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ABSTRACT 

This is a study of the nature and extent of third 

grade Papago Indian children's use of personal experiences 

in their writing. It examines the reflection of their 

experiences as individuals with unique personalities and 

interests, their experiences as Papago Indians, their 

experiences as third grade school children, influenced by the 

curricular content of their conventional school experiences 

and such mUlti-media as books, ne .. ,spapers, television and 

film, and finally, their experiences as young children with 

the ability to fantasize. The study examines the extent to 

which these children introduce personal experience into both 

assigned and unassigned writing, considering such variables 

as their control over the assignment, th~ir knowledge of the 

content of the assignment. The study also investigates how 

developmental maturity and gender factors influence the 

reflection of real life experiences in the children's 

writing. 

The seventeen subjects, seven boys and ten girls, 

are Papago Indian students, either eight or nine years old, 

enrolled in a public elementary school on the reservation, 

and all members of the same third grade class. The main 

data base contains at least eight compositions from each 

xi 
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subject for a total of two hundred and thirty-seven 

writing samples. It also includes retrospective 

interviews conducted by the researcher at the end of the 

school year with each subject providing evidence about how 

they developed their ideas for each piece they wrote, and 

the extent to which the people, places and events in their 

written compositions represent real-life experiences. 

The findings demonstrate that children do introduce 

personal experience into their writing, clearly revealing 

the many facets of their experiences such as the ethnic, 

the religious and the environmental. The extent to which 

the children's personal experience is reflected in their 

writing is not affected by the degree of control they 

exercise over the selection of the writing topic; rather, it 

is influenced by the function for which the children are 

writing and by the content of the topic they are writing 

about. The study raises questions about the relationship 

between developmental maturity and the ability to fantasize 

and reveals striking differences between male and female 

writers in the extent to which they utilize their real life 

experiences in their writing. 



CHAPTER 1 

CHILDREN'S WRITING AND THE REFLECTION 
OF PERSONAL EXPERIENCE 

Cleaning a closet, I found a box of myoId manu
scripts and quotations. Threw a lot away, only 
glanced at the stories and novel, found some pages 
good, some bad, all stamped with me one way or 
another (Murray, 1980, p. 81). --

So writes Michele Murray, a professional writer 

in The Writer on Her Work, and confirms what all writers know 

to be true--that writing is a reflection of self, an 

outgrowth of personal experience. 

This insight is echoed in the words of James 

Britton (1970b), a leading authority on children's writing, 

as he describes the task of teachers helping young children 

to write: 

we teachers of English have a theater of 
operations just as the geographer has--a theater of 
operations which is the personal experiences of 
children. Our role is . • . to get language to bear 
upon these experiences . • . the experiences that 
involve [the children's] feelings about their 
mothers and fathers, their homes, and about people 
in general--these unique, individual, personal 
experiences. (p. 107) 

Recent research in children's writing strongly 

supports Britton's position. For two years, Donald Graves 

and research assistants Lucy Calkins and Susan Sowers 
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observed, on a day-to-day basis, the classroom writing 

of first and third graders in a public school located in 

rural New Hampshire. They found that once children 

overcame the notion that their writing had to be hair-

raising and bone-chillingly dramatic, that they tended to 

write about the daily truths and events of their own 

lives. Calkins (1978) writes: 

I wait for my third and fourth graders to tumble 
off their buses. Theresa comes running to show 
me a map of her summer trip, Geoff has an 
invitation to Eric's birthday party, Noah is 
bruised from falling down the stairs. I listen. 
Later, these will be the topics my children 
choose to write about. (p. 804) 

Likewise, Martha King (1980), in her longitudinal 

study of written language development note that "children's 

daily lives show up in their writing--family excursions, 

pets, TV, school outings and acquaintance with books" 

(p. 167). 

Joanne Golden (1980) made similar observations in 

the informal schools that she visited in England. She 

found that young children wrote either to share information 

about themselves or to reconstruct their experiences. 

