces were interactional in that Zoe had her 

classmates or other audiences in mind when she wrote them. Other 

pieces manifested the personal function, expressing her 

individuality (Smith, 1983b). This piece includes our dog, Bo, me and 

Zoe's friend, Kim: 

The Car by Zoe Illustrated by Zoell 
A cat is in a car.!/ 

A dog came alone.!/ 
The dog got in."Arf."/I 
Boo, the bear, came too.!/ 
A brid came. 
They went on a boat./I 
No, no the boat won't go.l! 
The boat won't go. 
Will you help, Zoe?1I 
"Yes, I will help you."11 
"The boat won't go. Will you 
help, Kim?" 
"Yes, I got it to go."11 
"I wanted to do it and I 
did do it.1I 
I wanted to. "II 
Once Kim got into a car. 
She drove the car.!! 
Bo wanted to come. 
She let him come.!! 
So Zoe came. 



"I let Mary come too. 
I let my dad come."11 
The end. [edited & rewritten by me] 
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This piece started with words Zoe knew she could spell, relied a bit 

on one of the stories from the Houghton Mifflin Literary Reader 

(1989) about a boat and included a friend, a pet, and a family 

member. Mary was a character from the Literary Reader, though not 

from the story about a boat. Thus the imaginative function of 

written language was enhanced by the other functions Zoe chose to 

integrate. The personal and interactional functions were involved 

as she brought in others from her life and seemed to have had an 

audience in mind. 

Some of the imaginative pieces in which Zoe was involved 

were collaborative, taking on an interactional function in a 

different sense. Rather than the piece itself being involved with 

other people, the process of bringing the piece to fruition was 

interactional. 

Many of Zoe's imaginative pieces shared herself, her sense of 

who she was, with other people. In this sense they were personal 

and interactional. The pieces she wrote which were not strictly R2, 

functionally, tended to be multi-functional. 

The interactional function. Zoe used the interactional 

function in a variety of ways. Her signs for her garden club tended 

to be regulatory, telling other children to stay off the garden. Other 

signs were informative, serving as memory aids so the members 

could recall where specific seeds had been planted. The letter Zoe 
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wrote to the Coca Cola company, requesting directions for making 

Coca Cola, exemplified her multi-functional use of written 

language: 

Dear coca cola,will you pies sand 
me the drakhsins 
to maik coca cola.yours Truly,Zoe PS 
AZ 85710 
My name is Zoe Mey-
er 8732 E. [our address] 
T---- AZz 
AZ 85710 [Dear Coca Cola, Will you please send me the 
directions to make Coca Cola? ] [SFWF15] 

Almost one eighth of the pieces Zoe wrote in school in first 

grade were interactional in nature, though most usually involved 

more than one function of written language. She wrote cards and 

notes which were both interactional and personal. Her Mother's Day 

card (Figure 48) was interactional and personal. 
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Figure 48. Zoe's Mother's Day Card. [To my mother. I hope you like 

my gift. I know it is not the best but it is the best I could do alone. 

I hope you like it. I love your day. from me] 
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The personal function. Smith (1983b, p. 54) describes the personal 

function of written language as the expression of individuality, 

"awareness of self ... pride". Most of the time when Zoe was involved 

in school in writing about herself she was also involved with one of 

the other functions of written language. When she expressed her 

personal dream for people getting along, near the time of Martin 

Luther King, Jr.'s birthday, she was also aware of other people and 

societal "shoulds". She wrote: 

I have a dream ... 
wan black man 
had to sit 
at the back 
of the bus 

Zoe's journal entries in school were usually framed around a 

book or story that the class had read. She did not have the 

opportunity to write much about herself and her inner thoughts. 

The informative function. There were a few times during the 

year when Zoe used written language to inform Ms H or her 

classmates about things which they might not know. When Zoe 

wrote her book reports, she was informing Ms H about the books she 

read for free pizza. These were also interactional in nature as they 

involved Ms H and Zoe in a relationship in terms of the information. 

The signs for her garden club and for the class garden were 

informative, providing others with information about what had been 

planted and where it was located. The signs also served as a 
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reminder of where individuals should not step. In this sense, they 

were interactional. 

The heuristic function. Halliday (1975; 1977) and Smith 

(1983b) discuss heuristics as the testing and seeking of knowledge. 

I understand this to mean the use of written language to learn 

written language, to learn about written language, and to learn 

through written language (Halliday, 1988). In this sense, all of the 

functions of written language are heuristic functions when they 

serve as vehicles for exploring and expanding one's understanding of 

written language. 

Zoe seemed to be involved with the testing of her 

understanding of written language many times during her writing 

experiences in school. Ms H's openness, at times, to the use of 

invented spelling allowed Zoe the opportunity to investigate, 

experiment, and hypothesize with her understandings of spellings. 

Ms H's use of SSR as a time for' reading and writing allowed Zoe to 

explore her understandings through experiences with writing. Zoe 

spent time writing stories only with words she knew how to spell. 

Then, she would change direction and become quite inventive in her 

spelling. She would work to stay within conventions she understood 

and then, at other times, focus on exploring and extending the 

boundaries of what she understood of written language. 

During some of my observations, Zoe would present her pink 

dictionary to Ms H and ask for the correct spelling of many words, 

interrupting her flow of writing many times during a single 
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activity. Other days, during the same activity, Zoe would take many 

risks and invent spellings using her understanding of written 

language. Some pieces were noteworthy in this respect because Zoe 

started them clearly intending to use words she could spell but then 

abandoned this in favor of exploring plot or form development, 

paying little attention to spelling. "The Rat" (presented earlier) 

was a good example of such a piece. In "Me and You" Zoe explored 

the idea of a chapter book. She sensed that there needed to be a 

noticeable change of some sort when one chapter ended and another 

began. She taped a small piece of paper to the side of the page near 

where the second chapter started and put a large '2' on it. 

Thus Zoe experimented with spelling, genre, punctuation, 

function, and purpose. She tended to explore the most when she 

could choose the topic, was willing to take risks, and a broad range 

of responses to the activity was acceptable to Ms H. 

Activities which were more open to Zoe's interpretation 

provided a greater opportunity for exploration. What fascinated me 

about this was Zoe's decision-making about the activity. Some days 

creative writing was drudgery to be finished as soon as possible. 

Other days, creative writing was relished and placed on the desk to 

be finished the following morning during SSR, not as punishment but 

because the piece was developing into something which Zoe 

assumed as part of her own writing agenda. It was quite 

interesting to watch pieces 'change hands' this way. The piece 

would start as Ms H's assignment; Zoe would sometimes assume it 
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as her own. When this happened, Zoe played and learned much from 

the piece. This is discussed further in the ownership section. 

Halliday (1975) suggests that the functions of language, as 

distinguishable functions, are organized along more complex 

parameters as the child grows and learns. The separate functions 

become mega-functions which eventually become meta-functions. 

The multiple functions (multi-functions) in which Zoe is involved in 

her writing in some of the pieces presented above support certain 

parallels between oral and written language development. It 

appears that Zoe, in her written language, is developing towards 

the meta-functions Halliday describes: textual, ideational, and 

interpersonal. At this point, I refer to the meta-functions to 

underscore the complexity of Zoe's written language use. The 

analysis of the linguistic foci of written language in school also 

demonstrate this complexity. 

Linguistic Foci of Writing 

The data for first grade was analyzed in the same two ways 

as the data for kindergarten to show the linguistic foci of writing 

in school. The first analysis was of the focus of the instructional 

model which the writing activity reflected. The focus of 

instruction of each piece was a subskills, skills, or meaning model 

(adapted from Y. Goodman & Burke, 1980). The second analysis 

involved the size of the linguistic units and the variability of what 

was written within particular sizes. 
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Instructional Model Analysis 

A subskills model of writing instruction was typically found 

in many of the phonic worksheets Zoe was required to do in first 

grade. The skills model of instruction focused on individual words, 

usually out of context or within a very limited context. An example 

of a limited context was a worksheet which had four sentences each 

containing a blank space and followed by a list of three words. Zoe 

was required to choose one word from the list and write it in the 

blank. Many times an illustration made it possible to complete the 

activity without reading. The focus on finding the one correct 

response, typically a single word, was the criteria for labe"ing a 

piece as focussed within a skills model of instruction. Writing 

which focused on mean.ing involved the use of written language in a 

meaningful context. Ms H used a" three models throughout the year. 

Table 23 summarizes the frequency of writing activities in 

which Zoe was involved with each instructional model. 

Size and Variab!lity of Linguistic Units 

The size of linguistic units varied from less than letters in 

situations when Zoe was required to circle, draw lines or trace 

letters, to letters, words, phrases, sentences, and texts greater 

than single sentences in length.· Variability had to do with 

limitations within each unit. These limitations were determined by 

the nature of the writing activity, its social and linguistic 

parameters. 
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Table 23 

Summary of the Instructional Models Foci of Writing Activities in 

Which Zoe Was InVolved 

Instructional Model Amount 

Subskills Focus 147 

Skills Focus 167 

Meaning Focus 175 

In school, Ms H played a key role in the social parameters of 

writing activity. She determined the many criteria of 

acceptability, such as length, neatness, and use of conventional 

spellings. This indicated the tenor of the relationship between Ms H 

and Zoe. 

Table 24 summarizes the size and variability of linguistic 

units Zoe used during first grade. Items limited to one specific 

unit, for example, a particular word, phrase, or sentence, were most 

frequent. Zoe's story writing activity shows up in the lower right 

section of Table 24. 
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Table 24 

FreQuency of the Size and Variability of Linguistic Units Used by 

Zoe in Writing at School (b) 

Variability of Unit 
limited to one not limited to one 

Size of Unit sDecific unit snecific unit 

less than 8 0 

letter 

letter 84 0 

word 220 7 

phrase 0 15 

sentence 18 52 

greater than 0 86 

sentence 

The Social Situation for Zoe's Writing 

The social situation for writing in the first grade consisted of 

two parts: time for writing and individuals involved in the writing. 

Time for writing was determined by Ms H, though as the year 

progressed, she allowed children to write during times formerly not 

used for writing, such as during SSA. During the specific times 

allotted for writing, the interactions between Zoe and other 

individuals in the classroom varied. 
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Time for Writing 

Ms H may have relied on the clock in making decisions about 

times for writing, but Zoe viewed time in the classroom differently. 

There were blocks of time with specific names: SSR time, center 

time, times when I was in the classroom, reading work time, 

seatwork time (including putting spelling words into sentences), 

creative writing time, spelling test time, free time and whole class 

time. Anyone of these time slots provided an opportunity to write. 

The nature of the writing activity during the specific times was 

clearly understood by Zoe. 

During SSR time, free time, creative writing time, times 

when I visited the class to teach writing, and sometimes during 

center time and times when spelling words were put into sentences, 

Zoe could write what she chose. She could usually choose the topic, 

except for spelling time when the topic was, to some degree, 

inherent in the words for the week and center time when the topics 

were assigned by Ms H. Different times provided different degrees 

of freedom in terms of choice. 

Zoe tended to explore and experiment most, to stretch her 

limits, when she had the greatest freedom in terms of topic and 

length. These were also times when she expanded her interaction 

with others by collaborating, discussing, and planning. She also 

explored audiences during these times as, for example, when she 

made signs for the garden club which were addressed to any person 

on the playground. 
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During seatwork time, spelling test time, reading work time, 

and whole class time, the topics or areas of writing were regulated 

and assigned by Ms H directly or as the representative of the basal 

or some other commercial material or the district, as in DOL. 

Spelling tests were probably the most restrictive in terms of topic 

and length, although many of the worksheets and workbook pages 

she was required to do were equally restrictive in terms of topic 

choice and length. Whole class activities such as working in the 

D'Nealian workbook were also restrictive. I placed the times for 

writing in the classroom on a continuum (Figure 49). 
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Figure 49, Opportunities to explore and experiment with written 

language in the first grade classroom as a function of specific 

writing times. 
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Zoe spent varying amounts of time in each of the 'opportunity 

slots' for writing shown in Figure 49. SSR was an activity in which 

she could choose to engage daily from 8:00 through 8:30. She 

usually chose to write during SSR two times a week. Free time 

could be earned daily, though Zoe usually finished all that was 

required of her about once each week, having between twenty and 

forty minutes of free time in which she elected to write about 

twice a month. 

I visited once each week for writing activities lasting from 

thirty minutes to two hours on days when we were involved in book 

making. Creative writing was a writing opportunity twice each 

week. Putting spelling words into sentences was required two or 

three times weekly. Zoe would work at a center each day of the 

week, unless my Friday writing activity took too long. Centers 

usually involved some type of writing. Seat work was also done on 

a daily basis. Reading work, such as workbooks or worksheets, 

were completed daily as were whole class writing activities such 

as D'Nealian handwriting. The spelling tests were given on a weekly 

basis, usually on Friday afternoons. 

Zoe spent well over half of her writing time involved in 

writing activities which afforded fewer and limited opportunities 

to explore and experiment. Many of these activities tended to be 

practicing skills, copying, or supplying known answers to questions 

asked on worksheets and workbook pages. 



445 

Individuals InVolved in Classroom Writing Activities 

Each of the writing times described in the section above also 

contained certain parameters for involvement with other 

individuals in the classroom in particular ways. Virtually all of the 

activities were completed, at some time during the year, without 

interaction with other children. Writing is a lonely process, as one 

usually takes pencil to paper alone, even in the midst of a crowd. 

Still, the opportunity to interact with others had an effect on Zoe's 

writing. 

During SSR, free time, times when I visited the classroom, 

and creative writing, Zoe was allowed to talk to other children. She 

could move around the room, look at others' writing, ask questions, 

and work in different parts of the room with groups which she 

chose or which other children chose. The children, including Zoe, 

would use these times as social occasions integrated with writing 

opportunities. They might squeeze six individuals into the library 

area as it afforded a feeling of privacy. During these times, they 

asked each other for spelling assistance and compared the length of 

their pieces. The length comparisons were quite popular during 

creative writing because Ms H usually required a certain minimal 

length. It was quite rare for Zoe to ask other children about the 

content of their writing at this time. The only time she would 

discuss content was during SSR writing if she was working on a 

book with other children collaboratively or looking for an idea. 



446 

Usually the children would work physically near each other but not 

discuss their writing pieces. 

The lack of conversation between children about their writing 

was influenced by me in that I had encouraged the children to write 

and ready pieces for publication and whole class sharing. Ms H also 

preferred the room to be quiet, allowing whispers. It seemed that 

whispers lent themselves more to quick requests for spellings or 

comparisons of length, but not longer discussions about content. 

Had I known during the year that Ms H was more excited about what 

she was learning from me than I thought, perhaps the children would 

have engaged in different sorts of conversations in school during 

these particular writing times. 

The writing of spelling sentences had very different rules 

than SSR, free time, visits from me, and creative writing. During 

the times when Zoe was required to put spelling words into 

sentences, Ms H required sentences in which all the words were 

spelled correctly. There was also a certain word number criteria 

which had to be met. Because of this, Zoe used her pink dictionary 

and asked Ms H to spell words of which she was unsure. The social 

relationship was one of teacher as supplier of correct spellings. 

During centers, Zoe was involved with other children. She was 

rarely at a center with the entire group because one centermate 

was a fast worker and another was quite slow to get his work done. 

She didn't talk as much with the boys at the center as she was not 

interested in their topics of discussion, particularly video games. 
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She discussed the progress of her work with the boys and they 

compared their progress to hers. Socially, centers played a less 

important role to Zoe during first grade than they had in 

kindergarten. She usually enjoyed the first grade center projects, 

although she completed them alone. 

Much of the writing Zoe completed in first grade was done 

alone in that it was completed at a time when she was required to 

work quietly and without input from others. Her seatwork and the 

work assigned during reading groups was to be completed without 

input from others. The whole class activities usually involved 

individuals working on separate sheets or workbook pages with 

little involvement from others. The nature of Zoe's relationships 

with Ms H and the other children has to do with the tenor of 

relationships in the classroom. Tenor is related to ownership and 

the point of origin of pieces of writing. 

Tenor, point of Origin. and Ownership 

The tenor of the relationships between Ms H and Zoe and Zoe 

and her classmates had an impact on Zoe's writing in school. I also 

had an effect on written language activity in the classroom. Tenor, 

as a determinant of written language opportunities and 

possibilities, had an impact on ownership and point of origin. 

Tenor of Relationships 

Halliday (1978) presents tenor as: 
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... the relationship between participants ... not merely 
variation in formality . . . but such questions as the 
permanence or otherwise of the relationship and the degree of 
emotional charge to it. (p.33) 

Ms H and Zoe were involved in a variety of relationships, the tenor 

of which determined, to some degree, the nature of the writing Zoe 

completed during various activities. The variety of tenors of 

relationship was analyzed for this section. 

Ms H and Zoe. Ms H and Zoe were involved in three ways in 

terms of tenor of relationship. The first, and by far the most 

prominent tenor of relationship in the first grade classroom, 

involved Ms H as an authority and authoritarian figure. She designed 

the day, decided on the assignments, made decisions about the 

course of study, and much more. This meant that Ms H would explain 

what the requirements for the day were and Zoe would complete 

those for a variety of reasons: to please Ms H; to please herself; to 

please her parents; to learn; to gain free time; to gain peer approval 

or acceptance. Ms H was a gentle and caring authority figure.' She 

knew that she was to be in charge of the classroom, often involving 

herself in dispensing the district-required curriculum, as she 

understood it. The tenor of relationship here resulted in a power 

structure in the classroom. Zoe was to follow Ms H's lead about 

what was to be written and when the writing would occur. 

Secondly, Ms H's warm and gentle nature was also apparent in 

the tenor of relationship she had with Zoe. She was open to Zoe's 
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recommend that certain writing activities be negotiable. 
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The third tenor of relationship occurred only once but made a 

powerful impact on Zoe's first grade experience. Ms H allowed Zoe 

to suggest a writing idea which placed Zoe close to a position of 

authority. Zoe discussed with Ms H the possibility of rearranging 

the first half hour of the day by allowing SSR to include writing. 

Zoe's personal writing agenda was requiring more time than she 

could give it at home or at other times during the school day. She 

told Ms H that it would be "good for the kids" if they were allowed 

to write during SSA. Ms H allowed Zoe and the rest of the class to 

write during SSR following their discussion. 

Zoe and her classmates. The tenor of relationships that Zoe 

had with the other members of her class seemed to be in Ms H's 

shadow. Since whispering was the order of the day, the children 

typically did not involve themselves in sustained conversations. Ms 

H had rules for order and preferred the class focus on their work. 

Since most of the work was 'to be completed individually 

conversations in the classroom tended to be brief. 

The children knew Ms H's expectations varied at different 

times during the day. Zoe worked to meet those expectations and 

usually surveyed visually those around her to see if they were 

working toward the same end. If they were not doing what Zoe 

thought Ms H expected, Zoe usually did not tell them what to do. She 
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school. 

450 

My inflyence. Zoe knew about our love for her writing and 

aimed at pleasing both her parents. I also influenced the children in 

the classroom writing activity each Friday that I taught writing. 

She was usually surprised at what the children could write. I think 

that my presence, over time, caused her to asses her understanding 

of children's writing. By the end of the year, she felt comfortable 

enough with me to explain some of her changing beliefs and discuss 

my impact on her. She said that she was ready to try many new 

things next year. As I discussed earlier, I didn't know the extent of 

my influence on Ms H until the year was over. 

Points of Qrigin 

The tenor of relationship between Zoe and Ms H was reflected 

in the point of origin of pieces of writing. The point of origin is at 

the intersection of the writer's life experiences, the social 

situation, all facets of the setting in which the writer writes, and 

the specific point in time when the writer puts pencil to paper. It 

is determined by the tenor of the relationships the writer has with 

those in the setting and in her mind, the field, and the mode. Since 

Ms H determined the writing program, possibilities, and 

opportunities, she shifted the point of origin for many pieces of 

writing which Zoe completed in first grade in school from Zoe to 

the teacher. Some days I was the point of origin. For example, 
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companies. 
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Some activities involved a point of origin which resulted in a 

wide range of possibilities for writing. In the letter writing 

activity, Zoe could have chosen to write to the President of the 

United States for information about the Bill of Rights, or she could 

have written for any number of free items available through the 

mail. When the writing activity was more restrictive, as in 

supplying the initial and final consonants of a picture provided on a 

worksheet, the possibilities for writing were more limited, 

especially if Zoe wanted to write the correct answer. 

The many samples of Zoe's writing provided earlier show that 

when Zoe was the point of origin of a writing activity or when the 

activity had a wide range of possibilities and opportunities inherent 

in it she explored and experimented with her increasing 

understanding of written language. There was less room for 

experimentation and exploration in the more restrictive writing 

activities, especially those requiring specific responses. The 

tendency of Ms H to focus writing activities on the graphophonic or 

syntactic systems of written language may not have been necessary 

for Zoe. Zoe was stretching and learning her knowledge of all the 

systems of written language in the context of writing meaningful 

texts. This was evident in the samples of Zoe's work during SSR, 

creative writing (sometimes), and Friday morning. 
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The tenor of relationship between Zoe and Ms H had a direct 

influence upon point of origin. Ms H, as the designer and initiator of 

writing activities, was the pOint of origin of much of that activity. 

Throughout the year, though, she was open to Zoe and me for other 

possibilities of writing as determined by a variety of tenors of 

relationship. Tenor did not remain constant in the first grade 

classroom. It changed when I was there and it changed as Ms H 

allowed the children to try writing in different ways. The 

flexibility she exerted resulted in a variety of types of ownership 

of writing activities Zoe experienced. 

Ownership 

I observed five different types of ownership of writing for 

Zoe in first grade. First, and most prominent were writing 

activities which were required of Zoe. Ms H required that the work 

be completed as seatwork, creative writing, spelling words into 

sentences, workbook and worksheet pages, and more. Zoe completed 

this because "It's my work and she [Ms H) told us to do it." Required 

writing was not completed in Ms H's presence. It was assigned and 

then submitted for approval. The tenor of relationship involved Ms 

H as the authority figure requiring that the work be completed. Ms 

H owned the work, although Zoe completed it. By 'owned' I mean 

that Ms H made many of the choices about the writing activity. 

Secondly, Ms H also owned writing which she directed. 

Directed writing activities were also required, but they were a 
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special case of required writing. They were cases in which Ms H 

presided over the writing in person as in the whole class use of the 

writing workbook while Ms H circulated giving individual help. 

Sometimes the ownership of a piece of writing would shift 

from Ms H to Zoe. For this third type of ownership, Ms H was still 

the point of origin, as she initiated the writing activity usually as 

an assignment, but Zoe would assume ownership. There were many 

examples of this throughout the first grade year. Zoe assumed 

ownership of the card to the soldier in the gulf, the Mother's Day 

card, many of the creative writing assignments, and some of the 

assignments of putting spelling words into sentences. 

Ownership was not easily determined. I would watch Zoe and 

get a sense of her attitude about a piece of writing. When she 

wrote 'the end' many times to finish a piece or explained that she 

used people's names in her spelling sentences in order to meet the 

required number of words, I decided that she was not taking 

ownership of the piece. When she tried to do a piece neatly to make 

herself proud of her work or when she was exploring and 

experimenting, such as with her first chapter book, I decided that 

she had taken ownership of the piece. This assumption of ownership 

was determined by the nature of the piece and by asking Zoe about 

it. 

The fourth type of ownership was negotiated and was not very 

common. Zoe would take what Ms H offered as the writing 

assignment and negotiate the nature of it with Ms H. This was 
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exemplified by Zoe's negotiation for the writing of a book rather 

than the assigned writing of putting spelling words into sentences. 

The fifth type of ownership involved Zoe as the point of 

origin, initiating the writing activity. She might explain to Ms H 

what she wanted to do and, in this fifth type, Ms H would agree to 

let Zoe initiate a writing activity. The tenor of relationship for 

this type of ownership changed subtly over the course of the year. 

At first, Zoe would discuss what she wanted to do, usually during 

SSA. As the year progressed, Zoe rarely asked permission, 

understanding SSR to be a time of choice between writing and 

reading and that virtually any writing activity was acceptable. 

My influence on classroom writing activity was spread 

throughout the five types of ownership. I usually let the children 

choose what to write, so I was involved in the permission given to 

Zoe and her classsmates to initiate their own writing activities 

during Friday morning writing time. I also appeared in the category 

in which Zoe assumed a writing activity presented to her because 

suggested ways children might use written language, such as 

writing a letter. 

placed the five types of ownership I found in the first grade 

school setting on a continuum (Figure 50) which shows Zoe's 

increased ownership at one end, Zoe initiated, and decreased 

ownership at the other end, Ms H required. Of course, Zoe could have 

assumed ownership of almost any writing assignment and decide to 



invest much time and energy into it. She typically assumed 

ownership of only those at the meaning level. 
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Figure 50. Continuum of ownership for Zoe's writing activities in 

first grade with frequencies shown in parentheses. 

The variety of types of ownership, the way the point of origin 

might change between writing activities, and the tenor of 

relationships between Zoe and Ms H underscored the complexity of 

the classroom setting. These three facets of the writing setting 

were constantly in motion and involved subtleties such as Zoe's 

mood and interest towards a particular writing activity. They were 

also related to the responses Zoe anticipated and or received from 

her writing. 

Responses to Zoe's Writing 

Zoe's writing was responded to from two points: Ms H and the 

other children. 
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Ms H's Responses to Zoe's Writing 

The tenor of relationship between Zoe and Ms H was reflected 

in Ms H's responses to Zoe's writing over the course of the year. Ms 

H was the one person in the classroom to respond to Zoe's writing 

more than any other individual. She usually graded Zoe's papers 

after the school day and returned them the following morning. She 

typically drew one, two, three, or four stars on the paper if it was 

good or acceptable. Stars were the most frequent form of response 

which Ms H offered. 

Ms H met briefly with Zoe almost one hundred times during the 

year to examine her written work. She looked at the work and said 

"OK" or "You may put it in the basket" to indicate to Zoe that she had 

satisfactorily finished the required writing. Spelling tests were 

responded to by a '+' sign with the number of words spelled 

correctly written after it. Ms H corrected twenty nine of Zoe's 

spelling tests. She edited Zoe's work twenty one times by writing 

correct spellings above words not spelled conventionally and 

placing tiny upper case letters above those that should have been 

capitalized. Seven times during the year Ms H asked Zoe to rewrite 

her written work. The remainder of responses to Zoe's work I have 

categorized as miscellaneous because they occurred so infrequently 

during the year. These responses included: stickers; teacher drawn 

smiley faces; items hung in the hall; teacher written 'good'; and 

response from a child in a different class. One time Zoe wrote 

'grate' [great] on a short piece which was returned to her with no 
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response on it. Table 25 summarizes the responses Zoe received to 

her writing over the course of the year. 

Zoe came to rely on Ms H's responses and would give nightly 

reports on the numbers of stars she had accumulated on her writing 

work at school. Ms H also determined what was acceptable as a 

response in the classroom. 

Other Children's Responses 

Although Ms H was the primary and major source of response 

to Zoe's writing, the other children in the first grade classroom did 

respond to Zoe's writing in three ways. Nine times during the year 

Zoe was applauded by her classmates following the reading of a 

book or story she had written. The second way the children 

responded to Zoe's writing was in terms of length and neatness. 

They usually compared writing when involved in creative 

writing, SSR, or free time writing. I observed eight situations in 

which one of her peers offered Zoe verbal response to what she had 

written, though this was not encouraged by Ms H. The third type of 

response was quite rare. Children might ask Zoe if they could work 

together on a story or book or they might imitate the style or 

content of a book or story she presented to the class in the 

afternoon. This last type of response occurred only a few times 

during the year. Other children's responses are included in Table 25. 



Table 25 

Summary of the Responses Zoe Receiyed to her Writing Oyer the 

Course of the Year. 

Response Frequency 

Teacher drawn star 313 

Teacher verbal approval 93 

Number correct (spelling 29 

test) 

Teacher edits (over- 21 

writing) 

No apparent response 17 

Applause by peers 9 

Peer verbal approval 8 

Rewrite by Zoe 7 

Miscellaneous 21 

Inyented Spelling 

458 

The use of invented spelling in the classroom was a reflection 

of the tenor of relationships, point of origin, and ownership. Most 

of the times when Zoe was allowed to use invented spellings she 

was also permitted to explore and experiment with written 

language. Invented spelling was not acceptable to Ms H for over half 

of the writing activities in which Zoe was involved over the course 

of the year. For almost one fourth of the writing activities in 
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which she was involved, invented spelling was acceptable with the 

understanding that the work would be edited and the conventional 

spellings would replace invented ones. 