Dr. Paul Witty (1941) observed, as he traveled 

around the country, that the concerns and interests of 

each community he visited were often mirrored in the 

children's writing. He maintained that the place, time, 

and setting appeared in their writing, and in many 



instances, the cues that identified the children's life 

experiences were "unmistakable": 

. . . in the poems about fogs and the ocean; in 
the stories about slums and crowded city streets; 
in the records of the struggles of people to make 
their barren lands productive, and in accounts of 
the beauties of the mountains, the plains, and the 
fields of grain. These expressions are living 
testaments to the child's growing appreciation and 
understanding of the world about him. (p. 255) 

Over the years, educators have written about the 

importance of personal experience in children's writing, 

and have urged teachers to allow children to write about 

3 

their own interests and concerns. That personal experience 

in writing is important seems obvious; yet, for the most 

part, it remains an unexamined phenomenon. To date, we 

know very little about how children actually draw from 

their experiences and weave them into their writing. 

Statement of the Problem 

The purpose of this study is to describe the 

nature and extent of children's use of personal experiences 

in their writing by focusing on one group of children--

third grade Papago Indians. The developmental maturity and 

gender of these young writers may affect the extent to 

which they fill their compositions with characters and 

situations taken from their own life experiences. It has 

been suggested by Graves (1973) and Applebee (1978) that 

as students mature, they move away or "distance" themselves 
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from their real-life experiences and begin to explore the 

realm of fantasy. Furthermore, there is some evidence 

that male writers may venture outside the circle of their 

immediate experience more frequently than do female 

writers, who seem to be tied to horne and family plots and 

settings. The study explores these developmental and sex 

role issues as they relate to the reflection of personal 

experience in the Papago third graders' writings. 

Specifically, the study seeks answers to the following 

questions: 

1. How and to what extent do children introduce 

personal experience into their writing? 

A. To what extent are the subjects' experiences 

as individuals with unique personalities, 

interests, etc., reflected in their writing? 

B. To what extent are the subjects' experiences 

as Papago Indians reflected in this writing? 

C. To what extent are the subjects' experiences 

as third ~rade school children, influenced by 

the curricular content of their conventional 

school experiences and such multi-media as 

books, newspapers, television, and film, 

reflected in their writing? 

D. To what extent is the subjects' use of 

fantasy reflected in their writing? 



2. How is the emergence of personal experience 

affected by the nature of the assignment as 

determined by three factors: 

A. Teacher-student control over the assignment 

B. Function of the assignment 

C. Content of the assignment 

3. Are there discernible developmental differences 

5 

in the nature and extent to which children introduce 

personal experiences into their writing? 

4. Are there discernible gender differences in the 

nature and extent to which children introduce 

personal experiences into their writing? 

Objective of the Study 

The study describes how the Papago culture and 

present-day third grade conventional experience is 

reflected in the writing of Papago children. It examines 

how and to what extent these children introduce personal 

experience into assigned and unassigned writing. It 

considers such variables as their control over the 

assignment, their knowledge of the content of the assignment, 

and their understanding of the function of the assignment. 

To a lesser extent, the study considers two 

additional variables, one previously examined by Arthur 

Applebee and the other investigated by Donald Graves. 

Applebee (1978) suggests that the abilty to distance oneself 
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from real-life experiences in writing is a sign of 

developmental maturity. As children grow and develop they 

are able to explore ideas and situations that are further 

and further removed from their own immediate experience. 

Applebee considers the ability to fantasize a sign of the 

greatest maturity, since fantasy is the most "distant" 

from real-life experience. The study seeks 

evidence of "distancing" in the writing of the Papago 

children. To what extent do they venture beyond their 

immediate experience? To what extent do they utilize 

fantasy in their writing? 

Graves (1973) links the gender of the writer with 

the ability to transcend immediate experience. He notes 

that his female subjects tend to write within the realm of 

primary territory while the male subjects, on the other 

hand, venture into secondary and expanded territory. 

Significance of the Study 

People who write about children's writing today 
stress that it is a highly personal process. 
Writing as a form of self-expression is just as 
personal as speech. It evolves from the 
personality, experience, and application of 
the writer and becomes a highly personal 
extension of self. (Tway, 1976, pp. 594-596) 

Although the emergence of personal experience in 

writing has long been recognized, there has not, to date, 

been a systematic in-depth examination of how children 

weave their thoughts, feelings, and experiences into writing. 



Nor have researchers examined the reflection of personal 

experience within the confines of assigned writing. How 

do children write about topics that mayor may not be 

relevant to their personal interests and concerns? 

While Graves (1978) and to a lesser extent King 
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and Rentel (1981) do mention that children tend to write 

from the rich material of their own lives, educational 

researchers have, for the most part, accepted but never 

questioned the role of personal experience in writing. This 

study describes the reflection of self and personal 

experience in children's writing. Once teachers fully 

understand and appreciate the role personal experience plays, 

they can build their writing programs on the students' 

experiences, and thus bridge the gap that frequently 

exists between the students and the curriculum. In this 

way, teachers can develop better writing programs that will 

more closely match the needs and interests of their 

students. Moreover, teachers may be better able to evaluate 

their students' writings once they recognize that these 

compositions frequently reflect situations or events that 

the child has, in some way, participated in. 

Third grade Papago children have been chosen as 

the subjects for this study because much of the existing 

data now available on young writers is based on Anglo 

children alone; we have little parallel information on 



minority children and almost none on Native American 

children with the exception of Mitchell's (1950) study 

and Goodman's (1984). Third graders were selected 

8 

because both the Mitchell (1950) and Graves (1973) studies 

use third grade subjects, thereby establishing a supportive 

and comparative data base for this study. 

Assumptions 

The study is based on the following assumptions: 

1. The personal experiences, thoughts, and feelings 

of subjects can be identified in their writing. 

2. Subjects will respond honestly to a familiar 

adult's questions about their stories. 

Limitations 

1. The manner in which children write is influenced 

by the time constraints often present in classroom 

writing. Time limitations, however, are outside 

the researcher's area of concern. 

2. Although the researcher has taught on the Papago 

reservation and has served as a consultant for the 

primary teachers there, she is not a Papago and 

therefore will rely on Papago informants and books 

about their culture. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The literature pertinent to the proposed study 

falls into five broad categories: (1) The Reflection of 

Personal Experience in Children's Writing; (2) The Writing 

Curriculum and Methodology; (3) The Role of Personal 

Experience in Written Language Development; (4) Functions 

of Written Language; and (5) The Papago Culture. The 

fifth category is mainly a description of the life 

experiences that may influence the writing of the Papago 

children. The other four categories deal with the 

literature pertaining to the study as a whole. 

The Reflection of Personal Experience 
in Children's Writing 

Many educators believe that children's writing 

should emerge from their own personal experiences. Over 

the years, educators have recognized the benefits both 

students and teachers gain when children are allowed to 

write about their thoughts, feelings, and experiences. 

Almost absent from the literature, however, are research 

studies which demonstrate the importance of personal 

experience for young writers. In this section, two bodies 

of literature are examined: (1) the writings of educators 

9 



who advocate that children write from firsthand 

experience; (2) the writings of educators who have 

demonstrated through their research the importance of 

personal experience in children's writing. 

The Importance of Writing from 
Firsthand Experience 

The emergence of personal experience is an 

aspect of children's writing that has long interested 

10 

educators. In 1939, an instructor in elementary education 

wrote, "We learn early in our work with children that they 

write best of their own experiences, and of the things 

familiar to them" (Mason, p. 15). Thirty-six years later, 

John Pikulski (1975) echoes those words. He lists 

"background of experience" as one of the "prerequisites 

for writing" and states: 

There is widespread agreement that creative writing 
is not produced in a vacuum, but instead is an 
outgrowth of the rich and varied experiences that 
children have had. They will not write unless they 
have something worth writing about. The most 
meaningful stories are usually produced in areas 
where children have had concrete, meaningful 
experiences. (p. 184). 

In a perceptive essay on children's writing, James 

Britton (1970b) notes the obvious but sometimes overlooked 

function of personal experience. His definition of 

person~l experience includes not only the more commonplace 

realm of home, but also the world of fantasy. 



An early and well-known advocate of children 

writing from the rich material of their own lives is 

Alvina Burrows (1952). She poses the question, "What do 

children write about when they write just for fun?" And 

she answers: 

Why about themselves, of course. To be sure, they 
are not aware this is what they are doing. They 
think they are making up adventures of an imaginary 
hero or a mischievous bear. But in reality, when 
they become absorbed in telling about Uncle Ruff tuff 
or the Bossy King, it is their own experience--their 
own thinking and feeling--that they unconsciously 
reveal. (p. 84) 

11 

In general, the process of writing about themselves 

and their personal experiences is thought to benefit 

children in three ways: (1) as an aid in self-discovery and 

as a way to build self-worth; (2) as a means for shaping 

experience and as a powerful tool for learning; (3) as an 

outlet for pent-up emotions. 