Zoe used invented spelling in writing for which she was the 

point of origin. She experimented with spellings and sought Ms H or 

me as an editor if she was going to present the piece to the class. 

Modes of Writing 

include this brief section on modes of writing because 

modes were an important part of the writing experience. Halliday 

(1978) defines mode as: 

refer[ring] to the channel of communication adopted: not only 
the choice between spoken and written medium, but much 
more detailed choices. (p. 33) 

Zoe's writing in first grade was almost exclusively completed in 

pencil on primary paper, worksheets, or workbook pages. Some of 

the books she wrote were made of construction paper but most were 

plain 8 1/2" by 11" white paper, the type used for photocopying 

worksheets. 

Activity Theory Analysis 

The three driving forces of activity theory are motives, goals, 

and operations (Leont'ev, 1981). Activity theory can, then, be used 

to understand Ms H's and Zoe's beliefs about writing. In this 

section, Ms H's beliefs appear different than the beliefs she 

reported in her interview because the analysis included what 
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occurred in the classroom. Classroom occurrences were not always 

consistent with what Ms H discussed outside of classroom time. 

Zoe's beliefs, viewed through activity theory, are also presented in 

this section. 

Ms H's Beliefs Aboyt Writing 

Ms H thought more and more about the writing program as the 

year progressed. She decided to abandon Daily Oral Language even 

though she thought it was a district mandated program. She also 

became aware of the importance of letting children pursue their 

own interests and goals in writing. Ms H believed that the surface 

upon which a child wrote could affect the writing activity. 

Discussing a story Zoe wrote during SSR, Ms H explained: 

... and she [Zoe] had it in a notebook. And I said,' you like 
writing on that kind of paper,' and she said, 'yeah.' And so she's 
been writing on it ever since. I don't know if that had 
anything to do with it. (Personal interview, May, 1991) 

Goals. Ms H divided her writing program between two areas: 

writing instruction and practice, focusing mostly on the 

graphophonic and syntactic systems of written language; and 

writing production focusing more on "being creative". She wanted 

the children to be creative writers and she also wanted them to 

master certain surface structure features of written language . 

. Motiyes. Ms H's motives for her double agenda rested in the 

tension she felt between herself and her colleagues. The tension 

increased for her as the year progressed to the point where she 
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found it necessary to leave the school to teach elsewhere in the 

district. She felt pressure to focus her teaching on the 

graphophonic and syntactic systems and to do so via the district and 

school supplied materials. This meant she had to subscribe to a 

subskills or skills model of instruction. 

Ms H was also quite amazed at what the children wrote each 

Friday when I attended school with Zoe and taught the writers 

workshop. "They're so excited," she said one morning as the children 

busily worked at writing, editing, and illustrating books. She 

believed that children were extremely creative and that part of her 

job was to cultivate that creativity and help it find expression in 

writing. Ms H had difficulty coming to terms with the tension she 

felt between the two agendas by which she felt pressured. Her 

choice to leave the school was an attempt to deal with the tension. 

She would be teaching kindergarten in her new placement, where, 

she said, "You don't have these kinds of problems. You can let the 

children be creative and not worry about the other stuff." 

By the end of the school year, Ms H was leaning towards uses 

of writing which had the children as the point of origin and which 

had children assuming greater amounts of ownership. She had found 

a new faith in children, even though she knew that she did not reach 

all of the children. She was excited with what she had learned and 

chose to take her learnings to what seemed like a safe environment, 

kindergarten in a different school. 
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Operations. Ms H was in control of the operations for writing 

in the classroom but she maintained an open mind and some 

flexibility. She listened to Zoe and to me when we presented our 

ideas. She was willing to try things she had not tried before. This 

resulted in a complex web of operations. Some writing activities 

involved the children in a wide range of writing functions and 

purposes with options and possibilities which varied quite a bit 

from child to child. Other activities were quite closed to variety, 

experimentation, and exploration. Ms H's goals, motives, and 

operations set the stage, to a large degree, for the goals, motives, 

and operations which Zoe could have in school. These goals, 

motives, and operations formed the foundation of Zoe's beliefs 

about writing in school. 

Zoe's Beliefs About Writing 

Zoe found school to be quite manageable in terms of living 

with the teacher's beliefs. Zoe fit into and also negotiated, to a 

small degree, the nature of school writing activities. Using 

activity theory, Zoe's beliefs about writing can be explained in 

terms of goals, motives, and operations. 

In school there were two layers of goals, motives, and 

operations: Zoe's and Ms H's. Ms H's goals, motives, and operations 

were the major influence on writing within the classroom. Zoe 

needed to address Ms H's writing agenda at the same time she 
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formulated her own. Thus the two layers of writing goals, motives, 

and operations were Zoe's nested in Ms H's. 

Goals. Zoe had many goals. She sought to please her teacher, 

her parents, her peers, and write in a variety of ways. She knew 

that she needed to be successful in school and she clearly had a 

writing agenda of her own. She worked to fulfill her own agenda by 

negotiating with Ms H and by earning free time by completing her 

assigned work. Zoe's goals had to be consistent with Ms H's goals if 

she were to meet her own needs. She provided Ms H with the 

writing Ms H wanted, sometimes choosing to assume ownership of 

it completely. Parallel goals sometimes became overlapping goals. 

Zoe's writing assumed an urgency for her as the year 

progressed. She was developing, though not stating succinctly, a 

writing agenda for herself. She wanted to explore sign making, 

labelling, note writing, and personal narrative. She also wanted to 

understand chapter books from the author's point of view. Her goals 

became focused on dealing with these agenda items in school, 

though not consistently. She became excited about something in 

writing and then might abandon ownership of her writing for a week 

or more. Writing was not a continuously burning fire. It was more 

like an intermittent stream which swelled following heavy 

downpours, slowly emptied out, and was dry until the next rain. 

Motives. Zoe's goals and motives for writing in school were 

closely related and therefore resemble one another. She was 

motivated by her desire to please, to succeed and to learn. She also 



wanted to learn about writing as she explored and experimented 

with it. 
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Zoe showed me one of her four star papers. It was sentences 

written with spelling words and the page was decorated with little 

pictures. I asked Zoe why she had decorated the page: 

... cause I heard about Sadie's eagle report. When she put 
pictures around it, she got more credit ... so I tried it here. 

She told me she wasn't sure if the tactic worked. She also wasn't 

sure what extra credit was, though she sensed it helped one get a 

better report card. 

Operations. Zoe knew that she must follow the rules of school 

writing. These were usually set by Ms H, though Zoe learned to 

negotiate to some degree so that she could explore and experiment 

with her own issues of writing. She followed the regularities 

(Sarasson, 1972) of school by doing her 'work'. She also sought to 

address her own agenda within those regularities. One way she did 

this was through writing during SSR. 

The Underground Surfaced 

Ms H, with some help from me, legitimated the underground 

network of writing which had carried over from kindergarten. We 

gave each child a mail box one Friday morning. Now the children 

were encouraged to write notes to each other during free time or 

SSR. Ms H made blank phone books for the children to collect the 

phone numbers of classmates they wished to call. Ms H knew about 
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or condoned most of the uses of writing which the children would 

discover. Thus, she helped the underground achieve socially 

acceptable, 'aboveground', status. The children enjoyed sending 

notes and they also knew that it was an acceptable activity in 

school. The children's network of writing did not need to be covert 

in first grade as it had been kindergarten. 

Summary 

Writing activity in the first grade classroom was much more 

complex than the activity was in Zoe's kindergarten classroom. 

There was a greater variety of writing, more time allotted for . 
writing, and Zoe's writing agenda was accepted to a much greater 

degree in first grade. Ms H had a writing agenda for the first grade 

children focused on the graphophonic and syntactic systems of 

written language. Zoe's first grade writing in school consisted 

mostly of short answers on worksheets and workbook pages. She 

did, however, use many other types of writing reflective of a 

variety of functions. 

Overwhelmingly, in the first grade classroom, Ms H served as 

the point of origin for a writing activity. Ms H determined the field, 

the purpose, the mode, the time, and the social setting in which Zoe 

would write. Ms H, controlling these determinants of written 

language, was establishing a tenor with herself as an authority 

figure, making most of the important decisions about writing for all 

involved. Ms H was open, to some degree, to my suggestions and to 
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Zoe's excitement about writing. Figure 51 summarizes the first 

level of analysis of Zoe's writing in first grade at school. Ms H is 

shown as a large portion of the point of origin. Zoe and I are also 

points of origin, though not as significant as Ms H. Ms H's decisions 

and beliefs about writing are indicated by heavy lines in Figure 51 

because she was the primary driver of the writing program. Ms H 

was driven to some degree by her perceptions of her colleagues and 

the district. Zoe is shown as a light solid line because she had 

some impact on the writing and fulfilled her own agenda, though 

usually with Ms H's permission. My input, on a once per week basis, 

is shown as a dotted line. 

Zoe's writing experience at school during first grade rested on 

the goals, motives, and operations of the individuals involved and 

the writing activities those individuals introduced into the social 

situation. Ms H was the primary introducer of writing activities. 

At times Ms H and Zoe shared goals and motives, either because of 

the origin of the writing activity or by Zoe's decision to assume 

ownership of the activity. Zoe appeared to have experimented and 

explored more, taking risks as a writer, during activities in which 

goals and motives were shared by herself and Ms H. 
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Figure 51: Summary of the first level of analysis of Zoe's writing 

in first grade at school. 
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The various writing activities in which Zoe engaged in 

school contributed to her experience (Dewey, 1938) of writing 

and written language. The nature of Zoe's experience as a writer 

will be considered as a significant facet of the second level of 

analysis. The second level of analysis will be presented 

following the description and first level of analysis of the home 

writing activities in which Zoe was involved during her first 

grade year. 

Contextualizing the Case Study: Home During First Grade 

The home situation changed little during the second year of 

this study. Zoe was home less because she was in school for the 

entire school day, rather than the half day of kindergarten. Pat 

worked a part time job within the school day so she was home to 

take both of the girls to school and one of us picked them up at 

the end of the school day. There was no need for day care and Zoe 

had the opportunity to join Girl Scouts and participate in an after 

school art program. Pat was the teacher for that program which 

was funded for four months. 

Perhaps the most noticeable change at home in Zoe's first 

grade year was her ongoing coming into literacy in more 

conventional ways. This resulted in a change in her relationship 

with Sadie because Sadie realized that her sister was now 

available to her as a partner in writing activities. There was 

less time at home, but Zoe did write over two hundred pieces 
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over the course of the year. Sadie continued to be an avid writer 

and in that sense provided demonstrations for Zoe. I was 

continually amazed at how often the girls involved themselves in 

writing after school and on weekends. 

Pat's and my beliefs and convictions about literacy 

remained pretty much the same as they were during Zoe's year in 

kindergarten. As parents, we had a less tense first grade year 

with Zoe because Ms H was so open to our ideas, mostly 

expressed through my participation in the class. We rarely 

forced Zoe to write, doing so only when social obligations took 

certain precedent such as thanking grandma for a donation to the 

school's parent-teacher organization. We continued to encourage 

Zoe to make choices and take risks about what and when to 

write, to be her audience in various capacities as needed, and to 

enjoy and share in her playas we were invited or needed. 

Zoe's Writing at Home 

Zoe wrote notes, cards, journal entries, books, labels, and 

much more at home during her first grade year. The descriptions 

discussed in this section bring into sharp focus Zoe's 

contextualization in a social setting and involvement in 

relationships with individuals in a variety of ways. This section 

will consist of a brief description of what Zoe wrote and 

samples of her writing. The pieces have been grouped and are 

summarized. Types of writing in which Zoe engaged ten or more 
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times during the year were considered regular writing activities. 

Writing types in which she engaged fewer than ten but more than 

two times during the year were grouped together as infrequent 

writing activities. Miscellaneous writing activities were those 

in which Zoe was engaged one or two times over the course of 

the year. 

Regular Writing Activities 

Notes were the most common of the regular writing 

activities in which Zoe was involved. She wrote notes for a 

variety of reasons and on a variety of occasions. Journal entries, 

especially in May, were also made regularly. During May, Zoe got 

quite excited about journal writing and wrote almost daily. She 

also wrote almost one book each week at home during the school 

year. Zoe wrote labels and lists regularly, as well. Zoe's regular 

writing activities will be discussed in greater depth in this 

section. 

Notes 

separated notes from letters viewing notes as shorter, 

usually on one specific topic, and less formal than letters. The 

formality of a salutation and closing, common parts of letters, 

were rarely found together in Zoe's notes. I categorized the forty 

notes she wrote over the course of the year. Sheused 

informational notes to relate something to someone when she 
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could not speak to them. When I was on the phone, she handed me 

a note explaining that her kindergarten teacher talked like her 

grandmother (Figure 52). Zoe's desire to share information often 

resulted in notes passed to individuals as, they spoke on the 

phone. She also took phone messages for individuals who were 

not at home. 

Zoe used notes to request information such as asking a 

parent for a piece of pie when that parent was reading and asked 

to not be interrupted. Zoe wrote notes quickly and got directly to 

the point. She wrote notes protesting (Figure 54), apologizing 

(Figure 55), warning (Figure 56) thanking (Figure 57), requesting 

privacy (Figure 58), and as reminders to herself (Figure 59). 

Figure 52 Informative note given to Dad while he was on the 

phone. [Mrs C (K) talks like Grandma Lila] 



Figure 53. Phone messages taken by Zoe. [Dear Mom, Mrs Kelly 

wants to talk with you. Call her back.] 
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Figure 54. A note of protest. [Dear Dad, I did not even watch a 

whole show. Love, Zoe.] 
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Figure 55. A note of apology to Sadie. [Sorry Sadie. I'm not 

supposed to hit because you could hurt some one.] 

Figure 56. A warning to a friend suggesting that if he wants 

more gifts he had better take care of those she'd already made 

for him. [Zoe. For Brian. From Zoe. You better keep your 

presents or I won't give you any more.] 
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Figure 57. Thank .you note for a gift of books. [Dear Ken and 

Yetta Goodman. Thank you for the books that you gave me. Love 

Zoe. P .S. I really like the books.] 
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Figure 58. Request to not be disturbed. [Don't disturb me please.] 
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Figure 59. A reminder to herself. [Outside (meaning that she had 

put some things outside and did not want to forget what they 

were, she drew them, and where they were, she wrote "outside")] 
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Zoe was sitting on the floor of her bedroom the evening 

before her grandmother was going home after a ten day visit. 

Using the books that surrounded her, Zoe wrote, " Norma Jean 

loves you. Curious George loves you. But Zoe loves you the most." 

The notes discussed and presented above all reflected real 

situations in Zoe's life. Notes made sense as the vehicle for her 

thoughts and feelings because the specific situations made oral 

language impossible, impractical, or impolite. Sometimes she 

wrote a note because she was too upset to speak. A note to an 



imaginary friend (Figure 60) or the tooth fairy (Figure 61) also 

helped her deal with situations which were real for her and in 

which oral language would not work. Earlier, I referred to Zoe's 

experimentation and exploration of written language, 
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particularly when she was the point of of origin and had 

ownership. In the many notes included in this section, Zoe 

focused on getting her message across to another individual. She 

also: made connections between significant adults in her life; 

dealt with issues of spelling; reaffirmed her relationships with 

others; used a variety of forms within the note writing genre; 

used other texts as resources; and used postscripts. She was 

busy balancing the making of meaning with her use of written 

language. She took many risks. The relationship between risks, 

making meaning, and making decisions about the use of 

conventions as she was coming to understand them were at the 

heart of her experimenting and exploring. Her experimenting and 

exploring with and through written language is quite evident in 

the data presented in this section on the home. 



Figure 60. A note to an imaginary friend. [I love you. You are 

important to me. From Zoe) 

Figure 61. A note to the tooth fairy explaining the absence of a 

tooth from its expected place under the pillow. [Dear Tooth Fair. 

Some one stole my tooth. Love, Zoe] 
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Journal Writing 

Zoe wrote in a journal during two time periods at home in 

first grade. In October she asked for a small notebook, four by 

six inches, with a spiral top which I had in the study. I gave it to 

her and she called it her journal and used it as a journal on two 

occasions. One day in October she wrote "I hate Sadie" after the 

girls had had a fight. She later went back and crossed that out 

because the girls forgave each other. The other six entries made 

in October were single words. She wrote her name many times 

on one page and once on another page. She wrote "wow" four 

times on a d!ffsrent page. Aside from the entry about her sister, 

the journal didn't contain entries typical of a journal. Zoe 

abandoned the journal and used the small spiral notebook as a 

sort of family album later in the year including photographs in a 

separate section. 

In May Zoe asked for a notebook, also spiral bound, 

measuring eight and one half by eleven inches. She knew I had a 

full box of these for my course work and field notes and also 

knew that her sister had recently requested and received one. 

She said she wanted to use it for a journal. The entries Zoe made 

in this journal showed her understanding of what journals 

typically contained. She made regular entries for sixteen days, 

almost consecutively, and included the date on each page. Figure 

62 is from Zoe's journal in May, 1991. 
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Figure 62. Journal entry Zoe made in May, 1991. [Dear Diary, 

Tomorrow is Mother's Day. I got her a watermelon magnet. And a 

hat with stuff that smells good inside. And from Rick, Zoe, and 

Sadie, we got her a sun face. I like the sun face. Love, Zoe] 

Books and Stories 

Zoe wrote eighteen books at home and dictated three more. 

Only one of those books was illustrated first, the rest began 

with the narrative and followed by illustration. Books at home 

almost always started as books. Zoe rarely wrote a draft and 

usually would use invented spelling to write the narrative part 

of the book. Sometimes she called out for help with the spelling 

of a word. If someone was available, we provided help. If she 

found family members inaccessible, she would rely on her own 

inventions for the conventional spelling of words. 

Zoe's three dictated books, two dictated to me as I sat at 

the computer and one dictated to Pat, were examples of 
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collaborative efforts. She also collaborated with me when I was 

not at the computer (Figure 63). She recruited me into that 

effort asking "Don't you want to be famous, too?" Zoe worked 

with Sadie on "Barbie and Ken go to the Beach (Figure 64). 

As the year progressed, Zoe developed her sense of story 

(Applebee, 1978) and her understandings about what might be put 

into a story for an audience to understand it or for the author to 

embellish it. 

Figure 63. Page Zoe wrote in a book which was a collaborative 

effort between Zoe and I. [One day a bear had the worst day so 

did a bunny so they went on a picnic. The bear brought two 

sandwiches.] 

A brief look at some of her books at three different times 

during the year makes this evident. First, early in September she 



dictated the following book to me, which I printed out on 

separate pages (indicated by 'II') as she requested: 

A dog was in a car.!1 
A cat came along.!1 
The car started moving.!1 
It went faster.!1 
The cat was in the car.11 
The dog ate an apple. 
The cat ate an apple. (September, 1990) 

Figure 64. Book which was a collaborative effort between Zoe 

and Sadie (I illustrated one page). [Ken and Barbie go to the 

beach. Illustrated by Zoe, Rick, and Sadie. by Zoe, Rick, and 

Sadie] 

It seemed that in her dictation, her understanding of what 

went into a story was well defined. She could tell me long tales 

of make believe places. In her play with dolls and friends, she 
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invented lands of magic and wonder. She loved to hear books and 

would demand three or four be read to her before bed. She 

enjoyed chapter books such as "Charlie and the Chocolate 

Factory" (Dahl,1964). Her sense of what she could put into 

written language appeared distant from what she did while 

playing and understanding when I read to her. Perhaps she was 

dealing with other issues of written language, such as sequence 

or her voice as a writer or having characters follow her 

commands as the writer. 

By January, Zoe was experimenting with problems and 

resolutions which appeared more consistent throughout her 

stories: 

won day 
a bear had 
the wrst day 
so did a 
biney so they 
wat on a 
piknik the 
bear brot 
2 swichis 
[One day a bear had the worst day. So did a bunny. So they 
went on a picnic. The bear brought two sandwiches.} 
(January, 1991) 

The topics of rats and cats and dogs and cars left me wondering 

if perhaps Zoe was using words she could spell in stories. Still, 

she was quite willing to take risks, as this story also from 

January, demonstrated: 
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Thear was a rat hoow 
sat on a hat and then 
he saw a bat he 
sat on thet hat no 
mar then he saw the 
bat and the rat so 
theat cat sat with 
the rat and the bat.ll 
Son a dog cam by. 
The cat and the rat and the 
bat the dog sat nax to 
the rat then a car 
cam by then the rat and 
the cat and a bat and the 
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dog movd ovr.[Zoe read this as: There was a rat who sat on a 
hat and then he saw a bat. He sat on that hat no more. Then 
he saw a cat. Then the cat saw the bat and the rat so that 
cat sat with the rat and the bat. Soon a dog came by. The 
cat and the rat and the bat and the dog sat next to the rat. 
Then a car came by. Then the rat and the cat and a bat and 
the dog moved over.] (January, 1991) 

Near the end of the school year, Zoe became a prolific 

writer. She wrote many journal entries and wrote books as well. 

She preferred writing to reading before going to sleep during 

that month. She wrote "Magic Waters" and "Meney Stores" [Many 

Stories], two chapter books, during the month of May. I include 

"A Littel Cotig " [Little Cottage] (Figure 65) and "Many Waters" 

(Figure 66) as evidence of her growth as a writer at home. These 

books parallel her writing of books at school. 

Zoe wrote two books during the year, one in May and one in 

February, which dealt with her life as a Jew. "The Jewish Book" 

was like a coloring book with illustrations and single or phrase 

captions such as 'matzohs'. "My Sruviss" [services] dealt with 



the facets of a Sabbath service, which were part of her Sunday 

school program. She wrote about the various parts of the 

services on each page of the book. 
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Zoe wrote seven stories at home during first grade. She 

dictated two of these to Pat or me. She seemed to prefer book 

writing to story writing. She enjoyed illustrating her books and 

the whole process of making covers, stapling or fastening 

together the pages in some way, and adding the sections of books 

I had discussed with her class, such as a readers' comments 

section and a page about the author. She wrote four of her 

stories in September, one each in October and November and a 

final one in February. 

The social and active part of book writing also seemed 

more appealing to Zoe than story writing. She enjoyed reporting 

her progress to the family as the cover was completed ·and 

various other parts were finished. She preferred reading 

completed pages rather than completed sentences. Thus, 

whenever she finished a page she would read it to us. Zoe didn't 

write any stories at home from mid-February through the end of 

the school year unless they were specific homework 

assignments. 



Figure 65 "A Littel Cotig" written by Zoe in May, 1991. 

[One day in the middle of spring it was very quiet. It was quiet. 

the water was still. Suddenly there was action in the water. 

Fish began jumping out of the water. Under the water was a sea 

bear with fins. Then it jumped out of the water at the wrong 

time. A little boy and his grandpa were just sitting down. The 

grandpa was playing a flute. And the bear was attracted to the 

flute. The old man dropped the picnic and the boy's hand and ran. 

The little boy was too scared to move. He was even to scared to 

blink and breathe.] 
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Figure 66. "Many Waters" written by Zoe in May, 1991. [Once 

upon a time there lived a little cottage in the woods. It was a 

lonely little cottage. One day the little cottage felt something 

strange. The sun got hotter and hotter. Kim, the cottage, saw 

men. She thought they were helping her. But no, they were 

cutting down all the trees. Soon the cottage had railroads and 

streets. Kim was very upset. Then there was a school. The 

children at the school next door found out about the cottage from 

the kid who lived there. The kids at the school fixed the house. 

They planted trees and flowers there.] 
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The changes Zoe made in her writing of her books and 

stories never ceased to amaze me. In September, she had a cat 

and dog move in a car and eat an apple. By January she attached 

emotions to the characters and a sense of empathy was built in. 

The stories she wrote reached a resolution through action by the 

characters. She began to show rather than tell her story. Yet she 

still wrote stories similar to the September "dog in a car" story. 

However, these increased in length, number of characters, and 

complexity. In May, she was personifying inanimate objects, 

using antagonists and protagonists, and developing plots of 

increased complexity. She also told more about her characters. 

These stories, as I viewed their changing over time, manifested 

Zoe's experimentation and exploration of written language. Such 

experimentation and exploration could only have occurred in a 

setting which was safe and in which she was given permission to 

do such experimentation and exploration. 

Labels 

Zoe wrote seventeen labels at home over the course of the 

year. Most of these were labels in diagrams. She designed a 

hotel and wrote 'elevator' with an arrow pointing to a door in the 

drawing. She drew a man and a woman and wrote 'man' and 'Iatey' 

[lady] under her drawings. In her journal she drew a picture of a 

dog and wrote 'dog' under it. 



Zoe also used labels as naming devices. She wrote 'Bear 

Zoe' on a slip of paper and taped it to a stuffed animal. She 

wrote 'baby goo goo' for another stuffed animal on a different 

day. She asked a family member how to spell 'heart' and 'fairy' 

and wrote a name tag for herself as 'the heart fairy' for 

Halloween. 

She used a label once to label the contents of a box 'rocks 

and glass' and once to indicate possession on a bag from which 

she wanted no one to eat. Zoe also drew a map of our yard and 

labelled the locations of the plants she had planted. 

Lists 
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Zoe added items to the weekly shopping lists when she 

desired them from the supermarket. Most of these lists never 

returned from the supermarket trips. I counted only lists which 

she initiated and, therefore, did not include her contributions to 

the weekly lists. She used lists for attendance while playing 

school with her stuffed animals (Figure 67). She also used lists 

to: keep track of candy that the dog had eaten out of her bag of 

treats; to keep track of words during a word game; to write the 

alphabet with her eyes closed; and to keep things in order when 

presenting a rodeo to the family with her sister. She made a list 

of items she would sell at our garage sale (Figure 68). 
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Summary of Regular Types of Writing Activities 

Table 26 summarizes the frequency and types of writing in 

which Zoe was regularly involved at home during her first grade 

year. 
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Figure 67. Attendance list used by Zoe during play with her 

stuffed animals. [Attendance... H=here; A=absent. Blue Bear; 

Pie; Sidy; White Bear] 



Figure 68. List of items Zoe wrote to gather for family garage 

sale. [Orange scooter, shopping card, bags of cloth, some books, 

skis, corkboard] 

Table 26 

FreQuency and Types of Writing in Which Zoe was Regularly 

Inyolyed 

TYDe of Writing Amount 

Notes 40 

Books and Stories 28 

Journal 24 

Labels 17 

Lists 13 
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InfreQuent Writing Activities 

Infrequent writing activities were those in which Zoe was 

involved fewer than ten times but more than twice during the 

school year. I included cards in this category because she was 

involved in card writing nine times during the year. At one of 

those times she wrote names on twenty six Valentine's Day 

cards. 

Cards 
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Zoe sent 'cards for many occasions to different people. The 

number of cards she sent was quite inflated on one day, the day 

she decided to write all the Valentine's Day cards to the 

members of her class. The twenty six cards she wrote to class 

members consisted mostly of her signing her name, addressing 

the envelopes, and writing the name of the recipient at the top of 

each little card. Zoe also made cards at home for family 

members' birthdays and holidays. She made cards for friends, 

too. 

Signs 

Zoe wrote two types of signs at home. Most of the signs 

Zoe wrote were regulatory or interactional in nature. She wrote 

signs for people to keep out of her room and signs which 

informed the neighborhood that the family was having a yard 

sale: "yared sale hear". She and Sadie made signs together for 



various informal performances the two were involved in on the 

back porch. The second type of sign was vested in her play such 

as the sign for her bank: "Nachanl Nelly's" [National Nellie's] . 

Letters 

Letters were different from notes in that they were 
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usually longer, had a salutation and closing, and covered more 

than one topic. Letters were usually thought out more, not as 

spontaneous as note writing. Over the course of the year, Zoe 

wrote to her grandmother, her prekindergarten teacher, a friend 

in New York, and her aunt. She wrote thank you letters which 

included gratitude and also shared news of our lives in Arizona. 

In September Zoe wrote to her favorite singer, John Denver 

(Figure 69). She was disappointed to have the letter returned 

because he was no longer associated with the record company on 

the label of an album which was the source of the address. Her 

sense of letter writing seemed more conventional than her sense 

of story. She had written many notes and expanding that genre 

into letter writing occurred smoothly. 
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Figure 69. Zoe's letter to noted singer John Denver. [Dear John 

Denver, I am hearing your tape. It is good. When will you come to 

Arizona. I have glasses just like you. Love, Zoe] 

pre-published or Instjtutjonalized Forms 

Zoe used two types of forms at home. First, she found 

postcard sized forms which fell out of various magazines and 

advertisements which arrived in the mail. She filled these out 

and did not send them in. She understood that we did not want to 

or could not afford to pay for whatever the form would result in 

being delivered to our home. She filled in her name, learned how 

to spell our street name, and learned our zip code over the course 

of the year. 
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The second type of form which Zoe filled out was bank 

forms. We had closed an account and had deposit and withdrawal 

slips left over. Zoe opened a bank and had us pretend to make 

deposits and withdrawals. She also made money out of quickly 

torn up paper so that we would have something to exchange 

around the use of the forms. She had seen the exchange of forms 

with and for money at the local bank many times. When the 

forms were all consumed the game ended. Weeks later Zoe found 

all the used forms and wanted to play banker again. This time 

she made her own forms, cutting rectangles and putting in lines. 

Making Mailboxes 

Following my demonstration at school of how to make 

mailboxes for each individual in the classroom, Zoe came home 

and made mailboxes for the members of our house. I separated 

the making and labelling of mailboxes from the notes the family 

put in them. This sections refers only to the mailboxes. Zoe 

made mailboxes out of paper, decorated them and hung them on 

the doors of each person's room. The mailboxes she made were 

not like the ones I made with the children in school. The ones in 

school were old library pocket cards on which the children wrote 

their names. Zoe wanted bigger ones for the home setting and 

designed each person's differently. They were stapled together 

and taped to the doors of individuals' rooms. 
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The mailboxes started a week-long period of note writing. 

We wrote at different times and reminded individuals to check 

their mailboxes. By week's end the mailboxes were falling apart 

and were taken down. A few months later Zoe put a new mailbox 

on her door but did not make one for other individuals in the 

family. Sadie wrote to her most often, about once a day. The 

second mailbox on Zoe's door lasted for two weeks. 

Spelling Test Practice 

Zoe knew that I was supportive of her development as a 

speller and that I believed that writing and reading were the best 

ways to learn spelling. When she brought home her first spelling 

tests, she got most of the words correct and was quite pleased. 

As the year progressed, the words became more difficult and Zoe 

got more and more wrong. I told her we could study them and she 

would do much better if that mattered to her. I said that I would 

ask the teacher to excuse her from the room during the tests if 

she did not want to take them. I explained that I would not do 

this for other school work. She said she wanted to do well on the 

tests because good spellers got a star on a wall chart with the 

names of the children in the class on it. 

I put each word on an index card, had her read it, take a 

picture of it with her mind, close her eyes and see it, open her 

eyes, then close her eyes again and spell the word out loud. She 

said she had to write them; so for five weeks worth of words I 
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had her write them after she said them out loud. She began to do 

quite well on the tests but resented writing them during practice 

times. I reminded her that writing them had been her idea. From 

that point on, Zoe had me write the words on index cards and she 

practiced them. 

. I wrote the following in my journal one night after she had 

gone to bed: 

What a shame that for most of the children in the class the 
only connection between school and home is homework like 
studying for spelling tests. It caused me so much 
frustration as a child. Now, as an parent, I resent spending 
any time with my daughter that is not doing important 
things like playing and writing what's important to her and 
reading and even watching television! It seems so silly that 
she studies the words, gets them all right on the test, and 
then, in the context of her own writing, spells them 
'incorrectly'. Her own writing is where I see her truly 
learning to spell. 

Ms H felt herself under pressure from colleagues and parents to 

maintain the weekly spelling tests. It was a tradition which no 

one seemed to want to leave behind. Zoe chose, as Gentry (1987) 

described himself as choosing, to play the spelling game and do 

well at it. We helped her as she requested. 

Chalkboard Writing 

We purchased a large chalkboard for the children in 

December. They played school regularly, although until the end of 

the school year Sadie tended to be the teacher. Zoe asserted 

herself one day and told Sadie that Sadie had to be the student. 



Zoe also enjoyed using parents and guests as students. Many of 

the playing school episodes were complete before I arrived upon 

the scene. Zoe's favorite activity when being the teacher was 

Daily Oral Language. She would put a sentence on the board 

which had many errors and her students had to tell her what to 

write to fix those sentences. 

The chalkboard also became a message board. We wrote 

birthday greetings, announced special dinners and events, and 

posted news we wished to share on the chalkboard. Zoe wrote 

menus on the board and also enjoyed drawing on the board. The 

chalkboard became an important meeting ground for Sadie and 

Zoe around issues of writing. The social situation section, 

below, will analyze this in greater detail. 

Cartoon-like Bubbles 
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Three times during the year Zoe used bubbles coming out of 

individuals' mouths in her illustrations to introduce language 

into her art wo'rk. She wrote "hiy" [hi] in one illustration; "ch" 

[sh] in another' and "He He" to designate laughter in a third. 

Magnetic Drawing Board 

Zoe had a magnetic drawing board which she played with 

using the various shaped magnets to drag iron filings around to 

make pictures. One day in March we sat on the couch and I 

noticed it under a table. I picked it up and wrote: 



Dear Zoe, 
How are you? 
What are you 
going to do? 
Love, Rick 

She wrote back: 

I am good, do 
you wa't to 
ply a game. 
love, Zoe. rite back. 

answered: 

I can not. 
I have to work, 
work, work. 
Love, Richard 

Zoe looked at my last entry, read most of it and pointed, "What's 

that?" "Richard,"1 answered. Then she wrote: 

II Won't! 
to! play! 
Love,Zoe 

She passed the magnetic drawing board to me and I wrote: 

You go play, 
I will work. 
Love you. 

Her response was big, filling the screen: 

girrrrr 
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Then she went to her room and played as I read. This seemed like 

note writing and interactive dialog journal writing. I decided to 



place this use of the magnetic drawing board into its own 

category. 

Zoe also used the magnetic drawing board to practice 

cursive. It has an extremely smooth surface and lends itself to 

flowing connected lines. She wrote the names of family 

members in cursive, starting with 'mom' and eventually moving 

to Pat, Rick, Sadie, and her own name. She didn't like cursive 'Z' 

until she mastered it to her satisfaction. 

Place mat/cards 

Twice during the year Zoe made place cards so that the 

members of the family would sit in certain places during dinner. 

Once she made place mats of construction paper with names 

written on them to indicate where individuals, including guests, 

were to sit for dinner that evening. Placemats and placecards 

are essentially a special case of label writing. I placed them in 

a separate category because of their uniqueness. They are not 

placed near labels because this section is presented in order of 

frequency of occurrence. 

Summary of InfreQuent Types of Writing 

Zoe's infrequently chosen types of writing were quite 

varied and reflective of her social situation. She expanded her 

repertoire of writing types dramatically over the course of the 

year and used different types of writing as needs dictated. She 

499 



was also willing to invent ways of using written language, such 

as sending magnetically drawn messages, as circumstances 

afforded such opportunities. The types of writing Zoe used 

infrequently are summarized in Table 27. 

Table 27 

Summary of the Types and FreQuencies of Writing in which Zoe 

was InfreQuently Inyolyed 

Type of Writing Amount 

Cards 9 

Signs 8 

Letters 7 

Pre- 5 

published/Institutional Forms 

Mailboxes 5 

Spelling test practice 5 

Chalkboard writing 4 

Cartoon-like bubbles 3 

Magnetic drawing board 3 

Place mat/cards 3 

Miscellaneous Writing ActiYities 

Miscellaneous activities were those in which Zoe was 

involved one or two times over the course of the year. They 
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appeared exploratory , a function of necessity , or a playful cross 

section of both of these. 

Letters of the Alphabet 

Zoe made one list of the alphabet for her mother when her 

mother was a 'student'. Zoe wanted to write the alphabet on a 

paper napkin and did so. The second time she wrote the alphabet 

was when she saw me writing a phone message without looking 

at the paper. She wrote the alphabet without looking at the 

paper to see if she could to that. 

Bookmarks 

Bookmarks which Zoe made were not used to keep her place 

in a book. She made them as part of a project with Sadie. The 

girls cut strips of construction paper, decorated them with 

stamps and stickers and wrote different slogans on them about 

books. 

Mazes 

Zoe made mazes for other members of the family. She drew 

many doubled zigzagged lines across a sheet of paper and wrote 

the word "duck" or "cat" at one end and the word "home" at the 

other end. She challenged her mother or sister to try to get the 

animal to its home. 
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Menus 

Menus were part of pretend restaurants. They were done on 

the chalkboard imitating our favorite vegetarian restaurant's 

way of posting the nightly menu. There were lists of "speshuls" 

and drinks. The menu was only part of the play, quite secondary 

to the many clay items made for each plate. 

posters and T-Shirt Designs and Magazine Covers 

Sadie and Zoe were both involved in Pat's art class. As part 

of the class, they designed T-shirts, posters, and magazine 

covers. Zoe enjoyed doing this and made some at home. 

Other Miscellaneous Writing ActiYities 

Zoe was involved in these writing activities once at home 

during first grade: writing topics for charades; making a gift of 

writing (almost like a postcard with a caption); playing hangman; 

using letter templates; writing mad libs; making up math word 

problems; writing a play;writing a report; writing rules; making 

up a score sheet; and writing a song. These miscellaneous 

activities were rich in social activity as well as writing 

activity. Writing mad libs, a play, and a report were direct 

imitations of what her older sister was doing. Writing rules 

(Figure 70) was the result of a family meeting held because of 

excessive disagreeing which had surfaced for a few weeks. Math 

problems were made up for dad as a challenge. Zoe wrote the 



song to perform for the family and used letter templates with 

her sister. The miscellaneous activities in which Zoe was 

involved at home during her first grade year are summarized in 

Table 28. 

--_._----- .. 
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Figure 70. Writing rules. [Promise many things. Do not hit. 

Don't kick or punch. Use pleasant voice when talking with 

others.] 
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Table 28 

FreQuency and Types of Miscellaneous Writing 

Type of Writing Amount 
Alphabet letters 2 
Bookmark 2 
Mazes 2 
Menus 2 
Posters 2 
T-shirt designs 2 
Charades topics 1 
Gift 1 
Hangman words 1 
Letter templates 1 
Madlibs 1 
Magazine cover design 1 
Math: word problems 1 
Play 1 
Report 1 
Rules 1 
Score Sheet 1 
Song 1 

Homework 

Ms H gave four types of homework: weekly assignments, 

monthly assignments, spelling and vocabulary work, and book 

reports. The weekly assignments included commercial math 

sheets, requests for children to write stories, and requests that 

children read to parents for a certain number of minutes on a 

given night. The weekly assignments gave way to commercially 

prepared monthly assignments which Ms H photocopied and send 
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home with Zoe. At the beginning of each month we received a 

calendar with an assignment in each box. The assignments were 

not related to each other or topics being taught in school. We 

rarely insisted that Zoe do her homework, preferring that she 

read or write at her discretion during her after school time. As a 

rule, though, our family reads before going to bed. By midyear, 

Zoe was reading to us as well as having one of the family 

members reading to her before bed. 

Typically I would ask Zoe if she was having difficulty 

reading the stories in her Literary Reader (Houghton Mifflin, 

1989). She always said that she was not so we didn't spend time 

on the vocabulary words. Occasionally, when I visited the 

classroom, I asked her to read a story from the Literary Reader 

to me. 

Zoe always did her book reports. The format for these has 

been discussed earlier. She wrote them to get free pizzas, as 

part of the national program of a large chain of pizza 

restaurants. We usually asked her to read the book reports when 

she had completed them, encouraging her to use invented 

spellings and reminding her that the book itself could serve as a 

source for words she might want to spell conventionally. Having 

described Zoe's writing over the course of the year at home, 

now turn to the first level of analysis of her writing. 
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First Level of Analysis 

In the first level of analysis of Zoe's writing at home, I 

used categories to organize and understand her written language 

activity. The categories came out of my view of written 

language and the data. The categories, presented in this section, 

are: fields of writing; purposes and intentions for writing; 

functions of written language; linguistic foci of writing; the 

social situation for writing; tenor, point of origin, and 

ownership; response to Zoe's writing; invented spelling; modes of 

writing; and an activity theory analysis. I conclude this section 

with a summary of the first level of analysis of Zoe's writing at 

home in first grade. Figure 71 shows the categories and 

subcategories of the first level of analysis and serve as a 

flowchart of the various analyses presented. 

Fields of Writing 

I have used fields, up to this point, as subject matter or 

content area because I separated out time and institutional 

setting and analyzed them elsewhere. I will use field as subject 

matter or content are in this section, as well. In the final 

chapter of this study I consider field in all its facets, 

consistent with Halliday (1977). I was very interested in the 

differences in fields between the home and school in first grade. 

Although many writing activities might have appeared different 
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to the children in the first grade classroom, they were only 

superficially different. 

FIRST 
LEVEL 
OF 
ANALVS 

-
IS 

Fields 

Purposes/ 
ntentlons I Non-language 

functions 

Functions 

interactional 
imaginative 
perpetuating 
infomrative 
diversionary La ng uage - based --, R2 

functions heuristic 

Meta-functions 
personal 
regulatory 
instrumental 
authoritative 
reUgious 

--E 
graphophonic 

{

Three Systems synta.ctic 
Linguistic mean1ng 

Foci Size & 
Variability 

[
Sadie 

5 . 1 -ECOllaborations ---I parents OClt'! 

Sltuation Demonstrations [ObViOUS 
subtle 

Recipients 

Tenor, 
Point of 
Ori gi n, 
Ownership 

Responses 

Invented Spelling 

Modes 

Activity --E Goals 
Motives 

Theory Operations 

Figure 71. Categories and subcategories of the first level of 

analysis of Zoe's writing at home during first grade. 



Worksheets which focused on the graphophonic system of 

written language tended to have 'phonics' as their field. Thus, 

many writing activities in school were of one field. 

508 

At home, the fields were typically rich in all three systems 

of written language. The many types of written language Zoe 

used at home were different fields of written language use. 

will note reiterate those types here, as fields, because they are 

so isomorphic with types of writing. I presented earlier. I 

include reference to fields in this section to underscore Zoe's 

use of language at home as being whole in that it included all 

three systems of written language. I have discussed use as 

including purpose and function which are presented below. 

Purposes/lntentjons 

Zoe's writing at home emanated from her experience as a 

living being in a social world. She responded to situations by 

writing notes or letters to individuals involved in those 

situations, these might have been family members, friends, or 

celebrities such as John Denver. Sometimes she responded to 

situations in her life by writing privately in her journal about 

them. Thus, she was constantly interacting with her world, as 

she understood, it through her writing. Sometimes the purpose 

of the interaction was friendly, other times she wanted others to 

know how she was feeling. Her intentions, when expressing 

emotions such as anger, were usually based in achieving some 



form of justice which she viewed as fair and equitable. 

Expressions of apology in her notes were usually intended to 

regain a more positive status within the family. 
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Zoe learned that her writing could be a vehicle for dealing 

with her relationships with others in a more private way. She 

began to use her journal for this. She would typically retreat 

into her bedroom and sit on her bed and write. If someone opened 

the door of her bedroom it became quite clear that they were not 

welcome to enter. She seemed to want someone to talk with 

during these alone writing times and so she adopted the 

convention of writing "Dear Diary" before each entry. By the end 

of the year, Zoe was using the diary to record major and minor 

events of the day, as this entry from the end of May shows: 

Dear Drie 
I was raseing my 
mom home and 
I tript and lesa
lafet at me .. 
she is truning in
to a bad littel
cusin. My mom
chered me up. 
I made a Iittel
thing for the 
car to smel good. 
from Zoe. 
[Dear Diary, I was racing my mom home and I tripped and 
Lisa laughed at me. She is turning into a bad little cousin. 
My mom cheered me up. I made a little thing for the car to 
smell good.] (Zoe's Diary, May 1991) 



Zoe enjoyed the variety of characters she could create in 

her books and stories. She liked the process of making and 
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writing books, from deciding on paper and covers and choice of 

writing implements to putting the words and illustrations into 

the book. As the year progressed, she read more dramatically and 

showed the illustrations just as Ms H did in school. She read the 

'about the author' page and insisted on listeners entering their 

comments on the 'readers comments' pages she had included as 

part of the book. 

Zoe used labels and lists to organize her world by keeping 

track of things she needed and things she owned. She used signs 

in much the same way, although signs typically involved 

controlling other people, too. Her use of forms and menus was 

consistent with her use of written language to organize and be 

part of her world, an important purpose for her written language 

activity. 

Written language began to serve as an integral part of Zoe's 

play, quite consistent with Vyotsky's (1978) notion of children 

at play being "a head taller than him[her]self" (p.1 02). Zoe's play 

was quite serious. There may have been less intensity about the 

writing of a T-shirt slogan than writing an angry note of protest, 

but she always seemed to be stretching the boundaries of her 

understanding of some facet of written language. 

Zoe wrote for religious reasons twice during the year in 

the form of books. Additionally, she wrote Rosh Hashannah and 



Hannukah cards to friends and family members. Religious 

writing was useful to Zoe in coming to terms with the religious 

affiliation of her family. Her book about services helped her in 

organizing the sequence and parts of the religious activity. 

Purpose, then, determined the field of Zoe's writing which 

in turn, reflective of her current level of understanding, 

determined the components of her writing. When Zoe had been 

sent to her room because she slapped her sister, she wanted to 

regain a more positive status in the family. She intended to 

regain such status by explaining, defending, or asking 

forgiveness (three ways she used notes). She was also probably 

a bit intimidated about face to face confrontations with her 

parents, the source of the punishment, too quickly after her 

infraction. Writing became a safer and acceptable, consistent 

with our family's values, way of getting what she desired. She 

chose, or was aware of the convention, to write a note in order 

to deal with the situation. Thus, she chose note writing as the 

vehicle for her purpose. 

The purposes or intentions Zoe had for herself as a writer 

were reflected in the functions the written language served. In 

the next section I analyze her writing in terms of functions. 

Functions of Written Language 

I used Smith's (1983b) functions of written language to 

analyze Zoe's writing at home. This was consistent with the 

511 



analyses of her first grade writing at school and her 

kindergarten writing in school and at home. I first analyzed two 

non-language functions of writing activity which occurred over 

the course of the year. Then I analyzed the language-based 

functions of written language. This section ends with a 

discussion of meta-functions of written language, adapted from 

Halliday's (1975) meta-functions of oral language. 

Non-Language Functions Attached to Writing Activity 
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Non-language functions of writing activity involved the use 

of written language which was different from the functions of 

written language as I view them in this study (Chapter 2). In the 

classroom this consisted of the use of writing as part of an 

economic system, to buy one's freedom from particular 

activities. Zoe only used the alphabet once in a nonwlanguage 

way; but it was artistic (a different meaning system). 

Zoe had taken out a book from the library which explained 

how to draw animals. She had wanted to write a book about 

animals but did not know how to draw them. Pat had offered to 

help but Zoe explained that she could find a book in the library 

which demonstrated how to draw animals. The book she brought 

home used letters of the alphabet to draw animals. It showed 

how to start with a letter and add various lines and dots to make 

it into an animal. Zoe practiced by making five or six of the 



animals. Later, she drew scenes with various animals in them 

and stapled them together to make a book of animals. 
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In my original analysis of the data I had decided that Zoe's 

notes of apology in particular served a non-language function in 

that they usually helped in easing her conscience. I thought that 

her use of written language mattered, in these situations, only in 

an economic sense--to buy her freedom. This was not the case, 

though, because the interactional nature of the written language 

she produced had to do with the content of the message, not 

merely the fact that it was written. Zoe did know quite well 

that writing activity was highly valued in our home. I am sure 

that she used it to gain freedom, favors, attention, and more. 

Since the content of the written language was what was 

responded to, it remains a language function and will be 

discussed in the following section. 

Language-Based Functions of Written Language 

Zoe was involved with many different functions of written 

language during her writing activity at home in first grade. The 

functions overlapped quite a bit in Zoe's writing. I will analyze 

each of these functions in greater depth below. They are 

presented in order of frequency of use by Zoe. 

The interactional function. The interactional function was 

by far the one used most often by Zoe during her first grade year. 

The many notes and letters she wrote were interactional with 



members of the family and community. Word games that she 

played were also interactional in nature. Zoe's social existence, 

her life in the family and community, were reflected in her use 

of this function. She clearly wanted to belong, of course, as a 

member of the family. She saw her father writing constantly, 

her mother involved with written language in a variety of ways, 

and her sister as an avid poet, diary writer, and playwright. Zoe 

used writing to assert her membership in the family. 
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Prior to this research I had not realized how much my 

family relied on notes. They were one of our major ways of 

sharing information because we seemed to be continuously 

involved in many activities within and out of the home. Although 

we always tried to eat dinner together, a constant flood of phone 

calls, mail, and visitors seemed to have constantly resulted in 

the writing of notes. We are quite sensitive and relied on' notes 

and journals to share feelings we did not always wish to express 

orally, to serve as reminders, and more. 

There were three types of interactional functions of 

written language in which Zoe was involved at home. First was 

the use of written language to share feelings, thoughts, events, 

desires, and other emotions. Second, was the use of written 

language as part of some sort of playas in a game or writing a 

menu. Third, written language was used as a way of belonging to 

the social groups of family and community. All three 

interactional functions involved events and audiences in some 



ways. An event might result in a journal entry or the writing of 

a note; the writing of a word in a hangman game resulted in 

playful interaction with written language. The interactional 

function was integral in the social webs of family and 

community. 
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The imaginative function. The many and variety of stories 

and books Zoe wrote during the year attest to her use of the 

imaginative function of writing. She enjoyed reading stories and 

writing stories. She took a certain amount of writer's license as 

the year progressed, as this example demonstrated her borrowing 

from a book she had read in school in which Ira and his friend 

constantly used "uh huh" for 'yes' and scared each other with 

ghost stories: 

HUh huh," said Ann. 
"Does it get very dark where the baby is?" Tommy asked. 
"Uh huh," said Joe. 
"The baby tells good ghost stories," said Ann. 
"Really good ghost stories?" 
"Uh huh," said Joe. 
"They even scare me sometimes," the cubs said. 
"But the baby doesn't get scared." 
"Really?" said Tommy. (Dictated by Zoe to me at computer, 
May, 1991) 

Zoe drew designs for T-shirts on which she wrote typical 

T-Shirt slogans, using a heart for the word love to write "I love 

the world" below an illustration of the globe. In the course of 

her pretending she made signs for imaginary banks, menus for 



imaginary restaurants, and bubbles through which illustrated 

characters to talk. 

The perpetyating fynction. Smith (1983b) discusses the 

perpetuating function as dealing with "records, histories, 

diaries, notes, [and] scores ... " (pp.53-54). Zoe relied on her 
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diaries to keep track of events in her life and the emotions 

associated with those events. Typically, she wrote in her diaries 

alone, occaSionally requesting the spelling of a word ,by yelling 

or coming out of her room with a piece of scrap paper. She 

demanded privacy in the writing and keeping of her diary. One 

day she brought a diary to me and said, "You can have this for 

your research." She wanted to use the notebook for something 

else. This interested me because she was then willing to share 

the contents of the diary, abandoning her need for privacy. When 

I asked her about the page that read,"1 hate Sadie," she explained 

that it was crossed out because she wasn't mad at her any more. 

Zoe's relinquishing of something as precious as her private 

diary made me wonder about her sense of perpetuation. Perhaps 

she was willing to share that perpetuation with me, making me a 

partner in the process of caring for and guarding her thoughts and 

feelings; perhaps her sense of perpetuation had an urgency which 

subsided over time and her sense of a long term diary was 

something she has not yet established for herself. Kathy Short 

(personal communication, 1992) suggested that Zoe used the 



diary to keep a history of her own thoughts over what seemed 

like a long time to her, though it did not seem very long to me. 

The perpetuating function is not a function which stands 

alone. Zoe's entries, as thoughts and reflections upon her life, 

were rich in the substance of her life. The people and events of 

her life intersected with paper and pencil at one moment in a 

long and continuous life of many moments blended together. 

The informative function (81 ). Smith's (1983b) intended 
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use of the informative function is one which I separated from 

information exchanges as they were used in school in certain 

situations. When a teacher requested information in writing 

which the teacher already knew and which Zoe might already 

have known prior to an instructional situation, I refer to that as 

the 82 informative function. I separated this from Smith's 

informative function, which I refer to as 81, because I believe 82 

to be a unique situation. Zoe's use of 82 was infrequent and is 

discussed below. 

The informative function of writing is one which did not 

stand alone. For most of the information Zoe offered as a writer, 

she had a specific individual or audience in mind. Her notes and 

labels were informative in that information was shared or 

communicated. Smith (1983b) pOints out that the informative 

function also involves "expressing propositions" (p.55). Zoe did 

this many time through her use of notes to make demands, 

suggestions, or strike bargains about a situation which 



displeased her. Obviously, these situations usually involved the 

other people in her life. 

The diversionary function. The diversionary function of 

written language was used by Zoe in two ways. First, she used 

written language in cartoons and madlibs to make words evoke 

laughter in herself and others. Written language in these 

situations was the carrier of something funny to other people or 

herself. 
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Secondly, making mazes, playing hangman, and involving 

herself in word play such as finding a word for each letter of the 

word 'Thanksgiving', do not typically evoke laughter but they are 

playful uses of language, usually involving other people. The 

diversionary function in these situations was not as much in the 

meaning of the words as it was in the use· of written language as 

a vehicle for pleasure. The root of the diversion was in a broader 

perspective of writing, not limited to the meaning of the words 

in a particular situation. Her writing in this second type of 

diversionary function was less a vehicle of humorous or playful 

information and more a facet of a playful situation. 

The 82 function. The 82 function of written language is 

the use of written language to tell individuals, at their request, 

something which they already know. When Zoe played school, 

imitating Ms H's use of Daily Oral Language, she might have been 

involved in this function of written language. I used the word 

'might' because it is entirely possible that she was involved in 
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examining her own knowledge of written language during these 

writing activities. Zoe used the terminology she had been taught 

in school, such as 'long vowels' and 'short vowels'. A visiting 

friend, volunteering to be Zoe's student during Daily Oral 

Language, asked Zoe how long a long vowels was. Zoe explained 

the differences between the sounds of long and short vowels in a 

'teacher voice'. Then she sang, using only short vowels sounds: 

I like to at at at apples and bananas. 
I like to et et et epples and benenes. 
I like to it it it ipples and bininis. 
I like to ot ot ot opples and bono nos. 
I like to ut ut ut upples and bununus. 

This was a song Ms H used, an adaptation of a Raffi (Apples and 

Bananas, 1986) song, to practice short vowel sounds. 

My curiosity about Zoe's use of Daily Oral Language on the 

chalkboard stemmed from the types of errors she used. She only 

addressed errors she had consciously put into the sentences and 

usually only used the simplest of sentences seeming to insure 

that she would be able to locate all the errors as the teacher. 

Thus she used 'My dog is fat', making the 'g' very long, the 'f' 

upper case and with many extra horizontal lines, and leaving out 

the period. This function of written language was heuristic in 

nature in that it involved a taking of an inventory by Zoe. She 

was also careful not to risk a sentence which might have an 

error in it of which she was unaware. Perhaps, then this 

function at home was more heuristic and diversionary that it 



was R2. It was also interactional in nature in that Zoe was 

dealing with other 'students' in her class. 

The heyristic functions. Zoe used written language 

heuristically in two ways. First, as Halliday (1975) and Smith 

(1983b) suggest, her heuristic use of written language involved 

the "seeking and testing of knowledge" (Smith, 1983b, p.54), 
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using writing as a way of recording results. Secondly, she used 

writing to learn about writing, parallel with Halliday's (1988) 

suggestion that children use oral language to learn about oral 

language. Halliday (1988) discusses using oral language to learn 

language, to learn about language, and to learn through language. 

Smith's (1983b) definition of the heuristic function of written 

language (p.55) refers to it as using written language to seek and 

test knowledge. The examples Smith provides and those provided 

by Cochrane, Cochrane, Scalena, and Buchanan (1984), as well, 

suggest th'at the heuristic function of written language involves 

using writing to record events which can or could occur in the 

natural world. Thus, recipes and record sheets are often included 

as examples of the heuristic function of written language. Zoe's 

writing has shown the heuristic function to include not only the 

use of written language to record events of an almost scientific 

nature but to also include the use of written language to learn 

about written language. This means using writing to learn 

writing. 



The heuristic function of written language involved Zoe in 

organizing her world and her use of written language. It also 

involved Zoe in looking at that very organization and making 

decisions about it. The decisions she made about her written 

language, based on its organizational state at a given moment in 

time, were points of departure for learning. 
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Langer and Applebee (1987) working with high school 

students suggest that writing helps students to think. I submit 

that writing helped Zoe think about writing; indeed, it helped her 

act upon writing when she did not consciously stop and think 

about writing. Rarely, she would indicate through oral language 

that she was thinking about written language. She did this when 

she asked about "colored in nines" (apostrophes). 

Most of the time Zoe learned about written language by 

being involved in writing. She saw her parents and sister write 

letters and lists. Thus, her lists resembled other family 

members' lists in form. Much of her knowledge about book 

writing came from her experiences with the broad varieties of 

books available to her. Her use of notes, something her sister 

and had been involved in for years, developed as she became more 

aware of the conventions of note writing and life in our family. 

This coincided with her development as a reader. The more notes 

she could read and understand, the more messages she received. 

But the messages exceeded the content of the individual note. 

The meaning system of notes became more clear to her: how they 



looked in form; paper size; length; choice of implement; and 

where to place or how to deliver. These understandings were 

reflected in her own notes. 
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Zoe's use of labels in diagrams and lists of items, such as 

the alphabet or candy eaten by the dog, might be heuristic in one 

sense. Functionally, the written language she used in these 

situations helped in organizing knowledge. In almost every piece 

of writing she completed at home there seemed to be the second 

type of heuristic I have described. Previously, I referred to it as 

experimenting and exploring, accurate terms for what she was 

involved in. The remarkable aspect, to me, was how naturally 

Zoe came to experimenting and exploring. She came at times 

with urgency and at times with some defenses in place but she 

always came. Written language was important to Zoe and the 

risks she took in developing her understanding of it were 

reflected, in part, by the heuristic function. 

The personal functjon. Zoe's expression of her 'self' 

seemed apparent in everything she wrote. Her notes were rich in 

her personality and sensitivity. The stories and books, the lists 

and labels, all seemed to me to be expressions of who she was at 

certain points in time over the course of the year. Specific 

expressions of her self were quite rare. Recall that she wrote 

'grate' on a piece she wrote in school in first grade. Such 

expressions of self were not commonly found in her home 

writing. She expressed her individuality when she designed T-
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shirts. She expressed her love, with the drawing of a heart 

instead of the word 'love', for the world and her country when she 

designed two T-shirts. One read "I [heart] the world"; the other 

read "I [heart] the US." 

The regulatory function. The regulatory function of 

writing is another function which cannot stand on its own. Zoe's 

regulatory signs, such as a do not disturb sign, were quite 

interactional in nature as there was a definite audience in mind. 

Placemats with names on them and place cards for the dinner 

table were regulatory and interactional as well. Thus, her 

regulation of others' actions necessarily involved others. 

The instrumental function. The instrumental function of 

written language involved using "language as a means of getting 

things [and] satisfying material needs" (Smith, 1983b, p.54). Zoe 

used notes and forms to request things, though she did not mail 

the forms. The instrumental use of written language is another 

situation in which the function did not occur in isolation because 

Zoe had an audience for the writing. Few of her writing pieces 

were primarily instrumental, although the instrumentality of 

some of her writing assumed a secondary or tertiary functional 

status. 

The authoritative and contractual functions. Zoe used the 

contractual function of writing when she wrote to the tooth 

fairy using the note she wrote as a form of substitute payment 

replacing the lost tooth. She used the authoritative function of 
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written language when she posted the rules, although the family 

had agreed to the rules so in a sense the list of rules was 

contractuai and authoritative as well as interactional. Her sense 

of a contract was clear in the title she placed at the top of the 

list of rules, "Promis mene things" [promise many things]. 

The religious/spiritual function of writing. Zoe wrote two 

pieces during the year which did not fit well into Smith's 

(1983b) or Halliday's (1975) frameworks for functions of 

language. Goodman (1984) suggests that we involve ourselves in 

"ritualistic reading" (p.99): 

Certain texts are read and reread for ritualistic reasons. 
That means that the act of reading itself is a ritual and 
that the purpose is not so much comprehension of the 
particular passage as fulfillment of the rite. The reading 
of religious materials, some times in unknown languages,' 
is an example of ritualistic reading. 

Perhaps even this was not accurate for what Zoe was doing with 

written language. Zoe's defining of herself as a religious or 

spiritual being is based in her growing understanding of her 

Judaism. Her recording of the progression of the service and the 

items used at particular holidays was important to her in a 

perpetuating sense and in a transactional sense as she was 

making meaning of her religious experiences. For Zoe, the focus 

was on her continuing building of meaning for herself as a 

member of a Jewish family and the Jewish community. 
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.Meta-fynctions of written langyage 

The many functions analyzed in the preceding sections 

were not singular and isolated. The interactional function 

seemed to be a common thread between all the functions because 

Zoe was continuously in contact with, responding to, preparing 

for, or even escaping from her social surroundings. Those 

surroundings included her immediate family, her extended 

family, friends, people she only knew through their work such as 

singers, and even God. Thus writing involved other people and the 

events Zoe had in mind in relationship to those individuals. 

Halliday (1975) describes this as the interpersonal function in 

relation to oral language. The interpersonal function in oral 

language, and I believe the above data bears this out for written 

language as well, is the result of the "combining" (p.158) of other 

functions. Thus, the interpersonal function is viewed as a meta

function, a combination of functions enhanced by the very fact of 

the combinations. Halliday proposes an intermediary phase 

which he calls "transitional" (p.158) during which the combining 

of functions takes place. 

A continuous and increasingly complex combining of the 

functions of Zoe's writing occurred during the two years of this 

study and before, as well. Many of her understandings about oral 

language were apparent in her writing. Much of her writing could 

be assigned one function category; yet, a closer look inevitably 

revealed more than one function within the piece. A story or 



book which she wrote might initially have seemed like an 

imaginative piece. Her fear of strangers which permeated some 

her stories and books had a personal function, as she expressed 

her fears. The sharing of those fears is a form of the 

informative (R1) function. The written language conventions 

with which she dealt in the writing might have been heuristic in 

terms of stretching her knowledge and understanding of written 

language. Thus, many functions were combined. 
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I performed a taxonomic analysis (Spradley, 1980) of most 

of Zoe's writing completed at home during her first grade year. 

Figures 72 and 73 are a partial display of those analyses. The 

analyses are arranged in order of the frequency of a function of 

writing Zoe used. She used the interactional function eighty four 

times. Along with those eighty four times, she used the 

personal, heuristic, R1, R2, imaginative, perpetuating, regulatory 

and diversionary functions in combination with the interactional 

function. The figures show the frequency she used each function 

parenthetically. The functions were further analyzed to reveal 

third and, in some cases, fourth functions within a single writing 

activity. 



personal (7) --<::: ~~uristiC( 2) 

heuristic( 8) 
R1 (9) heuristic 

interactional (84) ~- R2( 2) heuristic( 2) 
i magi native( 3) -- heuristic 
per pet uati ng( 3) --heuristic( 3) 
regulatory( 5) authoritative 
diversionary( 2) 
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i magi native(41 ) interactional (18) - heuristic( 14) ~ 
heuristic( 17) -- interactiona1(2) 

perpetuating R1 ------ heuristic 
R1 

~
diverSiOnarY(2)- heuristic 

. R 1 (4) personal ---- interactional 
perpetuatl ng( 34) heuristic( 1 0) -- diversionary 

personal ( 18) heuristic( 1 8) 

informative l R1(28) 

~ 
heuristic 

interactiona1(28) regulatory --- heuristic 
regulatory personal 
i magi native(2) -- heuristic 
heuristic( 4) 
personal---- instrumental 
perpetuati ng spi ritual 

Figure 72. Taxonomic analysis of the multiple functions of Zoe's 

writing, part 1. 
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diversionary( 11 ) ~ magi na~ive( 2) ~ 
heuristic ( 5) 

1 nteractlonal (2) ---:personal -- R t 
R1 (2) ------heuristic -- personal 

R2(8) -------heuristic(8)---- diversionary(3) 

~ 
R1-------interactional 

heuristic(6) imaginative 
personal(2)---- R1 
R1 

personal (6) ----- diversionary( 5) ______ heuristic( 3) 
interactional (2) 

regulatory( 5) ----heuristic interactional 
i nteractiona1( 5) personal (4) 

------ diversionary 

~ 
regulatory heuristic --interactional 

instrumental(S) informative ----- diversionary -heuristic 
interactional (2) 
heuristic ------interactional 

authontatwel personal ------ R 1 
. . ~ regulatory interactional 

contractual (3) interactional 

religiousl __ --:- personal R 1 
spi ritual (2) interactional -----heuristic 

figure 73. Taxonomic analysiS of the multiple functions of Zoe's 

writing, part 2. 

As discussed earlier, almost all of Zoe's writing at home 

was heuristic in that she was continuously experimenting and 

exploring. Most of her writing was also interactional. The many 



functions of written language in which Zoe engaged at specific 

times attests to the complexity of her writing. 
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The combining of functions of written language, consistent 

with Halliday's findings regarding oral language, was not 

restricted to an interpersonal meta-function. The uses of 

writing to learn about writing, to express herself and to imagine 

also combined in internal processes, which took place within Zoe. 

These were what Halliday labelled "ideational". 

Halliday labels a third meta-function the textual function. 

The production of written text in which Zoe engaged herself was 

a point of intersection of the interpersonal and the ideational. 

This was the point of invention (Goodman, 1988) for Zoe. It was 

a place where the internal and external, (Zoe's thoughts, feelings, 

understanding of her world and understanding of the written 

language) merged together and manifested themselves on paper. 

Each piece of writing, then, was not a product but was more a 

moment in time. If her life during the first grade was viewed as 

a videotape, each piece of writing was one frame, frozen and 

made into a snapshot. In that sense, pieces of her writing were 

mere moments in a continuous process. The textual meta

function was also the place where Zoe experimented and explored 

her understandings about written language. The analysis of the 

functions of Zoe's written language is further supported in the 

following two sections focusing on an analysis the linguistiC 



foci of her writing and the social situation in which her writing 

took place. 

Linguistic Foci of Writing 

The analysis of the linguistic foci of Zoe's writing was 

twofold. The first analysis involved a consideration of the 

systems of written language: graphophonic, syntactic, and 

meaning. The second analysis of the linguistic foci of Zoe's 

writing involved a consideration of the size and variability of 

the linguistic units she used in her writing. Size and variability 

were related to tenor in terms of acceptability. 

Three Systems of Written Language 

Zoe consistently used all three systems of written 

language when she wrote at home. Most writing activities 

focused on meaning, although she dealt with specific 

graphophonic and syntactic issues as they became important 

while she was involved in making meaning. 
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Focus on the graphophonic system. Zoe focused on the 

graphophonic system of writing seven times at home during the 

year. Playing hangman, using letter templates to trace around to 

make words, and playing teacher of Daily Oral Language were the 

times during which she wrote focusing on that system. These 

were quite different from the subskills models of instruction 

she experienced at school. Zoe chose the length of time and 
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particular graphophonic focus at home. She also integrated the 

focus into her immediate written language activity because that 

focus emerged from the activity in which she was involved and 

had chosen. 

When Zoe and I played 'hangman' and it was my turn to 

choose the word, she saw '_ a t' on her the paper as the game was 

nearing the end of a round. Zoe whispered to herself,"Cat? No, I 

already said 'c' ... ummm 'rat'? .. .'R'?" I told her she was right; the 

word was 'rat'. The use of language, albeit in a very playful way, 

with a focus on specific sounds, reminiscent of a phonics lesson, 

involves the graphophonic system of written language. Perhaps, 

since Zoe was the point of origin of this level of language, she 

was involved in learning about language (Halliday, 1988) and 

addressing issues of concern to her development as a writer. 

Each of these levels is discussed briefly below. 

Yetta Goodman (personal communication, 1992) explained 

the hangman game this way: 

This, to me, is a wonderful example of language about 
language-seeing language as an object of study-what is 
being studied is the orthographic system, specifically, in 
this case, the graphophonic... It's not reminiscent of a 
phonics lesson because it has a context, a meaning, and 
function and fits into a larger language context. 

Focus on the syntactic system. Zoe focused on the 

syntactic system of written language twelve times during her 

writing at home in first grade. She focused on individual words 

more than meanings. Zoe's writing of words that start with each 
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letter in 'Thanksgiving' or listing words that rhyme were at the 

skills linguistic level. The focus on specific words might have 

functioned heuristically, as noted above or it might have been 

poetic in her use of rhymes. Her focus on individual words led 

me to categorize these activities as syntactically focused. Also, 

her practice for the spelling tests was focused on the syntactic 

system of written language and accounted for four of the twelve 

situations in this section. 

Focus on meaning. Zoe's lack of interest focusing on the 

graphophonic or syntactic systems of written language was quite 

dramatic. More than two hundred writing activities in which she 

was engaged at home over the course of the year were focussed 

on the meaning system of written language. She wrote single 

words, but I categorized them within the meaning system when 

the words were in lists which she generated or on labels which 

she wrote. These were situations rich in meaning and far from 

writing experiences void of meaning or constructed by someone 

besides herself. 

Perhaps, for educators, one of the most significant links 

this research can make is between Zoe's choice to focus on 

meanings in her writing and the heuristic function as discussed 

above. With each new writing activity, it seemed that Zoe was 

exploring and experimenting with written language. This 

heuristic process and function was usually not conscious. Yet, 

with each piece, analyzed from piece to piece, her writing 
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changed, sometimes dramatically. For example, the books she 

wrote in May were quite complex compared to those she wrote 

even one month before. Her letter writing was another example 

of this. Facets of the graphophonic and syntactic systems which 

she needed and used and developed were a reflection of her 

writing in a meaningful context with a focus on meaning. 

Size and Variability of Linguistic Units 

The size and variability of the linguistic units Zoe used in 

her writing at home were a result of the features of written 

language and the social situation with Zoe as the point of origin. 

At home, writing was usually a function of Zoe's interests and 

perceived needs. Sometimes her sister or parents had some 

significant input, but most often Zoe placed her own demands on 

her writing. The demands she placed were a response to the 

nature of the situation and the specific writing activity, 

including the audience and others who impacted the writing 

activity in some way. Acceptability at home rested with Zoe. 

She made the decisions about the size and variability of the 

linguistic units she used. These decisions were a response to a 

situation and Zoe's understanding of the situation, not to 

demands of some other person (a teacher) placed upon her. 

Table 29 shows the size and variability of linguistic units 

Zoe chose in her writing at home. I will discuss two parts of 

Table 29. 
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Zoe's use of specific words, in situations in which she 

accepted only one specific word, occurred fifty seven times. She 

demanded a specific word of herself in these situations because 

she was aware that the situation demanded the use of a specific 

word. When Zoe wrote family members' names on mailboxes or 

placemats, when she took names of who phoned for phone 

messages, when she addressed envelopes, made lists of specific 

things, or labelled objects, she demanded specific words of 

herself. She understood that the situation demanded specific 

words, reflective of the field, tenor, and mode of her life at 

home. She knew that: a mailbox needed to be correctly labelled; 

that to control where individuals sit she must label placemats 

specifically; that phone messages demanded a certain amount of 

accuracy; that envelopes incorrectly addressed would not be 

received; that lists containing incorrect information would 

result in further confusion; and that labels which were not 

accurate resulted in misunderstandings. As a result of these 

understandings, Zoe demanded of herself that she use particular 

words in specific situations. 

There were seventy two times during the year when Zoe 

used more than a single sentence to write on a specific topic of 

her own choice. Her many books and stories were included at 

this point. Also included were the cards, notes and letters she 

wrote in which she wrote more than a single sentence. Her 

journal entries also fit here. 



Table 29 

Frequency and Size of Linguistic Units Used by Zoe in Writing at 

Home (b) 

Variability of Unit 
limited to one not limited to one 

Size of Unit specific unit specific unit 

letter 10 0 

word 57 15 

phrase 3 8 

sentence 18 1 1 

greater than 1 72 

sentence 
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Zoe's writing at home was overwhelmingly within the 

meaning system of written language. Her desire to be part of the 

situations in which written language was used indicated her 

understanding of the situation, a meaning-based understanding. 

A further analysis of the social situation for Zoe's writing is the 

substance of the following section. 

The Social Situation for Zoe's Writing 

There were three categories for the ways in which other 

individuals and social situations were responsible for Zoe's 

writing at home. One category was collaborations between Zoe 

and another individual. The second category was demonstrations 
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which Zoe saw but which were not situations in which she was a 

direct contributor. The third category emerged from social 

situations and usually involved others as recipients of her 

writing. Each of these categories will be discussed in this 

section. 

Collaborations 

Zoe was involved in writing partnerships with other 

members of the family, most frequently Sadie. One of the 

surprising findings of this study was that she was not involved 

with anyone as much as I had originally suspected. She typically 

initiated her own home writing activities, having done so for 

almost half of the samples and situations I collected. Yet, she 

had a strong sense of audience which placed others well within 

her writing activity even if they were not present during the 

time that the written language was actually produced. In this 

section I focus on some of the ways the individuals in Zoe's home 

setting had an influence upon her written language use and 

development. 

partnerships with Sadie. Zoe's partnerships with Sadie 

started early in her life when Sadie would instruct Zoe about 

what they were doing. "We're going to make a book," Sadie would 

say. "You make a picture on this piece of paper and tell me a 

story and I will write what you say." Zoe was four years old when 

this occurred. Zoe made a picture of a stick figure on one piece 
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of paper and Sadie asked what words would go with it. Zoe 

dictated,"Harry Hairy wasn't hairy, was he?" On the second page 

Zoe drew a picture of a person with her mouth open and had Sadie 

write,"Hairy's wife had no hair." The third page has a similar 

figure with a smile and Zoe had Sadie write,"Hairy Bear had no 

fuzz." Zoe also wrote her name on this page .. The last page was a 

similar picture with no words written by Sadie. Zoe wrote her 

name on that page, too. The activity lasted less that ten minutes 

and the girls went on to play something else. 

Partnerships in writing changed over the years, most 

dramatically when Zoe was in first grade. Sadie realized that 

Zoe was becoming more of an equal partner in that Zoe could read 

and write, many times using invented spelling. During periods of 

the year when Zoe was concerned with spelling, Sadie became a 

supplier of conventional spellings, responding to graphophonic or 

surface feature (mechanics) questions, "Is this 's' backwards?" 

and providing other information about written language, usually 

at Zoe's request. 

Sometimes, during a writing activity, Sadie would become 

quite didactic about facets of the written language. In November 

the girls were at the kitchen table finishing dinner and this 

conversation initiated a partnership activity: 

Sadie: I'm going to start to make a book tomorrow. Maybe 
I'll start tonight and I'm going to let Zoe help. 
Zoe: Can I help with the pictures? 
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Sadie: Yeah and if you help a real lot I might even dedicate 
it to you. Do you want it to be fiction, not a real story... or 
Zoe: fiction. 
Sadie: Do you want it to be about something that really 
happened to us? 
Zoe:No 

Sadie seemed to be trying to introduce Zoe to the word 'fiction', 

which Zoe already knew. 

The partnership on the story continued with Sadie 

initiating some decision-making: 

Sadie: Let me get some paper ...... [gets paper]. Now do you 
have a topic? 
Zoe: Johnnie and Martha go for a walk. 
Sadie: No, that can be a chapter of the story ...... 
Zoe: Snoopy .. 
Sadie: No, he's not original. He has a... Mom, [to Pat] he's 
copyrighted. 
Pat: Do you want to write about Bodacious?[family dog] 
Zoe: No. 
Sadie: Where would this story take place? 
Zoe: A house 
Sadie: How about school? 
Zoe: No. 
Sadie: Yes, it's my story too and I say school. How about 
cities or towns. Maybe it could take place on 
Appomattox ... [street name] 
Zoe: A white house. A bus? 
Sadie: How about a car? 
Zoe: Yeah. 

The choice of a car as the setting is interesting in that it is a 

word which Sadie knew that Zoe could spell. Her car stories 

were notorious at home because she wrote so many stories about 

cars, cats, dogs, and strangers. They continued to discuss the 

story before writing anything and suddenly Sadie decided to 



change the topic to 'ankle biters' and a new round and method of 

decision making ensued: 

Sadie: OK, so far we've got Attack of the Ankle Biters ... 
Zoe: Sadie, I don't want Attack of the Ankle Biters. 
Sadie: We won't do it if we you've got a better idea ... 
Zoe: A unicorn, Sadie, A unicorn flies up into a rainbow. 
Sadie: [writing] OK. A unicorn flies up into a rainbow. 
Then we have to put unicorn under animals. 
Zoe: I don't know how to draw a unicorn. 
Sadie: Oh, you'd end up with it. Oh, I'd end up with it.[She 
has a list of who will draw what.] 
Zoe: Do you know how to make a unicorn? 
Sadie: I just draw a horse and put a horn on it. 
Zoe: OK, this time don't . . . . 
Sadie: A.. A unicorn flies through a rainbow? 
Zoe: ON 
Sadie: On a rainbow? 
Zoe: No, it's gonna be near a rainbow. 
Sadie: What ever. And now I'm gonna put unicorn over here 
... So far we've got four ideas. .. Well, you and I have 
different ideas about what we want. [Pause, as Sadie 
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writes a list of all the story ideas generated so far.] I think 
we should have a vote. There's four ideas. You can vote 
twice. Here are the ideas: and you don't say, 'Oh, I don't 
want that idea,' every time I say the idea that you don't 
want, OK? [Zoe slurps drink] Just think about it to yourself. 
Attack of the Ankle Biters, in the Principal's Office, Kids 
and a Party, A unicorn flies over the rainbow ... 
Zoe: I want the party. 
Sadie: OK, what you do is you take a pen, let's see if this 
one works, yup this one works. You take a pen and I'll take 
a pen and then you put a 1 by the very best idea and a 2 by 
the second best idea. 
Zoe: OK. 
Sadie: Do you want to go first or do you want me do go 
first? 
Zoe: No, Sadie, I want to do the party ... 
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Sadie: No, you don't say that you just put a 1 by that and 
then put a 2 by the second best idea. Kids in a party is this 
one. And unicorn is the last one. 
Zoe: Can you go like twice? 
Sadie: You put a 1 by the best idea and a 2 by the second 
best idea ... 

The girls continued to negotiate topic, characters, assignments 

for who would illustrate and who would write each page of the 

book. They had not started to write the story when Pat told them 

to get ready for bed. They had spent nearly twenty minutes 

negotiating, running for supplies, and listing characters. Quickly 

they began to write the story about a group of girls planning a 

party. Sadie began the written text as Zoe illustrated the cover. 

They quickly helped each other put the book together, supporting 

each other's endeavors: 

Zoe: I want one of those party kids talking. Mamma how to 
do you spell 'hi'. Mommy, mommy, do you spell hi 'h ... i'? 
Pat: Yeah. 
Zoe: Sadie, I didn't write 'how's the party going' , I wrote 
'hi'. 
Sadie: That's good. 
[quiet for 56 seconds as girls write and illustrate] 
Zoe: Sadie, at first this was some of the ... 
Sadie: Oh, they're pretty .. . 
Zoe: I got to give her bangs .. . 
[Quiet, as they work, sixty seven seconds] 
Zoe: Sadie, I'm making this girl look a little better. 
Sadie: Oh, she's really cute. Is that one handing out 
invitations? 
Zoe: This? 
Sadie: You said you were going to make that ... anything 
will do , really. . 
Zoe: Sadie, look an invitation. I did a really good 
invitation, didn't I? 



Sadie: Yes. Does this look like a popsicle? 
Zoe: Yes. 
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The girls were partners in writing signs and menus during 

other times when they played together. Sometimes Sadie did a 

lot of the writing and other times it was shared. Sadie never let 

Zoe be the main writer during these activities and Zoe never 

requested to fulfill that role. She was content with writing 

pages and illustrating while Sadie pushed to ensure that the 

story was consistent and made sense. Sadie offered help to Zoe 

and helped Zoe explore descriptive language: 

Sadie: The grandmother can't be rich, Zoe. In both of the 
stories she was poor. . 
Zoe: I know. 
Sadie: let's have her be poor. Or else it won't be any fun. 
Zoe: How about the parents are rich [as Sadie writes on the 
board: grandma was poor] 
Sadie: No, because they're not practically in the story. 
Zoe: First she lives with her grandma and then she lives 
with her parents. 
Sadie: Yeah, but if her grandmother is poor they could 
make... it could sound better like 'the grandmother was 
penniless ' and all that. 
Zoe: She only had one penny? 
Sadie: No, pennilESS; no pennies. 

Sadie became increasingly aware of Zoe's understanding of 

stories, her imagination, and her ability to write. She became 

insistent that Zoe contribute to the writing of their mutual 

endeavors as well as help with the ideas: 

Sadie: You have to write for a while. 
Zoe: What? 
Sadie: You have to write for a while. 



Zoe: Who? 
Sadie: I'll read to you where we're at. OK. I'm gonna start 
off ... 
Zoe: Sadie, you finish this one. 
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Sadie: Jessy was forced to live with a grandmother she 
didn't know her ... Oh. Her grandmother was shocked, 
Jessy didn't mind until she found out that she had to leave 
on her birthday. But Jessy was a nature lover. She knew 
grandma lived up in the mountains. Grandma was poor. She 
didn't own any land so she moved whenever the government 
found out where she lives. Now put like . . . 
Zoe: What about Jessy is a nature lover? 
Sadie: I put Jessy is a nature lover. I put, let's see . . . 
umm But Jessy was a nature lover. She knew that grandma 
lived in the mountains. Now put grandma knew she had to 
make presents [handing paper to Zoe]. 
Zoe: Hey. 
Sadie: Put something about ... 
Zoe: Don't tell me what to write. 
Sadie: We're at the part where grandma's making the 
presents so write it up that way. 
Zoe: Sadie, what's this last word? I forgot. 
Sadie: ... out where grandma lives 
Zoe: ... live? 
Sadie: ... lives. Remember, we were talking about the 
government finding out about where she lives 
Zoe: OK. One ... 
Sadie: When you get a part finished tell me so we both 
know what's going on. 

Sadie was involved with Zoe's writing as a partner twenty 

one times during the year. There were short involvements such 

as a quick menu drawn up for a restaurant and lengthier ones, as 

when they wrote books together. Zoe learned from Sadie and 

Sadie learned from Zoe. Sadie was surprised at what her sister 

knew; Zoe was eager to learn what Sadie knew. The few times 

when Sadie would discuss issues of technique or mechanics she 
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was surprised at what she was learning about language. She had 

to look hard and understand some complex things to explain them 

to Zoe. 

Partnerships With Mom and Dad. Zoe's partnerships with 

Pat and me were much less frequent than her partnerships with 

Sadie. Zoe liked to dictate stories to me when I was at the 

computer and to Pat, usually at the kitchen table. She relied on 

us for help with her spelling words when they became important 

to her. She asked Pat to help with the illustrations of books and 

this sometimes resulted in discussions of the written text. 

Demonstrations Of Writing 

I found two categories of demonstrations for writing in the 

social context of the family. The obvious demonstrations were 

the writing which Zoe observed on a day to day basis. I call 

these obvious because their frequent occurrence and their 

relevance to written language activity were so apparent. The 

subtle demonstrations were within the systems of meanings in 

Zoe's social world and were less apparent than obvious 

demonstrations. 

ObVioys demonstrations of writing. Zoe saw us taking 

messages, writing bills and checks, writing papers, sending 

cards and letters to family and friends and much more. She saw 

her sister, a sensitive writer, involved in writing plays, notes, 

her journal, stories and poems. Sadie asked Zoe to illustrate a 



book of poems Sadie had written. The book included these two 

poems by Sadie: 

DESERT SUN 
The setting desert sun 
over dents in the mountains 
catches my eye, 
like a whole bunch of 
fountains. 
Why don't all people see, 
such a beautiful feather 
in our casting. 

Birthdays 
The cake is 
lopsided 
The candles are green, 
Oh why don't they make 
cake-making machines! 
Oh no! Catch the popcorn! 
the hot-dogs are burning! 

Whew! I caught it. 
Let's Party! (Sadie, 1991) 

Sadie also showed Zoe some of the possibilities for the 

chalkboard because she recalled a restaurant which posted its 

menu on a chalkboard. Sadie extended the use of the chalkboard 

when she started a club for baby sitters as part of a game she 

was playing with Zoe. On the chalkboard, Sadie wrote: 

Quality 4 kids 
We meet from to 
Reach us at 722-2974 
between theese hours 

Thus, Sadie demonstrated but she also learned from Zoe as Zoe 

used the chalkboard. One day Zoe told a story to the family and 
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as she did so she drew pictures on the board to complement the 

story. Sadie loved this idea and involved herself in these picture 

stories a few times during the year. The demonstrating became 

mutual and something which lent itself to partnerships and the 

sharing and extending of ideas. Demonstrating acted as a mutual 

zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978) in which both 

Sadie and Zoe learned and explored. 

Subtle demonstrations of writing. Zoe was immersed in 

demonstrations of written language throughout her waking hours. 

She attended Brownie Girl Scout meetings and art classes during 

which she saw others write. She saw writing activity at banks, 

supermarkets, other stores, by policemen, by her doctor and 

dentist and many more. She watched TV and saw some, though 

not a lot, of writing by characters in various shows. The world 

was a demonstration as she walked or was driven to different 

places and noticed the signs written in various fonts and sizes.· 

She noticed logos and the written language associated with 

these. As Zoe's writing increased in volume and sophistication, 

her attention to the written language around her increased. She 

noticed the written language in restaurants and compared it to 

her own menus. She realized that even rodeos must have scripts 

and developed one for her rodeo. The world was rich in written 

language which she focused on and responded to increasingly over 

the course of the year. 
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Recipients of Zoe's Writing 

The recipients of Zoe's writing were usually the individuals 

of her family or her journal. Recipients were important because 

they were part of the social situation and tenor of the 

relationship which resulted in the writing of the particular 

piece. Zoe's writing at home had a strong sense of audience, 

reflective of particular situations which transpired in her life at 

home. The receipt of a note, a card, a list, or a letter was a 

natural part of the ongoing flow of life in the family. We shared 

and celebrated holidays and birthdays through cards and notes. 

We made lists for and about each other reflective of social 

situations in the home. Indeed, the use of the list itself 

reflected the literacy nature of our home. 

The family served as an audience and in that capacity was a 

recipient for Zoe's writing. We listened to her books and stories 

and we acted in her plays. We attended her shows and rodeos and 

ate at her restaurants, ordering items off the menus. We were a 

part of her writing life, even to the point where she might stare 

hard at one of us and leave the room to engage in writing in her 

journal. 

The analysis of Zoe's social situation did not specifically 

deal with the tenor of her relationships with the others involved 

in her writing, although it has been implied. Tenor relates to 

ownership and point of origin of her writing. These three issues 

are dealt with in the following section. 
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Tenor, Point of Origin, and Ownership 

The tenor of relationships between Zoe and those in her 

social setting, the point of origin of a piece of writing, and Zoe's 

sense of ownership of a piece of writing were all intertwined. 

The tenor of relationships of the members of the family was, as 

a determinant of Zoe's writing, an important part of each writing 

activity. 

Tenor of Relationships 

Zoe knew that she had a voice in our family. Her ideas and 

thoughts were important to us and she was given responsibility 

both to make decisions and to deal with the consequences of her 

decisions. Parents became involved as necessary, but Zoe's 

feelings and thoughts were noted. She was responsible, for 

example, for keeping her room clean. She did not like this 

responsibility and we explained to her the importance of 

cleanliness and then demanded that she keep the room organized. 

In terms of writing, Zoe knew that her writing was her own 

affair. She knew that she would receive much appreciation for 

notes and letters and that we celebrated in each others' literacy 

accomplishments as part of our family life. 

Writing increased in importance for Zoe when she learned 

of its effect on family members. Writing seemed to carry a lot 

of power and things which were committed to written language 

were held in a special light. Looking at a newspaper near the 
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checkout stand of a local supermarket, Zoe pointed to a man who 

was changing into a snake. "How could that happen?" she stared 

at me in amazement. I explained that not all newspapers told the 

truth and that I chose not to believe that one because of the 

sensational stories it usually published. Zoe seemed incredulous 

that I would not believe everything that was written in the 

newspaper and I tried to explain that it was a choice I was 

making based upon that newspaper's reputation. She returned to 

the idea of newspaper credibility when I showed her an article 

that suggested that children should throw out their Halloween 

candy on November first. 

Our family was far from perfect during the two years of 

this study. We disagreed, yelled, fretted too much about money 

in front of the children, and felt the stress of a family that went 

from middle class to, hopefully temporary, financial stress. Yet, 

Zoe knew that she was safe with us. She could explore and play 

and experiment in an environment which was safe in terms of 

risk. She could choose not to write for weeks at a time, as she 

did for most of the summer between kindergarten and first grade. 

She knew that her suggestions, ideas, and thoughts about written 

language were safe for exploration at home. Her comfort level 

with me was clear when she said to me, during a swimming 

lesson in which my patience was wearing out, "Dad, just let me 

do it my own way." 



Zoe's relationship with Sadie was usually warm and 

friendly. Sadie treated her as a pet during Zoe's first couple of 

years of life. She became a playmate at about age two and a 

partner in writing as Zoe's writing developed. Overall, the 

feelings of support and responsible freedom which Zoe felt at 

home were evidenced in her writing as she chose writing 

activities and had a strong sense of ownership of her work. 

points of Origin 
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Zoe initiated most of the writing activity in which she was 

engaged at home during her first grade year. Yet, the origin of a 

writing activity seemed to lie as a potential within real social 

situations, real events which precipitated real purposes for 

writing. Zoe made the choice to activate (or not) those 

potentials. When the phone would ring, rather than let her sister 

or an adult answer Zoe would accept the call and, when 

necessary, she would take a message. Writing notes, letters, and 

journal entries were the realization of social situations in which 

she chose to cultivate writing opportunities. The points of 

origin of the great variety of writing activities in which Zoe was 

involved at home were mutual between an event and her own 

initiative. On one occasion I insisted that she write a thank you 

card, but she usually initiated this activity herself. 

Zoe was open to individuals initiating a writing activity 

and inviting her into it. Sadie was the person who usually did 
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this. Sometimes the writing activity extended from their play in 

which they role played. Other times, they would set out, at 

Sadie's or Zoe's suggestion, to engage in writing. The points of 

origin were not singular in nature. They involved Zoe and 

sometimes other people in a specific situation with other 

individuals physically present. The physical presence of others 

was not a necessary criteria for a writing activity to begin. It 

might have originated in a book, in a situation with a parent or 

friend, or in Zoe's imagination which was rich in dreams, 

thoughts, and fears. This was markedly different from the power 

situations to which Zoe had to respond in school. 

The tenor of relationships between Zoe and other members 

of the family had an impact on the point of origin of her writing. 

The tenor determined, to some degree, the writing environment. 

The expectations and the emotional climate of our home 

contributed to the situation from which a writing activity could 

emerge. Tenor has much to do with the feelings of ownership Zoe 

had in terms of her writing. 

Ownership 

Since Zoe and her life experiences were the point of origin 

of almost all of her writing, she assumed complete ownership of 

her work. She decided when to initiate a piece, when to 

terminate it, when it was completed, and whether or not it would 

be performed or presented to others in some way. Her 
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limitations were those imposed by the home and by herself. As 

long as she engaged in writing when she had no other obligations, 

she was in control of the time she spent on a piece. If she 

desired help, the availability of others became a factor. For 

most of her writing, she was in control and had virtually total 

ownership. The choice to abandon writing activities was one Zoe 

rarely elected. She preferred to complete her writing activities, 

usually at one sitting. 

Any writing activity which took place in the home, whether 

initiated by Zoe or by another, in which Zoe did not assume some 

ownership was abandoned by her. She would refuse to play with 

Sadie if the activity was not to her liking. The interesting part 

was that she seemed quite attracted to most writing activities 

and typically made them quality experiences for herself. Zoe's 

initiation of a writing activity or her assumption of ownership 

of an activity initiated by another person almost inevitably were 

moments of growth, learning, exploration, and risk taking. 

Ownership, having made the choice to be involved in a writing 

activity, and growth as a writer seemed inextricably related for 

Zoe's writing at home. Zoe made most of the decisions about her 

writing. 

Responses to Zoe's Writing at Home 

Responses to Zoe's writing at home were different from 

those she received in school. We valued her writing but did not 
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evaluate it with specific criteria in order for it to be considered 

complete or acceptable. Completion, acceptability, and 

variability were at Zoe's discretion at home. Although responses 

were determined by the tenor of Zoe's relationships with those 

around her, I included responses as a separate section because of 

its impact at home and difference across the settings of this 

study. 

Some of Zoe's writing resulted in participation as a 

response. When she wrote a menu and asked for family members 

to join her at her restaurant as customers who would place 

orders, she was asking for participation around what she had 

written. Other times her writing demanded actions. She wanted 

individuals to get off the phone, to get her some pie, and to know 

that she felt angry or dissatisfied. But the information was not 

shared solely to be acknowledged; she expected, demanded, and 

usually received an active response to action-demanding writing. 

Zoe also received responses to her writing as a result of 

the performances in which she involved herself once pieces were 

completed. She liked to present stories and books to the family 

and usually received applause, hugs, and other accolades 

following the performance. Other pieces required approval, 

usually verbally. When she made T-shirt designs, she showed 

them to Pat who offered approval as a mother and a fellow shirt 

designer. When the family sat according to her placecards, we 

acknowledged what she had written. 
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Special occasions, such as birthdays and Valentine's day, 

were special times for hugs and kisses as responses to what was 

written in a card or note. Cards, letters, and notes which were 

written and mailed were sometimes responded to by a phone call 

of thanks or a letter in return. The responses to writing things 

to be mailed were twofold in that Zoe would first mail the 

letter; second, she would await another form of response beyond 

her physical act of placing it in the mailbox. On one hand, she 

was responding to her own writing by posting it; on the other 

hand, she awaited the response of the recipient. 

Zoe, in practicing for her weekly spelling tests, was 

writing in anticipation of an upcoming writing activity. She was 

involved in a kind of practice for what was to come. Her 

response to her writing of the spelling words was the 

anticipation of a future endeavor aimed at spelling correctly all 

of those words. She also responded to her initial writing of the 

words when she compared what she had written during the 

practice dictation at home with the list Ms H had sent home for 

practice. She expected Pat or me to respond to her efforts. 

Two times during the year Zoe's writing resulted in 

negotiation between herself and a parent. When she felt that 

something unfair had occurred and her parents did not agree, she 

wrote us a note. We subsequently engaged Zoe in a conversation 

about our decisions. Once the parents changed their minds; once 

Zoe changed hers. Of course, Zoe was involved in negotiations 
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when she chose to be a partner with someone else during a 

writing activity. This is a different form of negotiation in that 

the message of the writing was not focused on initiating 

discussion. Discussion in partner situations focused on what 

was to be written, not on a response to something already 

written. Table 30 summarizes the responses to Zoe's writing at 

home during her first grade year. The Table lists only the initial 

or primary responses, not multiple or subsequent responses. 

Table 30 

Summary of the Responses to Zoe's Writing 

Response Frejluency 

Self/alone 69 

Participation 22 

Action 19 

Performance 15 

Approval/verbal 14 

Acknowledg_ement 1 1 

Kiss/hug 10 

Post in mail 7 

Anticipation 5 

Negotiation 2 
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The responses presented in Table 30 were responses which 

occurred more than one time. There were responses which I 

found occurred only once during the year. These included: 

abandoning a piece of writing; receipt of writing with no visible 

response; agreement with what was written; receipt of cash 

from the tooth fairy; discussing an event; empathy for Zoe; and 

laughter. 

Responses to writing at home were usually quite complex. 

Zoe responded to her writing and, at times, others in the family 

responded in a variety of ways. There were times when we did 

not know what kind of response Zoe wanted. Four of the 

participation responses involved editing her work because Zoe 

made it clear that she wanted a final copy with everything 

spelled conventionally. One response in particular which I found 

interesting was Zoe's response to spelling, discussed in the next 

section. 

Invented Spelling 

looked at invented spelling as a barometer of the tenor of 

relationships for Zoe's writing activity. When Zoe was given the 

freedom to explore and experiment with written language, as she 

was at home, I found that she not only explored a broad variety of 

functions of written language, but she also explored and 

experimented with conventional spellings. She knew that 

conventions in spelling exist and that she needed to move 
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towards them in her writing. She did so with a great degree of 

risk taking at home. Zoe found it acceptable to use invented 

spelling in one hundred twenty two pieces of her writing at home 

in first grade. She believed it to be unacceptable to use invented 

spellings in twenty six pieces. In thirty three of her pieces all 

of the words were spelled conventionally and she had received no 

help with the spellings. Invented spelling was not relevant in 

ten pieces, dictations being one example of that case. 

Especially as the year drew to a close, I began to notice Zoe 

taking many more risks with spelling as well as cultivating her 

understanding of written language functions. "A Littel Cotig" 

demonstrates Zoe's developing strength as a writer exploring the 

limits of her understandings of written language. 

Modes of Writing 

Zoe continued, during her first grade year at home, to 

explore the modes (Halliday, 1975) of her writing. She enjoyed 

using different implements and a variety of surfaces. I have 

broken down her choices of writing implements and surfaces into 

three charts. The first, Table 31, shows implements and 

surfaces Zoe chose to use ten or more times during the year. The 

second table, Table 32, shows implements and surfaces she 

chose fewer than ten but more than two times during the year. 

Finally, Table 33 shows implements and surfaces Zoe chose one 

or two times during the year. 
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The variety of modes available to Zoe, and which she chose, 

reflected her exploration of written language. Zoe wanted to use 

different implements or surfaces for different writing 

activities. Her implement of choice was usually a pencil, most 

often used in her spiral notebooks (the diaries). I will not 

discuss each cell of the following tables because they are quite 

self-explanatory and provide a fairly clear indication of Zoe's 

use of writing materials at home. also limit the presentation 

to single implements and surfaces. Twelve times during the year 

Zoe used markers or crayons in combination with other 

implements. 

Table 31 

The Implements and Surfaces Zoe Chose to Use Ten or More Times 

Implement & Surface Frequency 

Pencil; cards & envelopes 26 

Pencil; spiral bound notebook 23 

Pencil; 8 1/2 x 11" white paper 17 

Pencil; computer paper 13 

Crayon; construction paper 1 0 
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Table 32 

The Irnplernents and Surfaces Zoe Chose to Use Less Than Ten Byt 

More Than Two Times 

Implement & Surface Frequency 
Pencil; construction paper 9 
Pencil; thin cardboard 8 
Chalk; chalkboard 7 
Pencil; legal pad 7 
Computer; computer paper 6 

Pen; spiral notebook 6 
Colored pencil; construction 5 
paper 

Marker; construction paper 5 
Marker; thin cardboard 5 
Marker; spiral notebook 5 
Pencil; index cards 5 
Pen; construction paper 5 
Pencil; sticky notes 4 

Magnet; drawing board 4 

Colored pencil; computer paper 3 
Crayon; thin cardboard 3 
Pen; sticky notes 3 
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Table 33 

The Implements and Surfaces Zoe Chose to Use One or Two Times 

Implement & Surface Frequency 
Crayon; construction paper 2 
Crayon; computer paper 2 
Marker; 8 1/2 x 11" white paper 2 
Pen; thin cardboard 1 
Pencil; commercial forms 2 
Pencil; primary paper 2 
Calligraphy; 8 1/2 x 11 "white 1 

ppr 
Crayon; 8 1/2 x 11 n white paper 1 
Marker; computer paper 1 
Marker; forms 1 
Marker; index cards 1 
Marker; library pockets 1 
Marker; primary paper 1 
Marker; sticky notes 1 
Pen; forms 1 
Pen; legal pad 1 
Pen; napkin 1 
Pen; 8 1/2 x 11" white paper 1 

Activity Theory Analysis 

The goals, motives, and operations in which Zoe engaged 

during her writing at home in first grade were centered around 

Zoe's interests, her needs, her desires, her feelings, indeed her 

life as it was situated within our family and community. Her 

motives and goals for writing were aligned with her purposes for 

writing. She decided or acknowledged that a purpose for writing 
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existed and that purpose virtually coincided with the point of 

origin. Thus, Zoe had almost complete ownership of her writing. 

Her beliefs about writing, as demonstrated by the way she wrote 

at home, were the framework for this revisit to activity theory. 

Zoe's Goals for her Writing 

The goals Zoe had for her writing seemed twofold. She 

wanted to make an impression upon her social situation, on the 

one hand. On the other hand, she wrote as a way of responding to 

her social situation. Her notes, cards, letters, books, and more 

were aimed at impacting her social situation. She might have 

wanted to share her feelings, have others enjoy her story, or 

relate some action which she wanted taken in her behalf or to 

undertake herself. Her journal entries were a way of responding 

to her social situation in which she expected no response from 

another individual. The goal was to record, perhaps for the sake 

of perpetuating or to deal with, the events of her life. 

Figure 74 demonstrates the goals Zoe had for her writing. 

The social situations in which she was involved made an impact 

upon Zoe. Her responses in writing went one of two ways: to 

make an impact back upon the social situation or to deal with the 

social situation by recording what happened as a way of coming 

to terms with the situation or perhaps to perpetuate or record it. 

The importance of situations impacting Zoe's writing was 

apparent over the first grade year of this study. She was 



cultivating her sensitivities as an individual and allowing many 

of those sensitivities to enter into her writing. 

Social Situation ~ 

i m~~ct t Wri te 8S 

a Response 

to deal I 
withl .. (-------

perpetuate 

Figure 74. The goals Zoe had for her writing: impacting the 

social situation or dealing with the social situation. 
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The many types of social situations in which Zoe was 

involved in our home were reflected in the goals of her writing. 

Play which involved writing made her feel more of a part of our 

literate family and community. Including the books she read in 

her world of play became an important goal for her. But play was 

not the only place in Zoe's social situation in which writing was 

a goal. In her interactions with her family on many levels, from 

quite gregarious to very serious, writing served her as a way of 

making meaning and making her meanings known. 

Another goal of Zoe's writing reflected the findings 

reported in the section on the heuristic function of writing. Zoe 

was intent on learning written language, using written language 
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to learn, and learning about language (adapted from Halliday, 

1988). Her many explorations and experimentations with written 

language were goals. Being born into and playing an active role 

in a writing-oriented family set the stage for Zoe's active role in 

her written language development. Thus, the connection between 

the goals of a writer and her social situation have become more 

clear as a result of this study. 

Zoe's Motiyes for Writing 

Zoe's motives for writing emanated from her social 

situation. The social activity around her motivated her to write: 

living with busy parents; an older sister; being Jewish; having 

fears; being angry; being happy; celebrating holidays; having a 

vivid imagination; coming to understand a variety of the 

functions of writing. 

The tenor of her relationships with those around her were 

also a motive for her writing. She understood that her thoughts 

and feelings were important and also that written language was 

a family value. Zoe knew that writing would usually gain 

attention for the sake of the act of committing something to 

paper and for the content of what was written. The sense of 

belonging which she undoubtedly felt as a writer in a literate 

family was a strong motive for her writing. 
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Zoe's Writing Operations 

Zoe's operation as a writer have been described and 

analyzed throughout this section of the dissertation. She 

operated as she did as a result of her social situation. The tenor 

within the family, the family's attitudes about risk-taking, and 

the family as a place where writing is so highly valued impacted 

Zoe's operations. She felt free to use invented spelling and to 

explore an extremely wide variety of functions of writing. Her 

writing operations reflected the purposes for which she wrote, 

which she determined. She operated, within the social situation, 

as the pOint of origin of her writing and assumed virtually 

complete ownership of it. This ownership was demonstrated in 

the choices she made about her writing. The ways in which 

activity theory fits within the analytic framework presented to 

this point are demonstrated in the following summary section. 

Summary of the First Leyel of Analysis 

The first level of analysiS of Zoe's writing at home is 

summarized in Figure 75. The figure is complex because it is 

layered, something which is difficult to show in two dimensions. 

Zoe's writing rested on her motives, goals, and operations of 

writing. Zoe, at the center, was the point of origin for her 

writing and that pOint of origin was contextualized within her 

social situation. Thus, the innermost and outermost circles are 

nested, Zoe within her social situation. On occasions, within 
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that social situation, when Zoe chose to write, the determinants 

and components of her writing would come into action. The 

determinants of her writing were the field (including time), 

tenor, and mode. The components of Zoe's writing were the 

linguistic foci, purposes, and functions of written language. The 

determinants of field, tenor, and mode determined the 

components of written language at any given moment. 

Two important facets of her writing activity cut through 

the determinants and components of Zoe's writing: her decision 

making and her expectations in terms of responses. Zoe decided 

the level of involvement of other individuals with a piece of 

completed writing, which I call presentation. Presentation in 

this sense meant keeping her writing private or, at quite the 

other end of the presentation continuum, having a 'public' reading 

for the family. Presentation has to do with the level of 

involvement of those in the social situation. 

Zoe's expectations in terms of response were also part of 

her writing experiences at home. She usually expected a socially 

appropriate response to her writing which was steeped in valuing 

her writing for its content (message or meaning) as well as 

valuing the actual act of writing. 

The darker triangle summarizes activity theory as it 

related to Zoe's writing. The goals and motives she had for her 

writing moved, as a function of her interaction with others, 

between being obviously based in social situations and more 



subtly based in those situations. Zoe's goals for writing also 

moved between these more public and private areas. 
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The entire system shown has many 'holes' in it. The holes 

in the system symbolize the opportunities for growth Zoe had as 

a writer. The opportunities were within a social system which 

itself was open to growth and change. The inner circles were 

open to growth and change, which might come from the center 

out or move from the outside areas inward. This provided the 

context in which Zoe could experiment, explore, and invent as a 

function of the system in constant motion. Experiences (Dewey, 

1938) which Zoe had, both as a writer and as a growing and 

curious child, had an impact on the system she was continually 

growing within as a writer and contributed to subsequent 

experiences. This system is further explicated in the theoretical 

framework presented in the final chapter. 

This brief summary sets the stage for a comparison of the 

home and the school based on the first level of analysis. The 

home/school comparison will be the substance of the following 

section. 
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Social 
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Figure 75. Summary of the first level of analysis of Zoe's 

writing at home during her first grade year. 

566 



567 

Second Level of Analysis of the First Grade Year 

In this section I move to the second level of analysis in 

comparing Zoe's home and school writing during first grade. I 

found it both useful and consistent with the other second level 

analyses completed in this study to use a thematic analysis 

(Spradley, 1980) focusing on these themes: purposes and 

audiences; the complexity of writing in a social web; the zone of 

proximal development and activity theory; and the nature of the 

writing experience. 

Finally, the various categories and properties (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967) presented in earlier sections and the themes 

presented as part of the second level of analysis were organized 

into context-based definitions of writing. Although the 

definitions of writing across the home and school settings were 

found to be different, the themes which emerged from the data 

were present in both settings. Thus, the definitions were 

operational, contextually driven and thematically based. The 

thematic analysis sets the stage for the theoretical arguments 

offered in the next chapter. 

Pu[poses and Audiences 

The comparison across settings was a comparison of 

purposes for writing in two different contexts. Zoe's purposes 

for writing in the two settings were influenced by the audience 

she had in mind and the tenor of relationships with that audience. 
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In that sense, writing was a way of expressing relationships and 

an expression of relationships. Writing was so steeped in 

relationships as to actually become a relationship with the 

individuals and events of her life in each setting. Writing was a 

way of expressing herself and a way of expressing the 

relationship. As I have discussed earlier, sometimes it was a 

social relationship; sometimes it was an economic relationship. 

The comparison of writing across settings was a comparison of 

relationships, relationships steeped in the complex social web of 

each particular setting. 

The Complexity of Writing in a Social Web 

The two settings of this study involved so many 

individuals, so many events, and the involvement of those 

individuals and events in such an ever-changing dynamic that the 

metaphor of a web came to mind. Each thread of the web might 

have been individually laid out, each situation seeming fairly 

unique in some ways. Yet, each setting-embedded writing 

activity, or thread, was in a relationship with the threads which 

touched it, directly or indirectly. The entire growing system of 

writing activities had at its disposal all those activities within 

the web and, additionally, what ever came in contact with the 

web. A tiny movement at one part seemed to cause a reaction at 

another part. 
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The various categories of the first level of analysis were 

the fabric of Zoe's \Vriting. The second level of analysis involved 

moving to understand the way the entire web was functioning. 

An integral facet of the way the entire system of Zoe's writing 

functioned was negotiation. Zoe was involved in an ongoing 

process of negotiation as a writer. She negotiated at various 

levels of intensity reflective of her own feelings of safety for 

negotiating. Thus, the social situation, the context, was a 

contributing factor to the amount of negotiation in which she 

would engage. The goal of her negotiation was usually the 

establishment and addressing of her own writing agenda. That 

agenda was multifaceted, involving purpose, functions, genre or 

type, and the other categories and properties of her writing 

discussed in the first level of analysis. 

Negotiation was a social process steeped in the power 

relationships Zoe lived with in each setting. In that sense, each 

setting was a meaning system (Halliday, 1978) which Zoe had to 

interpret and to which she had to respond. The seemingly urgent 

writing agenda which she was addressing, especially in first 

grade, and the openness of Ms H to Zoe's and my suggestions, 

resulted in many more functions of written language being 

explored in school in first grade than in kindergarten. 
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School 

Zoe arrived in first grade with certain literacy capital. 

Lareau (1989) discusses social capital which, under certain 

conditions, becomes social profit for the child in school. I have 

adapted her conceptualization of a child arriving with capital for 

socially acceptable ways of meeting with success in school to 

writing in particular. The social acceptability of Zoe's writing 

in school was, to a large degree, a reflection of her relationship 

with Ms Hand Ms H's understanding and acceptance or lack of 

acceptance of what Zoe was doing as a writer. Ms H's openness 

made negotiation a possibility to a certain extent. Of course, Ms 

H's situation within the school and the district influenced her 

classroom, other threads in the complex social web of school. 

The power relationship between Ms H and Zoe (tenor) 

influenced Zoe's writing. Zoe, in order to be successful in school, 

had to participate in writing activities which were not 

necessarily useful to her. The many situations in which she was 

required to render responses which she and the teacher both 

knew before Zoe gave the answers were not particularly 

supportive of her as a growing and learning writer. Although Ms 

H did not know if Zoe would benefit from subskills and skills 

models of writing instruction, Ms H's need for order and routine 

took priority. Over the course of the year, Ms H's increasing 

desire to try different activities eventually provided Zoe with 

more freedom to explore and experiment in writing and' also led 



Ms H to rely less on order and routine and more on meaningful 

writing experiences for the children. 

Zoe, arriving at school with literacy capital, and Ms H, 

arriving at school with a preconceived (either by herself, her 

colleagues, the district etc.) notion of what must be taught, 

created a two layer system. Zoe was at the inner layer of her 

own writing, arriving with an agenda and eagerness to learn and 

grow as a writer. Ms H was an outer layer for Zoe's writing. As 

an outer layer, she exerted control over many of the properties 

and categories of Zoe's writing presented in the first level of 

analysis. The control Ms H exerted varied over the many writing 

activities she required or requested of Zoe. 

The two layered system was involved in a power 

relationship which did not always lead to Zoe's cultivation of 

her own writing agenda and use of her literacy capital. The 

power relationship was responsible for the displacement of the 

point of origin of Zoe's writing from herself and her own life 

experiences to Ms H. Of course, sometimes Zoe assumed 

ownership of a writing activity which originated with Ms H. 

Other times she did not. The layers made the social web more 

complex. I was amazed at how easily Zoe adjusted to the 

particular demands of a setting. 
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The school writing program was driven by a wide variety of 

factors: the curriculum as it was interpreted at the local school; 

Ms H's understanding of the curriculum; the pressures she felt 
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from her colleagues; and the parents of the children in her 

classroom. Yet, the more that Zoe was allowed to be the point of 

origin of her writing activity the more she explored the 

boundaries and pushed the limits of her own writing. 

The social situation of the classroom provided Zoe with 

many unique opportunities which were not available at home. 

She was with friends for six hours each day. She heard them 

reading their stories and books and saw what they liked in each 

others' work. Ms H was a loving and caring person who offered 

Zoe much room to explore writing during SSR and other times 

during the day. She was interested in learning more about 

writing and sharing it with the children through experiences in 

writing and Zoe benefitted greatly from this. The life of the 

classroom was a meaning system to which Zoe contributed and 

from which she learned. 

Home 

The home writing situation was an environment which 

supported Zoe's empowerment of herself as a writer. An 

environment can not be empowering but it can be supportive of 

empowerment (Cummins, 1991). Writing at home was a single 

layer. This meant that Zoe was not involved in a power 

relationship with other individuals who dictated writing 

activities in the home setting. She could initiate writing 

activities at her own discretion and Zoe knew that she could 



573 

abandon a writing activity, alone or involved with others, if she 

chose to do so. In one sense, there were power issues at home in 

that Zoe's life in a literate family was influenced by that family. 

The power I refer to here is the authoritarian nature of writing 

experiences in school. 

Writing in the home situation involved writing for purposes 

which originated with Zoe. She chose to write to relate 

information, for pleasure, for dealing with emotional issues, for 

spiritual reasons, and much more. These uses were rooted in the 

context of her life, the activities of living as she did and where 

she did. The uses were reflections and extensions of her life. 

The single layer of her writing life at home, in terms of 

authoritarian influences, was the driving force of her writing. 

Indeed, as this research continued we found ourselves more and 

more amazed at what she could do as a writer when treated as a 

literate human being. 

The home situation involved legitimating Zoe's writing 

activity. Responses to her writing were as genuine as possible, 

usually quite continuous with Zoe's uses of written language to 

express herself. Thus, the literacy capital which she brought to 

a writing activity at home was cultivated by her into as much 

literacy profit as the situation could bear. Her eagerness to 

learn indicated that literacy capital was an open system, open to 

new input at any time. Hearing a book, seeing a TV show, 

watching an older sister, being in a family, all contributed to her 



literacy capital. This was quite consistent with the notion of 

the linguistic data pool (Harste & Mikulecky, 1984). 

Zoe, in our home, drove her writing activities. There was 

no prescribed curriculum except for life and living as a family 

member. Of course, the family was saturated with values and 

beliefs. Her own curiosity and desire to be a part of the day to 

day life of the family were the driving forces of her growth as 

writer. Before Zoe would go outside to play, one of the parents 

usually said, "Pay attention to your body." This was our way of 

saying that if she was too cold or too hot that she should come 

inside and adjust her clothing choice. It appeared that Zoe also 

paid attention to her literacy. She organized her own writing 

activity and growth, learning from the situation indirectly and 

directly by asking quite specific questions about her writing. 
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Zoe's writing agenda could be dealt with at her own 

discretion at home. She relied on others as equals, realizing that 

some had more information than her. She would not always ask 

for information nor would she pay attention to it: 

Zoe: Mom, how to you spell 'school'? 
Pat: s ... c ... h ... o ... o .. .1 
Zoe: [writes 'skool'] 
Pat: That's not what I said. 
Zoe: I know, but my way is easier. 

She took what made sense to her, what she wanted, and what she 

needed. And increasingly over her year in first grade she 

approached many of the conventions of written language. 



Undoubtedly this was a result of both home and school 

experiences. Yet the nature of those experiences was different, 

each contributing differently to Zoe as a writer. 

The Zone of proximal Deyelopment and ActiYity Theory 

The zone of proximal development was the ground upon 

which writing activities (which involved exploration, 

experimentation, and the extension of what was already known) 

were or might have been cultivated. Zoe's use of the various 

functions and types of written language to learn about written 

language was related to her social relationships and how the 

relationships were lived out in a setting. The nature of the 

relationships was largely responsible for the limits or lack of 

limits of her writing development. This can be explained in 

terms of activity theory. 
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When Zoe was the point of origin of her goals and motives 

for her writing activities, the operations she used followed suit. 

The goals and motives she generated were a function of the 

social context or situation. At home, where Zoe was the point of 

origin of her writing activity, this was the Single layer 

situation and required little or no putting aside of her own 

writing activity in order to deal with other individuals in terms 

of their goals, operations, and motives. 

For her written language to be understood, a certain amount 

of continuity had to exist between the operations Zoe used and 



those understood by the reader, but only if there was a reader 

besides herself. She could be more inventive if there was no 

reader beyond herself. Goals, motives, and operations at home 

originated with Zoe and her systems of meaning. 
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There were systems of meaning at school but they were not 

always consistent with Zoe's written language agenda. She 

preferred not be be involved with written language activities 

which focused more on the graphophonic or syntactic systems of 

language because her focus was on meanings. She understood the 

work system of school well enough to function successfully 

within it, but it was not a system which afforded her the 

opportunity to engage in as wide a variety of the uses of 

language as she did at home. School writing had to go through an 

extra layer, Ms H, who had a writing agenda which was not 

always consistent with Zoe's. 

Since goals and motives are socially driven, the triangle 

formed by goals, motives and operations is socially formed. The 

area of the triangle may be a zone of proximal development with 

the social situation acting as the "more capable peer" (Vygotsky, 

1978, p. 86). Many times, as was discussed in the first level of 

analysis, Zoe did her writing alone. But the presence of others 

was clear in the content and process and response to her writing. 

Mediation (Vygotsky, 1987) thus became a more subtle form of 

help, indeed it began to fit quite well with Rosenblatt's (1978) 

notion of transaction. The transactions occurring during Zoe's 



writing provided her with an opportunity to learn about writing 

when the social situation allowed for the opening of a zone of 

proximal development. 
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Goals, motives, and operations were, then, related to power 

relationships and, therefore, permission. When the complex 

social web of a writing activity afforded Zoe the permission to 

define goals, motives, and operations, a zone could open. Perhaps 

this was because Zoe's writing activity, when Zoe was the point 

of origin, was at its "actual developmental level" (Vygotsky, 

1978, p. 86) because the writing activity served as an 

"independent problem solving" situation". Inherent in the very 

situation was Zoe's "potential development" and the situation 

itself was the "more capable peer". This occurred both in school 

and at home. When goals, motives, and operations were dictated 

by another, potential zones were imposed upon and did not 

always open, consistent with the social nature of the zone. Thus, 

Zoe's ownership of her writing within a social context became a 

vehicle for her growth as a writer. Writing activity became a 

learning situation for the writer because of the social situation 

of the writer. 

The Nature of the Writing Experience 

In this section of the second level of analysis I use Dewey's 

(1938) discussion of experience to analyze Zoe's writing 

activities as experience. Dewey discusses internal conditions of 
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a learner and the external world which he calls "objectivity" 

(p.42). The interaction of the internal and external contribute to 

the quality of an experience. This is consistent with the zone of 

proximal development as it was presented above. 

Zoe's internal world was her "actual developmental level," 

which was constantly changing. The ways in which those in her 

external world dealt with Zoe's expression of her internal 

condition as a writer contributed to the nature of her experience 

as a writer. Indeed, the nature of the external world allowed 

varying degrees of expression of the developmental level of the 

internal world. Writing activities in school which did not allow 

her to reflect her (internal) actual developmental level did not 

allow her to open a zone of proximal development. Thus the 

activities were not particularly growthful or supportive. 

The school situation was one in which the teacher would 

not abandon many traditional uses of writing in school. Many of 

the traditional uses could not take Zoe's internal repertoire of 

developed writing into consideration. The quality of her writing 

experience in school was, therefore, not as high as it could have 

been. She was successful by the standards of the school setting, 

but that does not mean that the experiences were of a high 

quality. Some school writing activities and most home writing 

activities provided the environment which Zoe needed to have a 

high quality writing experience. High quality writing 

experiences were the result of a social situation, a context, 



which allowed for the expression of the internal world and the 

interaction of that internal with a "more capable" external. 

579 

Dewey (1938) also discusses the importance of continuity, 

by which he means the ways in which an experience contributes 

to the life of the individual, making an impact on the person over 

time. When Zoe was allowed to learn writing, learn through 

writing, and learn about writing (adapted from Halliday, 1988), 

there was continuity with what she knew, what she was learning 

and what she would come to learn in the future. Her successive 

experiences as a writer were building on one another much as 

Dewey describes as quality experiences. 

The writing in which she engaged at home was authentic 

writing (Wortman, 1991). Many of the school writing activities 

were typical of school situations but would not be found 

elsewhere. This limited the continuity of the school writing 

experiences to just the school situation. Writing, then was 

defined differently in each setting of the study. The context

based definitions of writing will be discussed in the next 

section. 

Themes of a Context-Based Definition of Writing 

The definition of writing was multifaceted in both settings 

during Zoe's first grade year. There were six common themes in 

both settings, but the themes were realized differently although 

they undoubtedly influenced each other across settings. The six 
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themes were: orientation, properties, use, structuring, valuing, 

and resources. These are themes which I developed based on this 

study. Generalizing the themes is discussed in the last chapter 

in which I present a theoretical framework. 

The six themes are grounded in the data and reflect the 

setting, the activity, the individuals involved (Spradley, 1980), 

and the nature of the experience (Dewey, 1938). The themes, 

determined by field, tenor, and mode, will be discussed briefly 

and then summarized in Table 34. Although presentation in the 

figure makes the themes seem separable, there was considerable 

overlap. 

Orientation 

Orientation was the beliefs that individuals in a particular 

setting held about writing. The effects of the beliefs upon 

writers in the setting were a manifestation of orientation. 

Orientation in school. Ms H believed that writing was 

work. She saw it as her job to require that the children do 

certain writing activities and that she direct them quite 

specifically in certain writing activities. Ms H viewed the 

writer as empty (Shor & Friere, 1987) and in need of being filled. 

As the year progressed, Ms H changed and began to believe that 

the children could learn a lot by writing. She initiated 

conferences and was often surprised at how much the children 

knew about writing. 
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Ms H's orientation towards writing had an impact on Zoe's 

writing in school. Zoe, following no doubt in the footsteps of her 

sister and responding to family values, wanted to be a good 

student. As such, she wrote what was demanded of her. When Ms 

H assigned a workbook page with repetitive writing of one letter, 

Zoe tried to copy neatly to gain Ms H's approval and the approval 

of her peers. She accepted copying as an integral part of writing 

in school. Zoe also found that she could negotiate writing 

activity with Ms H. She learned to do this and remain within the 

parameters of Ms H's orientation to written language. It was to 

Zoe's advantage that Ms H's beliefs were still formulating. 

Orientation at home. Writing at home was almost always 

part of real life interactions with people, including its 

incorporation into play. Writing was rarely imposed by anyone 

except for Zoe and, as such, was saturated with her beliefs about 

the other themes of the home definition of writing presented 

below. The belief system at home was one which stressed the 

writer's ability to find out about writing by writing. The writer 

was seen as rich in experience and ability. My orientation 

towards writing was presented and substantiated in Chapter 2. 

Properties 

The theme of properties was a special case of the theme of 

orientation in that it had to do with beliefs about writing. 

Properties were the beliefs about the surface or mechanical 



features of writing, including the modes of writing open to the 

writer. 

properties at school. Ms H was concerned with the 

mechanical or surface features of writing. She wanted the 

children to write neatly and use correct grammar and 

punctuation. She didn't mind if they did not rewrite the entire 

piece; she allowed them to erase and write in her corrections 

which she usually wrote in small writing above their errors. 
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Writing at school was based on writing with a pencil on 

primary paper, in workbooks, or on worksheets. Zoe rarely wrote 

with any other implement and she rarely wrote upon any other 

surface. Some of her books were written on construction paper. 

properties at home. Approximations were accepted by our 

family at home, quite consistent with our orientation that the 

learner would arrive at conventional writing with sufficient 

immersion in written language experiences. Since Zoe was the 

sole reader of much of her writing, neatness was at her own 

discretion. Zoe used a wide range of materials to write on and to 

write with over the course of the year. She did choose a pencil 

more than other implements, but the choice was open to her. 

As a result of this study, I have come to understand use as 

consisting of function, purpose, and type or genre. Function has 

to do with how written language is used. Purposes focus on why 



the writer engages in a particular written language activity. 

Type or genre is a generalized category for the kind of writing 

completed. Use at home was meaning based. The functions, 

purposes, and types of written language which Zoe used were 

consistent with the view of written language presented in 

Chapter 2. Zoe used a wide variety of functions, had many 

purposes, and used many genres or types in her written language 

activity at home. 

Writing at school had a different use than at home. It was 

sometimes the very mechanical procedure of rendering and 

lacked meaning as language, especially when the focus was on 

the graphophonic system. Writing was also used to provide the 

teacher with answers which she already knew. The meaning

based use of written language became more important to Ms H, 

and thus to the children in the class, as the year progressed. 
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Writing at school was also used for management in terms 

of control and routine. At times it had an economic quality, 

buying freedom to do other things. At school, the uses of writing 

were rarely decided upon by Zoe. 

Structuring 

The structuring of writing experiences is the way that 

beliefs about writing are manifested in writing activities. At 

home, Zoe structured most of her writing experiences. She was 

the point of origin within the social context of the home. Her 



writing activities were open, by her, to variety and different 

degrees of convention and invention. 

The home situation was an environment for empowerment. 

The conditions in the home made it possible for Zoe to realize 

and use the literacy she brought to each writing activity. What 

she wrote, then, was related to the social situation and thus 

was continually changing as Zoe grew and changed. 

584 

Structuring in the school situation involved positions in 

terms of power, authority, and management. As the authoritarian 

in the classroom, Ms H decided, consciously or by default, about 

how or if. Zoe could use the full extent of what she understood as 

a writer. Ms H was cautious in that she wanted the writers in 

her room to achieve a level of convention which would lead to 

success, as measured in the school, in the coming years. Their 

success would be a reflection on her teaching. She responded to 

this pressure by providing Zoe with many traditional writing 

activities in which Zoe could not use or CUltivate to any great 

degree that which she brought to school. Ms H was 

accommodating as the year progressed and offered Zoe more high 

quality writing opportunities, reflective of my input. 

Valuing 

Valuing was the reflection of the relationship of the 

audience for Zoe's writing and the way in which the audience 

responded. Many of Zoe's writing activities in school were 
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responded to by Ms H in an evaluative way. She put stars on 

pieces which met criteria for success. Ms H also allowed the 

children to respond to each others' writing. Most of the time Zoe 

wrote for Ms H. She wrote worksheets and workbook pages in a 

relationship which involved Ms H as an evaluator and Zoe as the 

one to be evaluated. This was not as cold as it sounds since Zoe 

loved Ms H and enjoyed getting her approval. Zoe was proud of 

herself when she finished her work. 

The relationship reflected Ms H's intention of getting the 

writers in her classroom to be successful by the school's 

criteria and Ms H's traditional view of the relationship a teacher 

was to have with her students. Her intentions and her view of 

the relationship created the social situation in which Zoe was 

subservient to and evaluated by Ms H. 

Valuing at home was quite different. Zoe valued her own 

writing and was often content to have no one see it. She also 

would have been quite surprised if she sent me a letter saying 

she was angry and I put three stars on it and told her it was good. 

Zoe expected a different type of response to her writing at home. 

She expected (and found) that the audience at home would 

respond to the meaning of what she had written. 

Resources 

The resources Zoe had as a writer in school were funnelled 

through Ms H. Ms H served as the editor of all written work, 
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except for days when I was present. The resources for writing in 

school included the teacher, first and foremost. There was much 

written material around the room, but I only saw one child refer 

to one of these. 

Zoe used a variety of resources at home. She asked her 

mom, Sadie, or me for help in spelling words. She asked for 

demonstrations of writing by requesting that someone take her 

dictation. She used books as demonstrations, negotiating with 

one which she had memorized from hearing repeatedly. She found 

a book of poetry and negotiated a poem. 

At home, Zoe wrote in different parts of the house based on 

comfort, privacy, and inclination. Sometimes, she liked to write 

outside (especially if it involved sales). Resources were readily 

accessible in that Zoe was allowed to get up and ask questions at 

will. The freedom of movement at home allowed her to respond 

to her physical needs as they arose. As the girls worked on their 

book, they sipped apple juice. The organization and rules about 

space and the use of time at home were different than at school. 

As a result, resources were used differently in different 

settings, including both physical and human resources. 

The ways in which materials were used and accessed for 

writing in the home were quite different from school. Zoe knew 

where the materials were located and took what she needed 

when she needed it. The various implements at home were in 

various places. The pencils and other materials, when they were 



needed in school, were in the middle of the table. Zoe did not 

know where they were kept. 

Summary 

The six themes presented in this section emerged from the 

data collected over the first grade year. They are the same 

themes which I found in kindergarten, although they manifested 

themselves differently. 
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The second level of analysis compared home and school in 

terms of the complex social web within each setting. The nature 

of the web was analyzed using the zone of proximal development 

and activity theory. The nature of the writing experiences which 

Zoe had in first grade were then viewed through Dewey's (1938) 

concept of experience. Finally, a multifaceted context-based 

definition of writing was presented as six themes in operation 

across settings. In the next chapter I present the implications of 

this study. 



Table 34 

Summary of the Thematic Analysis Showing the Differences 

Between Home and Schgol Writing in First Grade. 

Theme Home School 
Orientation -Life & play -Work 
(beliefs about -Self-demanded! directed -Teacher-requiredl 
writersl -Writer as source directed 
writing) -Heuristics -Writer as empty 

-Direct instruction 
Use -Meaning-based -Mechanical procedure 
(the why and -Function -R2 
how) -Purpose -Meaning-based 

-Type or genre -Management 
-Economic 

Properties -Approximations accepted -High priority on 
(surface or conventions, 
mechanical -Modes graphophonic and 
features) syntactic systems 

-Modes 
Structuring -Zoe as point of origin -Teacher as point of origin 
(ways writing -Cautious about variety, 
experiences are -Activities open to variety focus on conventional 
initiated and and invention activities 
carried out) - Power relationships & 

growing awareness of 
·Conditions for literacy capital 

empowerment & use of 
literacv caoital 

Valuing -By family members -By teacher 
(Response) -Function of Zoe's -Function of teacher's 

intentions intentions 
Resources -Family -Teacher 

-Physical resources -Physical resources 
allocated by Zoe allocated bv teacher 
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CHAPTER 6 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND IMPLICATIONS 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the theoretical 

framework which emerged from the study of Zoe's writing at home 

and in school during kindergarten and first grade. I consider it a 

framework because it is, in some ways, bare and awaits application 

to specific settings. First, I describe three elements which are 

found throughout the framework: the social web, relationships, and 

writers' agendas. Second, I present the theoretical framework 

which consists of three basic parts: determinants, components, and 

themes of written language. Third, I present these applications of 

the theoretical framework: to explain written language experiences; 

to explain writing activity at home and in school; and to effect the 

home/school relationship. I conclude this chapter with 

implications for future studies. 

I have not found it possible to separate use from development 

because Zoe's writing continually involved both. The various 

literatures upon which I have drawn to substantiate my view of 

written language development and use and the analyses of Zoe's 

writing across the home and school settings support this 

theoretical frame. 
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Three Elements of the Theoretical Frame 

Throughout the discussion of the theoretical frame I make 

reference to the social web of experience, writing as involving 

relationships, and writers' agendas. I present each of these briefly 

below as background for the presentation of the theoretical frame. 

The Social Web of Experience 

Writing experiences and activities take place within a 

complex social web. The web is a metaphor I use to describe the 

writer situated in her life as a living, growing, learning person 

involved in her literacy development. The social web of writing 

experiences extends across all the settings in which the writer 

lives and grows. It is ongoing experience in the Deweyian (1938) 

sense extended over the writer's full range of experiences, indeed 

her entire life. The web consists of school experiences, home 

experiences, and experiences in the community. It includes 

relationships with individuals and the tenors of those relationships. 

The web changes as the writer's life progresses. The metaphor of a 

web is particularly useful because activity in one part of the web 

causes response throughout the entire web. 

I use the metaphor of a web because of the nature of the 

strands of a web. The strands are separate in nature, but making 

contact with other strands, by being directly or indirectly 

connected to them, changes each strand in the web. A single strand, 

such as a writing. activity, which is added to the web both retains 
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and loses its separateness. Thus past, present, and future 

experiences are constantly changing as more strands, in the forms 

of activities and experiences, accumulate within the web. 

The social web of experience is a personal construction. Bock 

(1989), in her study of developing readers discusses Vygotsky 

(1978) as: 

suggest[ing] that cognitive development occurs first in an 
external or social context. Observations [of the children in 
her study], as they developed an understanding of the social 
processes, demonstrate the significance of their 
internalization. In fact, social process was a key variable . . 
in their [literacy] growth . .. (p. 9) 

A writer, deeply embedded in social situations, is ultimately the 

one who decides about her writing. The decisions she makes have an 

impact on how successful she is in certain situations and the 

degree to which others understand what she has written. The 

writer's growing understanding of the social situation allows her to 

make subsequent decisions which in turn effect her in subsequent 

situations. 

Certain social situations make a great impact upon the web, 

causing the developing writer to 'string more strands'. This relates 

to the issue of ownership in writing. A writer pays attention to 

what happens to her, to the responses to her writing, across various 

situations. The reception which the writing activity meets will 

effect future writing in that social situation. The writer, in turn, 

responds to the ways in which her writing is received by making 

adjustments to what and how and why she writes. 
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Thus, writing activities which are required by someone 

outside the writer, as in the case of a workbook page, are social 

occasions during which the writer learns what is acceptable as 

appropriate writing in that situation. Her activity in a setting 

leads her to string a strand of her web which she can call upon in 

subsequent workbook page situations to know the range of 

acceptable responses. The writer searches the repertoire of 

accumulated strands in her web for what closely matches what is 

demanded of her and offers a response accordingly. This same 

process occurs, but is of a different quality, when the writing 

experience is more authentic or genuine for the writer. 

The social web of experience in which a writer writes defines 

the various systems of meanings in the writer's life and reflects 

her current level of understanding of those meanings in particular 

situations. This includes her understanding of relationships and the 

permissions and prohibitions inherent in those relationships. The 

flexibility of the web and the writer's understanding of it are 

reflected in the processes of negotiation in which the writer 

engages at various settings. The social web includes within its 

strands, by its very nature, the structures of participation (Philips, 

1971) that exist for the writer within and across settings. Thus a 

writer will change her writing and even the way she talks about her 

writing depending on where she is doing that writing. This is 

because relationships are inherent in writing. 
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Writing is Relationships 

Relationships are inherent in written language use and 

written language development. Written language would not be 

written language without relationships; this might involve 

relationships with the self, other individuals, institutions, and 

more. Based on Rosenblatt (1978), I defined writing as the the 

production of sets or series of signs interpretable as linguistic 

symbols. This definition is language based and meaning based. 

Relationships are implied in the definition because individuals are 

involved with the use and interpretation of the signs. When 

relationships are involved, they have a tenor (Halliday, 1978). Some 

relationships involve power or authoritarian roles and others rely 

more on partnership or collaboration. Relationships in school and 

out of school are effected by permission. Permission has to do with 

movement, materials, topiC of writing, initiation of the writing 

activity, and more, all determined by field, tenor, and mode. 

Earlier, I separated time, subject matter, and institutional 

setting out of field in order to present and analyze each in depth. In 

this chapter, field includes time, subject matter and institutional 

setting. Field, tenor, and mode (Halliday, 1978) saturate the fabric 

of written language development and use. The theoretical frame I 

am presenting rests upon field, tenor, and mode. Throughout the 

discussion which follows, I discuss developing writers as having 

agendas. I present the notion of agendas first, before turning to the 

discussion of the components and themes of the theoretical frame. 
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Writers Haye Agendas 

Within the social web of their experiences, at any given point 

in time when writers put pencil to paper, they deal with many 

issues. They want to make meaning, sometimes to be shared. The 

making of meaning is one issue with which a writer must deal when 

using written language. Many issues are attached to the making of 

meaning with written language. The writer must use all three of 

the systems of written language: the graphophonic, the syntactic, 

and the meaning. Within each of those systems the writing activity 

is determined by the field she (or another) has chosen, the tenor of 

relationships with those in the setting, and the mode. 

When Zoe wrote at home or at school, she was always dealing 

with the complexities of writing summarized in the preceding 

paragraph, as any writer does. I refer to a writer's agenda as the 

issues which assume an urgency for the writer. She becomes 

conscious of some limitations or problems or oddities or salient 

features of the writing activity which are not meeting her needs or 

demands. Something becomes a bit more urgent for her during the 

activity. For Zoe, this ranged from wanting to know how to write 

the sound at the end of 'fish', when no letter makes that sound by 

itself, to wanting to be understood by John Denver that he and Zoe 

had much in common. As she made decisions about the variability 

and acceptability of the text's complexity, she also decided which 

features of the text she would address because those features were 

salient to her. These features became parts of her writing agenda. 
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Her agenda, like most writers' agendas, spanned all the systems of 

written language. Making meaning is always an agenda item when 

written language is viewed as I view it in this study (see Chapter 

2). 

The writer's agenda is not always in her conscious mind. Most 

often for the young writer an agenda item becomes apparent during 

the course of written language activity. If the writer's agenda is 

not addressed writing may stop. Addressing the agenda means using 

the resources at the setting to remove the urgency from an issue 

related to written language activity so the writer can continue to 

make meaning in her writing. Agendas may be addressed by a writer 

alone or in partnership with the activity and people in her life and 

mind. An example of the urgency of an agenda issue was when Zoe 

wrote her letter to John Denver. She wanted to spell his name 

correctly after she had started to write. She paused, dropped her 

pencil, ran to get the audio cassette tape case with his name on it, 

and returned to her writing with the case as a resource. 

A developing writer's agenda is grounded within and across 

the settings in which she lives. The agenda spans all settings and 

grows and changes as a function of the settings and the writer's 

developing understanding of the uses of written language within the 

setting. A writing agenda is, then, transactional (Rosenblatt, 

1978). A writer might, as Zoe did, address her agenda within, 

because of, or in spite of the different settings in which she finds 

herself. 
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A writer's agenda, by its definition, is based in authentic 

writing activity when the agenda belongs to the writer. A 

developing writer learns which settings support the addressing of 

her agenda, which settings support the expansion or elaboration of 

her agenda, and in which settings she must set her agenda aside to 

deal with someone else's agenda. 

If the school has a written language program which is 

interpreted in the classroom by the teacher alone and if that 

program does not address the young writer's agenda, the writer 

must make a choice. She might abandon her agenda to ensure school 

success, she might adopt the school agenda and maintain her own 

agenda privately, or she might appear as a failure in school because 

she refuses to yield to the school's agenda. Zoe's participation in an 

underground network of writers and her written language activity 

at home are offered as evidence of the intensity and dedication a 

young writer feels regarding her personal writing agenda. 

Success in school is part of the family values which Zoe has 

internalized. She must address the family's, the teachers', 

district's, state's, and national writing agendas, and incorporate the 

teachers' agenda as part of her own in some way in order to meet 

with success in the school situation. A family, teacher, district, 

state, and nation may develop a writing agenda, taCitly or 

explicitly, by expressing values related to writing. 

Zoe showed that she was willing to risk challenging, to some 

small degree and within a safe situation, the agenda which was 
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imposed by the teacher. Zoe's first grade teacher was exploring her 

own agenda and allowed Zoe to articulate and act upon her own 

personal writing agenda while she was at school. She arrived at 

school with an understanding that a writer's agenda was part of a 

writer's life which changes over time and experience. The teacher's 

agenda involved her growth as a teacher of writing. Zoe's agenda 

helped the teacher address the teacher's agenda because the teacher 

paid attention to Zoe's ideas and used of written language. Ms H 

was attending to Zoe's agenda, allowing Zoe to be the point of origin 

of her written language activity. 

Theoretical Frame of Written Language Development 

The theoretical frame which emerged from this study 

consisted of three parts: determinants, components, and themes of 

written language. The determinants of written language 

development and use are field, tenor and mode. These have been 

discussed throughout this study and will not be reiterated at this 

point. As determinants, field, tenor, and mode are discussed in 

relation to the two other parts of the frame. The second part of the 

theoretical frame is the components of written language 

development and use. The third part focuses on the themes of 

written language development and use. These three parts make up 

the theoretical frame, acting as a system. 

The determinants, themes, and components of written 

language development and use effect each other. They effect the 
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zones of proximal development which the writer opens. They effect 

the writer's development by having an effect upon: the relationships 

the writer is involved in; the writer's agenda and the way that 

agenda is addressed; and the writer's social web of experience. As I 

discuss each of these parts separately, it is important to keep in 

mind that they do not exist or operate separately. It is the nature 

of the system of written language development that its many facets 

operate simultaneously and in conjunction and response to each 

other. 

Components of Written Language Use and Deyelopment 

In this section I present the components of written language 

development and use as part of the theoretical framework. The 

components refer to the specific written language activity in which 

a writer is engaging at a given moment. The components are: pOint 

of origin; motive; ownership; use (consisting of purpose or 

intention, function, and type or genre); operation; goal; and 

response. Figure 76 shows the relationship between each of the 

components of the theoretical framework which will be discussed 

in this section. 
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----- response 

I 
Figure 76. The relationship between the components of written 

language. 

Point of Qrigin 

Written language has a point of origin. It is the pOint which is 

at the intersection of the writer's creation of a particular text in a 

specific setting and her life and experiences as a social being. The 

point is a personal instance in a social context. The point of origin 

has roots in the writer's life experiences and her experiences at the 

particular setting. It is her impetus for involvement in the writing 

activity (interacting with ownership to produce a motive). The 

point of origin may be a desire to share emotions, a need which the 

writer wants met, a creative urge, and more. 

When another person or institution assigns a child to write 

something, that other is the point of origin. Field, tenor, and mode 

determine much about the point of origin. An authoritarian teacher 
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who requires that certain subjects be written about on specific 

paper with a particular type of pencil has made many decisions for 

the writer which will effect the writer's production of a written 

piece, what she will learn from the piece, and the authenticity of 

the piece. The child's understanding of written language use at the 

particular setting is also effected. 

The messages the child understands from such settings have 

much to do with the writer's ownership of her writing. Writers 

learn where and when they can initiate a written text and what the 

tacit and explicit rules are which apply to or will be applied to the 

text. 

A point of origin involves a writer's own private past, the 

past she shares with those she is writing to, with, and about, and 

the present and future as well. Her safety and success are issues in 

every piece she writes, although she may rarely verbalize such 

issues. The point of origin is related to choice, which I refer to as· 

ownership. 

Ownership 

Ownership means degree or amount of choice a writer has: in 

the initiation of written activity; in the way in which the activity 

proceeds; in the decisions about terminating the activity; and in 

issues related to making the completed piece public. When choices 

are made for the writer, she has a smaller repertoire of choices in 

which she can be directly involved. The tenor of relationships 
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between the child and anyone involved in the decision-making 

process effects ownership. A writer learns to be independent when 

she is allowed to make many choices for herself. The choices she 

makes are informed by the setting in which she is writing and her 

social web of experience. 

Field, tenor, and mode determine ownership. For example, 

when Zoe wrote each of her spelling words three times, she was 

writing in a very restricted field because of the tenor of her 

relationship with her teacher. The importance and impact of time, 

how it is used, and who determines its use (field-related issues) 

have an impact on ownership. Writers need time to explore and 

experiment. They need time to raise and address their own agenda 

of written language issues. 

The mode of writing (including, but not limited to, writing on 

specific paper with particular implements) also effects ownership. 

A writer needs to make decisions about the tools she uses in her 

craft. 

Calkins (19~1) asks, "[h]ow can we expect students to write 

with vigor and voice if they are silenced throughout the rest of the 

day?" (p.4). The questions of silence, participation, and choice 

reach the core of how we view children and their development as 

writers. When Zoe assumed complete ownership of her writing, she 

addressed important events in her life and the people comprising 

those events. These people and events were among her agenda 

items. She chose how public the piece would be, decided upon a 



602 

genre or type, dealt with all the systems of written language, and 

much more as documented in chapters four and five. 

The importance of Calkins' question is that it extends to 

expectations. Parents and teachers need to expect that children 

have a writing agenda, that they can and will make choices as 

writers, and that over time their agenda may very well extend 

beyond the agenda others might put forth and demand that the 

children follow. The situation which allows the child to own her 

writing experiences is one which supports her as a writer by 

providing consistency between the internal and the external and 

continuity over time. Such a situation is what makes the writing 

experience a high quality one. 

The focus on the child in terms of ownership also raises the 

distinction between self-regulatory and self-controlled ( Diaz, 

Neal, & Amay-Williams, 1990) writing activity. When parents and 

teachers allow a young writer to make choices about the content 

and technical facets of her writing experiences, we are supporting 

self-regulatory behavior rather than subscribing to a behavioristic 

belief in self-control. 

Self-regulation involves the writer making choices, assuming 

ownership of her written language activity, in order to address her 

writing agenda. Writing assumes an increased importance and 

sometimes an increased urgency for the writer as she makes 

choices relevant to her work. Leont'ev's (1981) use of motive 

relates to point of origin and ownership. 
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Motive 

The motive a writer has for engaging in written language 

activity is effected by her relationships with those around her or in 

her mind, the physical setting where she is or the one she has in 

mind, and the action at the setting or in her mind. The motive is 

effected, then, by the tenor of her relationships, the field of her 

writing, the mode of her writing, her agenda, and the social web. 

Her motive effects her use of written language and her development 

as a writer. 

Zoe has shown me just how flexible a writer can be. She 

learned the rules which applied to writing at all the settings of this 

study. Her social motives, to succeed and be accepted, helped her 

meet with success across settings. Although I am not convinced 

that the focus in school on the graphophonic and syntactic systems 

of written language were particularly beneficial to her as a writer, 

she did learn to succeed in that setting. 

At home, Zoe's motive was to deal with written language as a 

meaning-based and language-based activity. As such, she addressed 

graphophonic and syntactic agenda items in the context of language

and meaning-based writing activities. When she was involved in 

making meaning with written language, she asked questions about, 

used, experimented with, and internalized the conventions of 

written language. Her use and development coincided, motivated by 

her desire to make meaning with written language. 
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Motive, then, is determined by field, tenor, and mode. More 

immediately, in specific writing activities, motive appears to be 

generated by the point of origin and ownership of the activity. When 

a teacher makes specific demands on a writer, the writer's point of 

origin is strongly influenced by someone outside of the writer. The 

writer loses ownership. Motive, in such a situation, will center 

around appeasing someone through the act, though not necessarily 

the content, of writing. An example of this was when Zoe wrote to 

meet the requirement of filling a page for creative writing. She did 

not consider the content of the story as much as she considered 

reaching the last line of the sheet of paper. 

I have previously discussed use as purpose (intention) and 

function. These refer to the purpose and function of a particular 

piece at a specific time and place. The explanation of use is more 

accurate when it also includes type or genre. Ownership and the 

point of origin are reflected in the writer's motive to write. These 

give way to use as the writer engages in the written language 

activity. Use, as with the other parts of this theory, is determined 

by the field, tenor, and mode of the written language activity at a 

particular setting. 

purpose. The writer's purposes for engaging in a specific 

writing activity reflect her life at the given moment when she is 

putting pencil to paper. Determined by field, tenor, and mode, she 
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writes because of a specific request, an assignment, an urge, a 

demand, a provocation, a creative inspiration etc. She might write 

to request something or to appease some one. Each purpose builds 

or contributes to the writer's belief system about writing in a 

particular setting (themes) and to the writer's understanding of the 

functions of written language. She also learns about the limits and 

boundaries for addressing her own writing agenda at the setting. 

This is the point at which purpose overflows into function. 

Function. Function is a more general category than purpose, 

describing how, in a broader sense, written language is being used. 

Just as the writer might use written language to be involved with 

other people, the use of written language is restricted or elaborated 

by those very relationships. The restrictive or elaborative nature 

of the setting has an impact on the writer's active addressing of her 

agenda and therefore her development. This is not meant to imply 

that all writing involves other individuals. Writing may involve the 

spiritual, responses to nature and more. My point is that the 

functions of written language, as Smith (1983b) describes them, 

influence development. A writer who is supported in her writing, in 

which many functions are manifested, has an opportunity for 

development. I discuss this in terms of the zone of proximal 

development below. 

Types of genres. The writer may choose or invent a particular 

type or genre of writing or the type or genre may be assigned or 

required at a particular setting during a particular writing activity. 
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The choice or lack of choice reflects the determinants and themes 

of written language at the setting. When a writer is offered many 

types or genres of written language to explore and given the 

freedom to address her writing agenda, she expands her written 

language repertoire. This results in her social web of experiences 

increasing in quality and complexity. She may even invent genres or 

types of writing which are new, to her if not to the world of 

writers. Use manifests itself in a physically visible document 

through operation (Leont'ev, 1981). 

Operation 

The writer's operation is the physical activity in which she 

engages to produce a written text. Operation is related to motive, 

discussed above, and goal, discussed below. Operation involves 

ideas and thoughts being placed on paper. It includes sharpening the 

pencil and finding paper and locating a place to work, writing on a 

particular subject at a given time (field). There is a social facet 

to operation which is determined by the tenor. 

As the writer operates, she uses written language and she 

develops as a writer. She learns by producing text, by thinking 

about text, by responding to text. During and after the operation of 

written language, the writer transacts (Rosenblatt, 1978) with her 

text, usually as the first reader of it. She transacts with it before 

it is written as she visualizes what it might be. During certain 

writing activities she is surprised (Murray, 1985) by what she finds 
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herself writing and the meaning it brings to her. Most often when 

the piece is complete, it can then serve the writer in addressing her 

goals. 

The writer's goal or goals relates to her motives and to the 

operations she used. She was motivated to meet her goal and used 

the operations available to her to do so. There is a tension or 

dialectic between the writer as she deals with her goals, motives, 

and operations. She addresses issues which arise regarding the 

many aspects of written language. These are instances of written 

language development as well as use. 

Goals are also effected by field, tenor, and mode and reflect 

the use of the piece. The writer's relationships with those involved 

with her writing, and they need not be physically present, permeate 

the activity. Other individuals, besides the writer, have goals for 

the writer. These effect the writer's goals as well. The young 

writer's survival involves dealing with the goals of other 

individuals. She may loose ownership of her writing agenda when 

she deals with assignments such as writing each of her spelling 

words three times. Sometimes after the writing is completed, the 

writer seeks or deals with a response. 
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Response 

The response the writer receives begins with herself, as the 

first reader of her piece involved in a transaction with it. Others 

might also have the opportunity or obligation to respond, their 

responses being reflective of the field, tenor, and mode which are 

tacitly or explicitly attached to the piece. 

Writers learn what types of responses to expect at various 

settings as they come to understand the nature of the settings. 

Responses effect development because they have an effect on the 

writer's addressing of her agenda and the nature of her social web. 

Knowing the type of response she might receive led Zoe to use 

written language differently across the settings of this study. She 

learned where written language was restrictive and restricted and 

where elaborative uses of writing were supported. She learned this 

as a result of the specific responses to her writing over time and 

across settings. She learned which strands of her web of 

experience, as she constructed them, applied at each setting. All of 

the components of a written language activity which I've just 

explained take place within the parameters of the themes of 

written language development and use at a particular setting. The 

themes are explained as part of the theoretical framework in the 

next section. 
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Themes of Wrjtten Language in the Theoretical Frame 

The data from this study yields six areas which I call themes 

of written language use and development. The themes are: 

orientation, resources, use, structuring, valuing, and properties. 

The themes are present, but may vary, across settings. They are 

the third part of the theoretical frame. Themes are reflective of 

patterns over time. They are helpful in understanding a given 

written language activitY, may be somewhat predictive of, and can 

only be identified and articulated after much consideration of 

written language activity at a setting. They differ from the 

components discussed earlier in terms of time. Components are 

facets of a particular written language activity, while themes 

emerge across many written language activities over time at a 

particular setting. 

The manifestation and parameters of the themes have an 

impact on the writer's development and use of written language. 

will briefly discuss each theme. 

Orientation 

Orientation is the beliefs held about writing by those at a 

particular setting. Orientations vary across individuals as well as 

across settings. Orientations include beliefs about: whether 

writing is work or play; whether it is self-directed or other

directed; whether a writer is a source and resource or an empty 

vessel; and whether writing is taught through direct explicit 
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instruction or constructed by the writer. Orientation affects the 

other themes at a given setting. It is an overarching theme because 

the belief system at a particular setting influences all the written 

language activity at that setting. 

Resources 

Resources are the repertoire of people and things which are 

available to a writer seeking information about written language at 

a particular setting. 

Uses are the explicit or implicit reasons for writing at a 

given setting. Uses include how and why written language is used: 

language and meaning-based uses, economic uses, and uses for 

control or order. I realize that this might cause confusion with the 

'use' I employ as part of the components of written language. 

Essentially, it is the same concept but understood over time at the 

setting to the point where it becomes a theme, rather than a reason 

for a particular piece. 

Structuring 

Structuring is the way in which written activity is initiated 

and carried out. It involves noting who serves as the point of origin 

for a piece and the choices open to the writer. Many of the power 

and other types of relationships Zoe had to deal with as a writer 



were manifestations of how activities were structured and the 

individuals involved in that structuring. 

Valuing 
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Valuing has to do with acceptability of the piece, including 

who is involved in the acceptability and how a relationship might 

effect the piece (tenor). 

properties 

Properties of written language, have to do with the modes and 

also focus on mechanical or surface features of written language. 

Properties have to do with what ~he finished pieces looks like and 

what is acceptable while a piece is in progress. 

The six themes overflow into each other. For example, 

orientation towards written language at a particular setting will 

have an effect on the resources, structuring, valuing, properties, 

and use of writing at that setting. The themes are determined by 

the field, tenor, and mode. The ways in which the themes manifest 

themselves at a particular setting influence the quality of the zone 

of proximal development of the writer and the components of 

written language discussed above. When the themes and the 

components reflect the writer's agenda, a high quality zone will 

open. When the themes are imposed and inconsistent with the 

writer's agenda or when the writer is forced to give up the point of 
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origin and ownership of a piece, the result will be a low quality or 

no zone of proximal development. 

Figure 77 shows the theoretical frame as it has been 

presented to this point. The solid black lines inside the circle are 

the components of written language development and are present 

during any written language activity. The themes outline and define 

the context in which the components take place. Orientation, being 

so pervasive, is shown with arrows 'to indicate its influence on the 

other themes. Visualizing field, tenor, and mode as shading the 

entire Figure may be helpful because they determine written 

language activity. Each component is a moment of written language 

activity and, as such, a place where transactions may take place. 

The zone of proximal development is represented by the space 

indicated by the arrows in Figure 77. 

As all the themes, components, and determinants interact 

during a given written language activity, they define the boundaries 

of the zone. The outer boundary of the zone of proximal 

development is indicated by the circumference of the circle. This is 

a complex framework and any single part of it will effect the 

quality of the zone. Experience, shown in the lower portion of the 

model, refers to experience in the Deweyian (1938) sense. The 

writer, within her complex social web, engages in written language 

activity. Determinants, components, and themes comprise that 

activity. The entire framework, as it unfolds over time, contributes 



to the writer's educative or miseducative (Dewey, 1938, p. 36) 

experience. This is discussed below. 
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Summarizing, written language development and written 

language use have three determinants: field, tenor and mode; six 

themes: orientation, resources, purpose, structuring, valuing, and 

properties; and the many components discussed above and shown 

inside the circle in Figure 77. In the following sections I describe 

how operations, goals, and motives can effect the quality of the 

zone of proximal development. The use of goals, motives, and 

operations is intended to show a relationship between the zone and 

activity theory. My use of goals, motives, and operations is also 

meant to demonstrate how a facet of the theoretical frame can 

impact written language development and use. 

Writing Activity Within the Theoretical Frame 

The writing activities of the developing writer are part of the 

fabric of the social web of experience in which the writer writes. 

Figure 77 is a graphic representation of the theoretical framework 

useful for understanding one instance of writing activity in the 

web. At various points along the web, writing activity takes place. 

The framework can also be used to explain how strands of the social 

web of written language experience are woven by using it to analyze 

writing activities. 
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The nature and quality of writing activities for the developing 

writer constitute the social web of written language experience. 

The themes, determinants, and components of the theoretical 

framework may serve as points of departure for understanding 

written language development and use in a writer's complex social 

web. 

In this section I will use three components of written 

language, motives, goals, and operations, and show how these 

components work within the theoretical frame. I have chosen these 

three because they are also discussed at length in activity theory 

(Leont'ev, 1981). I want to show how any part of the framework can 

effect written language development by effecting the zone of 

proximal development. Any of the components, themes, or 

determinants of the theoretical framework could effect the zone in 

a similar way as I describe the zone being effected in this section. 

It is in the nature of the framework, as a system, that each of its 

components, themes, and determinants may have an effect upon the 

writer. 

Figure 78 shows the relationship between the zone of 

proximal development and writing activity. Motives, goals, and 

operations are determined by field, tenor, and mode. I will discuss 

below how individuals and social situations are facets of Figure 78. 
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figyre 78. The relationship between the zone of proximal 

development and activity theory. 
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The zone of proximal development lies within the area created 

by the three components of activity. The writer's motives, goals, 

and operations involved in the writing activity take place within 

the social web of experience. As such, the writer is surrounded by 

the collaborative help required of a zone. Sometimes when a 

developing writer puts pencil to paper there is no other person 

physically present. A writing activity may originate far from the 

sheet of paper as the writer lives in her ever-growing social web of 

experience. 

The zone, as I have found it for the developing writer in this 

study, is a socio-psychoconstruction. The individual writer could 

not construct or open a zone without a social fabric to serve as the 

support for the zone. The zone results from the writer'S 

internalization of social situations through the web of that writer's 

experience. Thus, an individual's experience is impossible without 

the social situation. That situation is a system of meanings which 
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the individual interprets at any given moment. This is quite 

consistent with Dewey's (1938) notion of internal and external. As 

more strands of the writer's web develop attachments or 

transactions with other strands, forming the total experience of the 

writer at any given moment, the notion of continuity (Dewey) also 

fits. 

Zoe found, generated, and cultivated the goals of her writing 

activity in response to what happened around her. The use of the 

word 'around' here extends far from her physical surroundings to the 

community, or even the world as in the case of the postcard to a 

soldier far from home. The writing activity in which she was 

involved which led to growth or change had to take place within a 

zone of proximal development. There were conditions which 

increased the distance between the points of the triangle, 

increasing the distance between goal, motive and operations. These 

increased the quality of the zone of proximal development. 

The conditions for increased quality of the zone lie in the 

components, themes, and determinants of written language at the 

setting. The conditions involved Zoe constructing and addressing 

her written language agenda. This manifested itself as a growing 

and high quality zone, consistent with Wortman's (1991) notion of 

authenticity. She became demanding of her social web: requesting 

spellings; assistance with form; learning or inventing other 

functions of written language which would help her achieve her 

goals; and more. These demands were the essence of her 



relationship within her social web and involved her as a writer 

actively opening zones of proximal development. 

The Effects of Layers Upon Writing Activity 
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The variety of settings in which a writer finds herself may 

place specific demands upon the writer. Those demands, as facets 

of the system of meaning in a given situation, mayor may not 

contribute to the opening of a zone of proximal development. The 

demands also effect the quality of the zone. I have found two 

possibilities within the present study in terms of layers which are 

created when a writer is in a specific situation. A layer means that 

the writer's goals, motives, and operations are, due to the nature of 

the setting, contextualized within another individual's or group's 

goals, motives, and operations. The two possibilities are: a high 

quality zone of proximal development and a low quality zone of 

proximal development. The lowest quality situation results in no 

zone of proximal development opening. 

Contribyting to a Low Qyality Zone of proximal Development 

When Zoe was in kindergarten and again during certain writing 

activities in first grade, she was required to assume, in some ways, 

the goals, motives, and operations of the teacher. This meant that 

Zoe had to temporarily abandon her own agenda. When Ms K, the 

kindergarten teacher, assigned the children the activity of copying 

the same alphabet letter many times on four lines of writing paper, 
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Zoe completed the activity in order to move to an activity she 

preferred. Zoe did not learn much written language, learn about 

written language, or learn through written language during this type 

of activity. The system of meaning led to the learning of a non

language use of alphabetic letters. Ms K's goals of and motives for 

creating writers who rendered neatly (operation) restricted Zoe's 

goals for herself as evidenced in more genuine or authentic writing 

activities. Indeed, the teacher's prevailing goals of order and 

routine contributed to the opening of low quality or no zones of 

proximal development. These were zones which had a restrictive, 

limited, or no effect upon Zoe's written language development. 

These zones involved activities which did not address issues in 

Zoe's writing agenda. The activities contributed to her social web 

by outlining or defining writing at school. 

The pressure exerted by Ms K (the tenor of her relationship 

with Zoe) to have the children involved in certain written language 

activity (field and mode) imposed upon Zoe's goals, motives, 8.nd 

operations. An important part of the fabric of the web of social 

experience is the beliefs of the writer. These beliefs are a function 

of and are manifested within the system of meanings in a particular 

situation. The belief system of a writer is effected when another 

individual or group imposes other beliefs upon the writer. The 

writer's beliefs, one facet of the system of meanings the writer 

brings to school, collide with the teacher's beliefs, particularly 
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when the writer and the teacher have different conceptualizations 

of written language use. 

Zoe's beliefs about school writing, although not always 

clearly stated, were explicitly reflected in her actions. She rarely 

incorporated writing into her play at school and became active in 

the underground network of writing of which the teacher was not 

aware. Figure 79 shows the impact of goals, motives, and 

operations from outside the individual when those goals, motives, 

and operations contribute to a low quality zone of proximal 

deve 10 pme nt. 

A writer decides whether or not to yield her goals, motives, 

and operations to those of another. Zoe typically yielded hers to 

someone in a position of power or authority, quite consistent with 

her family value of success in school. The process of yielding 

results in a low quality zone and many such writing activities 

result in a low quality experience. Some writing experiences are so 

heavily weighted toward the ·external as to leave little room for 

interaction with or expression of the writer's internal world. These 

are experiences which typically result in no zone of proximal 

development. Little writing development can occur under these 

conditions. 
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Goal 

Motiue Operation 

Figure 79. The impact of goals, motives, and operations from 

outside the individual when those goals, motives, and operations 

contribute to a low quality zone of proximal development. The inner 

triangle represents the writer; the outer triangle represents the 

outside individual or group. 

A writer might be situated within many layers of others' 

goals, motives, and operations. Most notably, when a school has a 

,writing curriculum reflective of the district level curriculum 

within a state syllabus responding to national priorities on writing, 

the student writer is within many layers of goals, motives, and 

operations. These multiple layers might result in low quality zones 

of proximal development. The possibility of a high quality situation 

is discussed next. 
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Contribyting to a High Qyality Zone of proximal Development 

A writer can be involved in situations which cultivate her 

goals, motives, and operations. This is the situation in which 

another individual or group is involved with the writer in such a 

way that the pull is outward, creating the conditions for opening a 

high quality zone. Figure 80 shows that consistency between the 

writer's goals, motives, and operations and those goals, motives, 

and operations which are imposed, required, or suggested from 

outside the individual may result in the opening of a high quality 

zone of proximal development. 

Writing activity which results in the growth, change, or 

development of the writer must occur within a zone of proximal 

development. When the individuals at the setting in which the 

writer writes have goals, motives, and operations which are 

extensions of the writer's present state of writing, the writer's 

tendency is to adjust her agenda and be actively involved in quality 

experiences in the Deweyian sense. This involves a move towards 

convention (Goodman, 1988), but it is also an inventive process. 

Many of the writer's developmental accomplishments as a writer 

occur because of the direction, quality, and intensity of the arrows 

between the two triangles presented in Figure 80. Some times the 

writer may invent a new genre in this process. An example of this 

was Zoe's letter to her mother in which the alphabet was the 

message. 
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Figure 80, The consistency between the writer's goals, motives, 

and operations (inner triangle) and those goals, motives, and 

operations which are imposed, required, or suggested from outside 

the individual (outer triangle) may result in the opening of a high 

quality zone of proximal development 

The relationship between the inner and outer triangles frames 

the conditions for learning at any given point in time within the 

social web of experience, The pressure exerted by the outer 

triangle and its continuity with the writer's triangle create the 

nature of the writing activity and determine its quality as an 

experience. Other components of written language in the framework 
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contribute to the conditions for learning in a similar way. will 

not describe each of these possibilities. 

The two conditions described in these sections, showing one 

way arrows in terms of the zone of proximal development, are not 

entirely realistic. Experiences consist of activities which might be 

weighted in one direction but few experiences are uni-directional; a 

relationship between the self and others is inherent in most 

written language use and development. This leads to the discussion 

of the zone of proximal development as a mutual construction. 

The Mutual Construction of a Zone of proximal Oeyelopment 

Consideration of the zone of proximal development as a 

mutual construction is consistent with the very nature of the zone. 

It is a collaborative effort. Although one person or group might 

'know more' than the developing writer, the zone is embedded within 

the social situation which is saturated with many different types 

and amounts of capabilities. The tenor of relationship between the 

writer and the complexities of her situation are a major 

determinant of the writing that is manifested. The field and mode 

also are determinants. Interestingly, the decision making process 

involving who chooses the field and mode relate back to the tenor of 

relationships. 

The nature of the zone lies within the system of meaning at 

particular settings. When at home, Zoe wrote within the boundaries 

of the home's system of meanings. These were broad and supported 
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much exploration and experimentation with written language. The 

goals, motives, and operations at the home setting were consistent 

with her own goals, motives, and operations (they were a source of 

those, undoubtedly). This consistency carried mutuality with it. 

Thus, Zoe could open a zone while she worked alone because, in 

spite of being alone, she was writing within the system of meaning 

of the home setting which she had internalized and called upon as 

she wrote. The setting mediated her language development and use. 

The zone of proximal development is a mutual construction. 

To some and varying degrees, all individuals involved within it take 

part in it or, by its very definition, it does not exist. The nature of 

the participation has much to do with the quality of the activity. 

The addiGSsing of a writer's agenda is embedded in situations and 

relationships, components of experience. The relationships I mean 

here are the ones between the writer's goals, motives, and 

operations, and those of another individual or group. Figure 81 

shows the mutual construction of the zone of proximal development. 

The nature of the relationships between the inner triangle, the 

writer, and the outer triangle, another group or individual, is 

critical in determining the quality of the zone. 

The two-headed arrows in Figure 81 imply the possibilities of 

sensitivity between the writer and those around her. These are 

instructional possibilities as well as possibilities for the 

components and themes of written language development and use. 

Some settings in which a writer writes offer greater sensitivity to 
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the directionality of the arrows, being elaborative and supportive of 

risk-taking. Other situations are restrictive. 

60al 

Motiue Operation 

Figure 81. The mutual construction of the zone of proximal 

development. The writer is represented by the inner triangle; other 

individuals or groups or situations are represented by the outer 

triangle. There may be many layers of outer triangles. 

When the goals, motives, and operations of the writer are in 

line with and supported by those around her, she may open a zone of 

proximal development. She may initiate the opening of a zone when 

her situation affords her the permission to do so. Her initiation 

may be as a response to the situation or as a response to an 

invitation offered to her. The nature of the relationship between 
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the writer and those around her may serve as the mediator for the 

writer. 

Zoe showed that a writer can change the direction of the 

arrows. She can enter into a writing activity and initially adopt the 

goals, motives, and operations of an authority figure. Then, the 

writer might find that the activity overlaps considerably with her 

own goals, motives, and operations. It is a situation in which two 

agendas begin to coincide. The writer can then assume ownership of 

the activity, finding that she can align her goals, motives, and 

operations with those of another. When the writer's goals, motives, 

and operations are components of the writing activity, she is at a 

point where the act of writing itself can influence her written 

language development as she uses writing to think (Langer & 

Applebee, 1987) and addresses her agenda. Similarly, a change in 

any of the components, determinants, or themes of written language 

at a setting may effect all the facets of written language at that 

setting. The heuristic function was one manifestation of this as 

Zoe learned so much about written language while writing in high 

quality mutually constructed zones. 

The heuristic function. The heuristic function of language 

was a fascinating part of this study. A writer can use writing to 

organize writing, such as with the use of a chart for recording 

information. Yet, there appears to be another facet to the heuristic 

function. It seems that virtually every nonhabitual writing activity 

in which a writer engages is heuristic in that she uses the activity 
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in a constant state of assessing what she knows and what she needs 

to know to continue her development. In this way it involves the 

writer in identifying her agenda and deciding how to address her 

agenda. 

The heuristic function of written language involves the use of 

language to communicate an organized written response. It also 

involves learning through language and learning about it. Each piece 

of writing, then, has the potential for being a statement of where 

the writer is, where the writer is going, what the writer is 

learning, and what the writer wants to know. Whether or not the 

potential is realized has to do with the quality of the activity and 

experience at the particular setting. 

Linguistic units in high auality zones. The discussion of the 

size of the linguistic units a writer uses and the variability and 

acceptability of the units is an extension of the discussion of the 

heuristic function. When a writer writes in a high quality zone of 

proximal development, authentic linguistic and social activities 

drive the size, variability, and acceptability of the linguistic units 

she uses. When Zoe wrote a story, especially towards the end of her 

first grade year, she used long descriptive sentences. She 

understood that the story writing genre involved characters, 

actions, a beginning, a middle, and an ending with some sort of 

resolution. When she wrote a postcard, she adjusted linguistic 

units accordingly. When the acceptability of the size of the 
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linguistic units rested with writer, her writing was typically more 

genuine. 

Oral language in high Quality zones. Oral language was a 

salient feature of high quality zones of proximal development, when 

there were other individuals around the writer who were also 

involved in the activity. The discussions typically remained 

focussed on the writing: the topic, mechanical issues which arose in 

dealing with the topic or the writing operation, and other issues 

aimed at perpetuating the written language activity .. 

Activity, then, is an area in which zones of proximal 

development may be opened. Many and varied activities constitute 

experience in the Deweyian sense. The quality of the writer's 

experience depends on the quality of the activities over time in 

terms of the internal/external dialectic and continuity. 

The Writer's Experience 

Figure 77 also serves to show a writer's experience (Dewey, 

1938). The focus on experiences highlights a different use of the 

theoretical framework presented in Figure 77. I have discussed the 

framework as being useful in explaining one instance of written 

language activity. Employing the framework in a discussion of 

experience involves focusing on the framework over many writing 

activities across time. The quality of the zones of proximal 

development at the setting tend to become consistent over time 

unless those involved in the construction of the zones are actively 
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seeking changes. On the one hand in a school situation in which the 

teacher assumes an authoritarian role the children will not be 

allowed to contribute considerably to the construction of zones and. 

therefore, will not be involved in quality experiences. On the other 

hand, classrooms do exist which allow children to actively 

contribute to the construction of high quality zones of proximal 

development (Guilfoyle, 1988; Wortman, 1991). Experiences at 

home may also be high or low quality. 

Moffett (1983) reflected Dewey's (1938) notion of experience 

when he wrote: 

Reading assimilates one person's composed inner speech into 
another person's ongoing inner stream so that one's 
composition temporarily restructures the other's 
consciousness. Writing temporarily restructures one's own 
consciousness as one focuses, edits, and revises the inner 
stream so as to act on another's. (p. 4) 

The use and development of written language, then. is systemic and 

varies across settings, people, and activity. The systems of 

meaning in which a writer writes are defined by the components, 

determinants, and themes within the social situation. 

Dewey's (1938) explication of continuity focuses on 

collections of experiences and how the collections effect 

subsequent experiences. This has to do with the differences 

between settings which allow for genuine writing experiences and 

those which are setups (Harste, 1991) rather than settings. 

Continuity, then, deals with empowerment. Some settings enable 

the writer to explore and experiment and develop her written 



631 

language in such a way that it will be a vehicle for developing and 

addressing her written language agenda over the course of her life. 

Even if a particular setting does not suppo'rt the writer, having a 

different setting which does support her will offer her some quality 

writing experience. Zoe constantly amazed me in her agility in 

adapting to the themes, determinants, - and components of written 

language across the settings of this study. I attribute this agility 

to the way she internalized each social situation. 

Internalization 

Vygotsky (1978) refers to "the internal reconstruction of an 

external operation [as] internalization "(p.56). I find this strongly 

resembling Dewey's (1938) notion of the internal and external in 

experience. The writer internalizes the social processes of writing 

within each setting of her life. Each setting is a complex system of 

meaning. The writer carries her agenda across all settings and at 

the same time learns the parameters and boundaries of writing 

activity in different settings. With each school year comes anew 

the challenge of finding those parameters, learning how much to 

risk, and finding what questions and suggestions are safe to ask and 

offer. Thus, the interaction between internal and external is a 

continuous dialectic across settings. The internal is a system 

which is constantly growing and changing. The internal system is 

the writer's heuristic for understanding the nature of writing at 

each particular setting of her life. 
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Internalization of the specific social system of meaning in 

which one writes is a necessity for the survival and success of the 

writer. The relationship between field, tenor, and pOint of origin is 

important in this consideration. A writer must know when to yield 

the point of origin, and therefore, to some degree, ownership, to 

another. Yielding the components of written language implies the 

writer is yielding her agenda. She must be sensitive to the 

possibility or impossibility of negotiating her agenda at the setting. 

She knows that in school she might have to yield to the power 

figure in a relationship in order to succeed. She must know, tacitly 

or explicitly, what the one in the position of power requires from 

her. 

A writer must learn about the size and variability of 

linguistic units acceptable at a given setting. For example, it would 

not be acceptable to cross out the letters 'd' and 'g' on a worksheet 

with a small space between them under a picture of a dog so that 

she could write 'This is a cute puppy'. Typically, such writing would 

show that the writer has not internalized the social situation 

sufficiently to be accepted there as a writer. 

Of course, some teachers would celebrate such a response to 

worksheets, seeing a writer adjust the limited linguistic focus of a 

worksheet to a slightly more meaningful focus. This is determined 

by the tenor of the relationships between the writer and someone in 

a position of power or authority with whom the writer must deal. 

The writer learns whether or not she can be a point of origin for 
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writing activity. She must learn this by understanding and 

internalizing the writing situation, the system of meaning in which 

she writes. 

This study shows how a child's uses of writing are influenced 

by her social situation. She internalizes what is in her 

literacy/writing surroundings and responds appropriately or 

acceptably within each setting. She internalizes to make sense of 

(deal with, survive in, and make meaning in and of) her external 

world. 

My theoretical frame of written language development and use 

is social and individual. It involves the individual internalizing the 

social situation and assumes that such a process is unique to each 

individual. !t is that individuality which manifests itself as the 

variety of writers in the world. That same individual uniqueness 

manifests itself in the wide variety of individual writing agendas 

which teachers and parents will see when they allow children's 

written language activity to be the vehicle for learning written 

language, learning through it, and learning about it. A writer is 

continually learning about written language as it occurs at 

particular settings. She internalizes the themes of various settings 

and writes accordingly. The quality of the writer's experiences 

will determine the quality of the writer's ongoing development. 
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Continuity and the Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework is not meant to imply that a young 

writer should be in complete charge of her writing development. 

The mutual zone of proximal development is a conceptualization 

which allows for others to have a voice in the writer's development. 

But that voice must be balanced in some way with the writer's 

agenda and an eye towards high quality experiences, as Dewey 

(1938) points out: 

The quality of any experience has two aspects. There is an 
immediate aspect of agreeableness or disagreeableness, and 
there is its influence on later experiences. . . . The effect of 
an experience is not borne on its face. It sets a problem to 
the educator. It is his business to arrange for the kind of 
experiences which, while they do not repel the student, but 
rather engage his activities are, nevertheless, more than 
immediately enjoyable. (p. 27) 

This concludes my explication of the theoretical framework for 

written language development and use. In the next section I present 

examples to clarify the framework. 

The Theoretical Frame in School and at Horne 

In this section I offer two examples synthesized from my data 

to demonstrate how the theoretical framework operates. One 

example is from the home data and one is from the school data. 

will follow the outline in Figure 77 and it may be helpful to refer to 

that as this section is read. In each example, I discuss the 
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determinants, the components, and the themes of written language 

development and use. 

In School 

Zoe was required to complete many spelling booklets in first 

grade. These involved using the weekly spelling words in different 

ways: unscrambling, crosswords, writing words twice, and putting 

them into alphabetical order. The determinants of this activity (the 

field, tenor, and mode) were at the teacher's discretion. The 

teacher decided the time of day, the location of the activity, the 

size of the paper, the writing implements etc. The teacher's 

decisions reflect the tenor of her relationship with Zoe. As the 

authority figure in the classroom, she saw it as her job to assign 

the required work. 

The teacher was in charge of many of the components of 

spelling booklets, too. She was the point of origin, she made many 

of the choices about what would be written on each page and where 

it was placed as well as the choices inherent in her choice of the 

field. In this sense, Zoe had little ownership of the activity. The 

teacher's motive was to have Zoe be prepared for the upcoming test. 

The teacher was in charge of the purpose (for this activity, to 

practice spelling words), the function, and the genre. The teacher 

made the operational decisions about the activity. She also decided 

what the goal would be. The goal was that sometime during the 
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week each child would complete the activity and then do well on the 

test. The teacher provided the response, usually a star. 

The themes of written language development and use as they 

related to the spelling booklets were also in the teacher's charge. 

She structured the activity, used spelling booklets to provide 

practice (use), determined and provided the resources, had a belief 

system about the activity (orientation), and decided the properties 

that the activity should have. She also made the decisions about 

how the piece would be valued (graded). 

Spelling booklets were, over time, a low quality experience 

for Zoe. They did not provide the setting in which she could open a 

high quality zone for dealing with her writing agenda. She had to 

address Ms H's agenda about spelling. Even though 'school' had been 

a spelling word early in the year, Zoe continued to spell it 'skool' 

because "my way is easier". Spelling booklets also did not provide 

a place for Zoe to deal with her written language agenda because 

they did not provide the conditions she needed to identify agenda 

items. The booklets did help her learn about what spelling activity 

in the classroom was supposed to be. In terms of the social web of 

her experience as a writer Zoe learned how to successfully 

complete spelling booklets. This is a restrictive use of written 

language and provided a low quality zone of proximal development. 

Before presenting the home situation, I want to clarify that a 

restrictive use is not the same as the use of a specific genre. When 

Zoe learned to write on postcards, she was learning a very specific 
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genre. The use of that genre limits her writing use, and perhaps 

development too, because of the field, tenor, and mode. However, 

within the specific genre, she could address her writing agenda. 

The ~pelling booklet was restrictive, rather than limiting, because 

it rarely provided the opportunity for Zoe to address a writing 

agenda item of her own. 

The assignment of writing a postcard could, on the other hand, 

provide a writer with the opportunity to address her writing agenda. 

She could deal with addressing a postcard, placing the message in 

the conventionally acceptable place on the card, placing the stamp 

appropriately, etc. She could also deal with many agenda items as 

she made decisions about to whom she would write and initiated the 

writing of her message. The genre might limit her (she can not 

write a long letter). But, the genre would not be restrictive in that 

it would not necessarily result in a low quality or no zone of 

proximal development. 

At Home 

The home example which I synthesize from the data is note 

writing. The tenor of relationships between Zoe and those to whom 

she wrote notes was as a friend, colleague, peer, or parent. She 

chose the field based on something salient in her life. She also 

decided upon the mode. The many facets of writing a note which 

were at her discretion put her in control of the determinants of 

written language for note writing. 
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Zoe was in charge of the components of writing at home. The 

point of origin of and motive for note writing were real life 

situations. Zoe made choices about writing the notes. When we 

required her to write a thank you or other socially correct note, she 

assumed ownership by making choices right away: "Can I use those 

cards that we got in New York and your calligraphy pen?" She knew 

the use of note writing was for social intercourse, for interaction 

with other people, and she understood the genre. Zoe made 

decisions about the operations as well, deciding where to write, 

how neat to be, and how soon to consider herself finished. She 

understood the goal of a note as being beyond the words on the 

paper. In school, the placing of the words on the paper was the goal. 

At home the words were vehicles for thoughts, ideas, and emotions. 

Zoe expected responses to certain types of notes and understood 

that thank you notes were not typically acknowledged by the 

recipient (although that was disappointing and she began writing 

"write back" on thank you notes as well as other notes). 

Zoe knows the themes of writing activity are different at 

home than they are in school. The orientation at home is that the 

writing of a note is something a writer does to meet a need or 

desire or obligation in her life. The use of note writing is based in 

linguistic meaning and properties such as approximations are 

accepted in the activity. The writing of a note is an occasion for 

the use of one's literacy capital. It is valued by the writer and 

those around her for the function it serves. Zoe uses books, other 
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family members, and other parts of her environment as resources 

fo r the activity. 

Note writing, as an experience over time, turned out to be a 

high quality experience for Zoe. When the zones opened, she could 

address her written language agenda. She addressed: an ever

changing spelling agenda; issues of the genre of note writing, 

including the variety of formality within the genre; and the use of 

note writing for her interpersonal agenda. In the next section I 

show how the theoretical frame might be used to encourage high 

quality home/school relationships which could result in high quality 

experiences for developing writers. 

Using the Theoretical Frame to Effect Home/School 

Relationships 

This study was not about changing the nature of the 

relationship between homes and schools, but I was effected by the 

nature of that relationship continuously throughout the study. 

There was a strain in Pat's and my relationship with the 

kindergarten teacher. The first grade teacher seemed intimidated 

many times when I was in her classroom. Yet, the relationship 

between home and school goes deeper than the different points of 

view the teachers and my wife and I had about written language use 

and development. Waller's (1932) description of a half century ago 

still applies today, teachers and parents seem steeped in a 

relationship of distrust and dislike. In this section I present ways 
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in which the theoretical framework might be used to effect 

home/school relationships by deepening teachers' and parents' 

understanding of written language use and development. Such 

understanding may change some myths about writing held by parents 

and teachers . 

. The theoretical framework which I present in this study might 

be useful in creating conditions which empower parents and 

teachers in the formation of productive relationships. Change is not 

easy. I propose that teachers must initiate the change. I propose 

this because it is already happening to some extent. Teachers are 

joining writing groups, TAWL (teachers applying or attempting 

whole language) groups, and other groups for support. They are 

assuming the responsibilities of their professional life. The 

theoretical framework I present in this chapter can be used to show 

how change can take place as a teacher consciously decides to 

become aware of and effect the determinants, components, and 

themes of writing in her classroom. Changes in the writing program 

can parallel changes in the home/school relationship. 

A teacher committed to change her writing program must do 

many things at once. She must make changes in her thinking and 

classroom activity, in her student's thinking and activity, deal with 

colleagues and administrators, and gain parents as allies. The 

teacher is a crucial point of intersection of the home and the 

school. As such, her role in the classroom is a pivotal one from 

which change in the home/school relationship can take place. 
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Within the classroom the teacher might change the nature of 

written language activity. Vygotsky (1962) wrote that "instruction 

precedes development and leads it; it might be aimed not so much at 

the ripe as at the ripening function" (p.104). The task for the 

teacher becomes the identification of and action in keeping with the 

writer's agenda because that agenda is the writer's 'ripening 

functions' . 

The establishment and exploration of a child's writing agenda 

can be incorporated into the daily life and processes of the 

classroom. The teacher may articulate her role in addressing the 

child's agenda. By articulate, I mean that the teacher is able to 

explain the writing activity and experiences which make up her 

writing program as it is occurs in the classroom. By engaging in 

this process of explanation (articulation) she is demonstrating that 

she is not a technician (Shannon, 1989); she is a thinking and 

responsible professional. The teacher can move from the personal 

level to explaining the program to others. Classroom writing 

experience may be the vehicle by which home/school relationships 

change for the better. Before a teacher can initiate a change, she 

probably should be able to articulate what it is she is doing and 

why. 

Teachers might consider being able to articulate their views 

of written language use and development. They may be able to 

substantiate their views based on their own practices, the 

literature on written language, and the writing that children are 
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doing in their classrooms. This means that they might articulate 

the themes, components, and determinants of written language as 

these are manifested in their classroom. 

Most parents are not doctoral students who love to participate 

in their children's literacy and actively read about and research that 

literacy. Thus, parents are typically not academically articulate 

about their children's literacy. They may discuss it, but they lack 

the theoretical background to engage teachers in rigorous 

discussions using themes, components, and determinants. Parents 

rely on their own experiences in school when talking with teachers. 

Parents with unhappy memories of school may be intimidated to the 

point of being afraid to be advocates for their children. My concern 

as a parent was that my daughter was spending more of her waking 

hours with her teachers than with me. She seemed vulnerable and 

did not want to be the cause of an unhappy school experience. 

Based on this study, change seems like a very individualistic 

activity. There was no dynamic leadership by the principal apparent 

in this study and the teachers had very private and isolated 

classrooms. Under such conditions, the teacher has considerable 

power to effect the classroom. She must be careful about changes 

she makes and search carefully for collegial and parental support. 

The question becomes, then, who will be instrumental in initiating a 

change in the home/school relationship and how will they initiate 

this change? 
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Teachers might effect change in home/school relationships by 

not discounting or discrediting the experiences which children bring 

to school. Snow et al. (1991) believe that parents and schools are 

in either a compensatory relationship or a complementary 

relationship. A compensatory relationship means that the parent 

and school (teacher) believe the each is not doing what should be 

done so the other engages the children in activities to make up the 

difference. Complementary relationships mean that the school and 

the parents have the same goals for the children and activities in 

which the parents involve the children will complement what the 

school is doing. The complementary view implies that the parent or 

school is insufficient. The compensatory view implies that one of 

the settings is dealing inappropriately with the children. 

Inappropriateness and insufficiency are facets of a deficit 

orientation. 

A view rooted in articulation does not have the deficit 

orientation inherent in Snow et al. Articulate teachers help others 

to understand the changes they are making. Articulation, and the 

teacher development inherent in it, goes beyond complementary and 

compensatory relationships to partnership and collaboration. 

suggest that articulate teachers who actively address children's 

written language agendas by helping children articulate and address 

their own agendas move beyond a deficit orientation. These 

teachers become aware of and change the determinants, 

components, and themes of written language activity within their 
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classroom. They respond to and help address children's agendas in 

writing. Articulation offers open, attentive, and responsive 

communication aimed at quality experiences for young writers. 

The teachers in this study were quite different, yet they had 

an underlying similarity. They could not articulate their writing 

program beyond a very limited description. Using the theoretical 

framework of this study could enable teachers to become aware of 

what they want to know about written language development and 

use. The framework could help teachers to describe the program in 

their classrooms and focus them on justifying that program. 

Justification of a writing program using the theoretical frame may 

offer parents and administrators the substantiation they need to 

find the teacher's writing program effective for the children in the 

classroom. 

As an example, I present one of the components, point of 

origin, to show how it might effect home/school relationships. By 

understanding and articulating what a point of origin is and its 

effect on written language development and use, a teacher may 

develop a sensitivity to the child's life beyond the classroom. 

Each child is an agent or representative of the home from 

which she comes. She brings the cultural, familial, and personal 

experiences and understandings which make her a unique human 

being. When a teacher validates the child's out of school 

experiences, she validates the setting in which the child lives. 
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When Zoe was about to start second grade, and I was about to 

write this dissertation, I wrote a letter to her new teacher. I did 

not send it, though, because I began to think that it might set Zoe 

up. I was afraid it would increase her vulnerability in a new 

situation. So I quietly stored it as the final entry in my field notes. 

Now, I believe that letter might best sum up what might be done. It 

is a plea and an offer from a frightened parent. 

August 20, 1991 
Dear Ms C, 

Welcome to our school district. Zoe has been wondering all 
summer about her new teacher and seeing you put some of her 
anxieties to rest. Zoe, Pat, Sadie, and I enjoyed meeting you 
briefly today. Your room looks colorful and you are busy at 
work making it a wonderful place for children to learn. I know 
it's hard getting started your first year of teaching and we'll 
do all we can to help, just let us know what you'd like us to 
do. 

Zoe is a very loving girl. On the way home from meeting 
you, I asked her what she thought and she said, "Great!" What a 
lovely way for a second grader to think of her new teacher. 
Love at first sight. I think she saw how kind your eyes looked 
and she probably wanted to make her dad feel better too, 
because he'd worried all summer as well. Zoe loves to read 
and to be read to. I have fallen in love with her writing and 
want to share with you some of what I know about that. I 
want a teacher for Zoe who will let her express who she is 
and what she feels and thinks. She loves to write and will 
write in a variety of ways; she'll write letters, books, 
stories, songs, newspapers, and more if she is given the 
chance. She will organize children as a leader when she is 
called on by a situation to do so, but she will also follow. She 
likes to write with others and she likes to write alone. 

I am afraid that I do not know how to offer input into your 
writing program without seeming like someone who wants to 
take charge. That can be scary for a teacher because if one 
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parent can take charge, what happens when you have three or 
four or more that want to have some input into the 
classroom? You find yourself trying to please too many people 
and having to make decisions which might make some parents 
angry. Kind of dismal for a first teaching experience. 

If you love my daughter let her lead her learning. Watch for 
her questions and problems as a writer and talk with her 
about how she is coming to terms with those questions and 
problems. Meet with her alone for a minute or two every few 
days to check in on her questions and problems. Let her share 
her writing with others and let her hear others' writing. 
Celebrate with the writers in the class. Celebrate their 
triumphs, their good intentions, their hard work, and their 
finished pieces. Let my family and me in on some of those 
celebrations. 

Take the time to know my daughter. It will be time well 
spent. She will become your representative in our home. She 
will talk about you and what you show her of your 
understanding of her. She will appreciate your interest in her. 
When your name becomes a household word, I will know that 
you are doing a fine job as her teacher. When the celebration 
of school overflows into the home, I will know that the year 
is a success. I know that this seems like a challenge. In a 
way it is. It is a challenge for you to bridge the gaps between 
the school and the home by cultivating a happy school child. I 
truly mean it when I offer my help. Thank you, and have a 
great year. 

Sincerely, 

Rick Meyer 

My letter was a request for respect for Zoe and her life as a point of 

origin for her written language activity in the classroom. Helping 

teachers examine motives, ownership, and the other components of 

written language presented in Figure 77 will offer them the 

opportunity to learn to articulate their writing programs. Such 
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articulation may inspire confidence in the teachers, confidence that 

they and parents will feel. 

Helping teachers understand the themes of written language 

development and use in their classrooms can impact the 

home/school relationship. Teachers may become articulate when 

they actively explore: their beliefs (orientation), the resources 

available to children, the use of written language in the classroom, 

how written language activity is structured, how writing is valued, 

and the properties of written language in their classrooms. 

Staff development, preservice, and inservice teacher 

education focused on studying the themes of written language 

development and use as they manifest themselves in different 

classrooms and homes may provide teachers with much insight into 

their own writing programs. 

For many teachers the thought of thirty writers involved in a 

process of constructing a writing setting with the teacher, each 

child having his or her own agenda, might be overwhelming. This is 

where time becomes crucial. The time that was formerly allocated 

to worksheets and practice of skills which writers do not need may 

be reallocated to writing for purposes which have greater meaning 

for the writers. Then, in the context of their own writing, the 

children will explore and experiment and raise questions about 

writing. The body of their questions, both direct questions and 

those implicit in their writing, form the essence of writing activity 

in the classroom. When children are valued as learners, they may 
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relationships. 
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Perhaps the most sensitive issue for a teacher to address is 

the determinants of written language activity in their classrooms. 

Looking at the fields, they might find themselves needing to 

abandon some dearly loved practices which are inconsistent with 

the themes and components· which work best with and for the 

children. Examining the tenor of relationships they have with the 

children involves looking into themselves quite intensely and 

dealing with issues of personal as well as professional growth. 

Exploring the modes of written language may be the easiest and 

most exciting determinant for the teacher to explore as she brings 

many types of writing implements and surfaces to the classroom. 

After examining the field, tenor, and mode within the classroom, 

some teachers may go on to examine the tenor of their 

relationships with parents. 

The teacher's role changes from director of specific (and 

restrictive) writing activities to active kidwatcher (Y. Goodman, 

1985) and 'kid responder' . The sensitivity of the teacher to the 

writer as she enters the room from the very first day of school is 

an action which directly relates to the home/school relationship. 

Honoring the written language activities of the student means 

respecting the home situation. This type of respect does not mean 

that teachers endorse all of the activities which take place in the 



649 

home. It does mean that the teacher acknowledges who a writer is 

and what she can do. 

Informed and articulate teachers are comfortable with their 

knowledge base. They can explain what they know and they should 

be explaining it to parents. Teachers need to establish a tenor of 

relationships with parents which is based in open communication. 

The children in the classroom can be the instrument of 

communication. When a writer comes home excited about her 

writing, her learning, and her growth, she is sending powerful 

messages to parents. Authors' teas, during which children read 

their writing to parents and friends, are a safe way for parents to 

come to school. When a teacher celebrates a child, she celebrates 

the parents. The more opportunities children have to address their 

written language agenda, the higher the quality of the experience. 

The higher the quality of the experience, the greater the possibility 

of establishing a productive home/school relationship because the 

child has been celebrated. 

A change in the classroom which includes the child as a point 

of origin for her writing also includes the parent (the home 

situation) to some extent because the child is encouraged to bring 

the reality of home into the school. The writer's life becomes an 

accepted point of origin for her writing. This is a process of 

renegotiating the themes, components, and determinants of written 

language activity at the school setting. It is active and 

accomplished in partnership with the writers. The teacher and the 
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writer become partners in writing. Writing is shared, responded to, 

and valued for what is written, rather than how it is written. 

Agendas are addressed and zones of proximal development are of the 

highest possible quality in such a situation. 

One use of the theoretical framework is for a teacher to 

understand and articulate her writing program. The teacher might 

also introduce the parents in her classroom to this theoretical 

framework. She could do this gradually over the course of the year. 

The teacher works with the parents, then, to rid the home/school 

relationship of old habits and useless traditions about written 

language development and use. She can do this with the children's 

own work. 

Parents might use the theoretical framework to understand 

the writing activity which takes place in their homes and to 

interpret the school's writing program. As parents explore and gain 

an understanding of the determinants, components, and themes of 

written language in their home, they will be more prepared in their 

dealings with the school. As I began to understand the differences 

between my home and the school Zoe attended, I felt more 

comfortable in addressing those differences. Yet, this was no easy 

process for me as a parent, as I discussed earlier. The more I 

understood, the more anxious I became to have things change. 

I believe that a collaborative effort between the school and 

the home will benefit children the most. The theoretical framework 

presented in this chapter may be a vehicle for that collaboration as 
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teachers and parents work in a partnership aimed at understanding 

and growth. More parents are involving themselves with the schools 

(Bloome & Bloomekatz, 1991; Goodman, 1991; Blynt, 1991) and the 

framework may be a springboard for communcation. 

Implications for Future Studies 

In this study I examined one writer's written language 

development and use across the home/school settings. The teacher 

development and staff development issues related to changing the 

home/school relationship needs to be explored in preservice 

programs and with inservice teachers. Teachers and parents need to 

be fnvolved in studies about their relationships with each other and 

their understanding of written language development and use. 

The call here is for more classroom studies which include the 

out-of-school lives of the children. We need to know more about 

writing beyond the walls of the school. Children's knowledge of 

written language remains transparent (Newman, 1991) to teachers 

when the children are required to set aside their own written 

language agendas. As researchers, we need to explore children's 

agendas and see what happens as we actively involve the home life 

of the children via the children themselves as representatives of 

their lives out of school and via relationships built with parents 

and others who share in the lives of the children. 

The importance of leadership is another consideration which 

needs to be explored further. I did not get a sense of strong 
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leadership at the site of this study. The principal was frustrated 

and reflected frustration from other administrators in the district. 

The strand of leadership in the complex social web of the school 

needs to be explored more. 

I also wonder if teachers can be leaders for change in their 

school. Parents might also become active change agents if they are 

organized in effective ways. Finding ways in which teachers can 

influence their own profession and parents can influence school 

activity is the challenge that lies ahead. If communities of parents 

and teachers were given the responsibility to create their schools, 

what would they create? The development of a productive 

home/school relationship brings many more questions into focus. 

The productive relationship would undoubtedly have an effect on 

writing activity within the classrooms and the homes, providing 

more fertile ground for questions for future studies. 

Exploring agendas, leadership issues, and the home/school 

relationship means examining the conditions which we must provide 

to empower writers. Future studies might involve the exploration 

of these conditions. We need to know more about the experiences 

and activities which have an effect on young writers. Knowing 

about the conditions which empower young writers means knowing 

more about the themes, components, and determinants which make 

an impact on their written language use and development. 

My study of Zoe required a very intense look at our lives at 

home. The entire family felt the stresses and joys of this study. 
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The intensity of the study and the time that it required have shown 

much about writing, but there are more questions which are begging 

to be answered. This study will undoubtedly leave concerns about 

generalizing findings to other children from a variety of 

socioeconomic classes and cultural groups. Increasingly, research 

is showing that the classrooms of children who come from lower 

socioeconomic classes can be extremely supportive of literacy 

growth when those classrooms are rich in literacy activity 

(Guilfoyle, 1988; Wortman, 1991). 

The theoretical framework I developed during this research 

may be useful in helping those who live and work with children to 

understand written language development and use at and across 

settings. Gaining this understanding is a way of assessing written 

language activity. A future study might involve the use of the 

theoretical framework in assessing a writing program at a school, 

especially since an important first step of evaluation is 

description. The theoretical framework needs to be applied to 

ranges of homes, classrooms, various grade levels, schools, and 

school systems in order to gain insights into its usefulness as a 

tool for describing, evaluating, developing programs, building 

relationships, and staff development. 

Researchers need to build relationships with a broad spectrum 

of communities so that we might gain access to homes in a wide 

variety of communities. Our understanding of the writing activities 

in many homes and classrooms will help in the development of home 
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and classroom writing activities which make sense and respect the 

child's writing agenda, focusing on her life as the point of origin of 

her development as a writer. 
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