Self-Discovery. Potter (1942) discusses the 

contribution of writing to social sensitivity and 

competence. She mentions the pride and sense of well-being 

that children experience when they participate in such 

creative endeavors as music and dance, and maintains that 

a similar positive energy is kindled when children have the 

unrestrained opportunity to write. Potter suggests that 

writing leads to self-realization and develops feelings of 

self-worth. 



12 

Hahn (1968) regards writing as a humanistic 

activity and notes that "through writing, along with other 

forms of personal expression, children are able to examine 

what is going on deep inside by bringing it outside" 

(p. 15). 

Burrows (1970) also discusses the creative and 

artistic power of expressive writing and maintains that 

self-discovery emerges through exploration in the arts. 

This process of self-discovery through writing is expressed 

most eloquently by Lewis (1970) when he advises teachers: 

Some children's thoughts are such small fragments. 
Sometimes we often lose sight of them. Do not lose 
sight of them though, because they are the very 
beginnings of consciousness, the very beginnings 
of the child's realizing who and what he is. (p. 95). 

Shaping Experience. Britton (1970b) has written 

extensively on the role of language and writing in 

shaping experience. Through the power of language--both 

oral and written--human beings are able to shape their 

experiences and incorporate them into their existing 

experiential repertoire, thus expanding their knowledge 

of the world. Britton writes: 

We talk and we write about experience . in 
order to shape it and incorporate it into the 
body of our past experiences. • • • What is 
organized is far more than words. what is 
organized is the fabric of experience as we 
represent it to ourselves in sight and sound, in 
emotional color and so on. What is organized is 
far more than words, but words provide the means 
by which we organize it. (Britton, 1970b, pp. 55-56) 
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Golden (1980) visited British open schools across 

grade levels and observed that younger children write to 

recreate their expe~iences. Through writing they give 

shape to these experie~ces and learn from them. 

Kalmbach and Powers (1982) describe the power of 

narrative writing in shaping experience. They point out 

that: 

• • . telling a story necessarily involves a 
process of selection. This process of selection 
is a form of understanding. A narrative conveys 
an understanding of events, not the events them
selves. Narrating helps the narrator come to grips 
with an experience and comprehend it. . . • To ask 
students to write a narrative about an experiment, 
a project, or even what happened in class one day 
is to invite them to create an understandin~ of 
these experiences. (p. 101) 

Emotional Release. Writing as an emotional outlet 

is often discussed in the literature. Holmes (1936) 

describes the features of a good writing program for 

children. In her opinion, teachers should help students to 

realize that writing can be used as means of releasing 

their innermost thoughts, feelings, desires, ambitions. 

Similarly, Rupley (1976) contends that writing provides a 

way for children to relieve themselves of tensions and 

anxieties. Witty (1945) links writing with well-rounded 

development and sound mental health. 

Perhaps the most poignant example of writing as an 

emotional outlet for children is the collection of drawings 



and poems from Terezin Concentration Camp, 1942-1944, 

compiled in I Never Saw Another Butterfly (1978). In 

their cold, concrete barracks, children poured their 
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pain and suffering and fear into simple poems. In their 

poems can be found thoughts and feelings about "painful 

Terezin," about "the little girl who got lost." They 

wrote of their longing "to go somewhere where there are 

kinder people," and of "old grandfathers gnawing stale 

bread and rotten potatoes for lunch." They 'Ylrote of their 

longing for home and they wrote about their fear: "Yes, 

fear came to them and they could tell of it in their 

poems" (epilogue). 

The literature also emphasizes the value of 

personal experience in children's writing from the 

teacher's perspective. Sensitive and perceptive teachers 

have long recognized that children's writing can often 

provide a wealth of information about the children 

themselves: their interests, concerns, thoughts, and 

feelings. 

Both Witty (1941) and Worrell (1947) maintain that 

in classrooms in which free writing is encouraged, teachers 

can achieve a clear understanding of their students. 

Likewise, Rupley (1976) agrees that children's writing 

often provides the teacher with unparalleled insight into 

the lives and psyches of their students. 
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The scholars who explore the significance of 

children's writing all suggest the importance of personal 

experience reflected in children's writing. The next 

section explores what research reveals about personal 

experience in children's writing. 

Research and Personal Experience 

While several research studies touch upon the role 

of personal experience in children's writing (Bissex, 1980; 

Graves, 1973; King & Rentel, 1981), very few actually 

address this subject directly. 

One exception is Mitchell's (1950) "free writing" 

research task, which was administered to one hundred 

elementary and one hundred secondary students, from each of 

twelve American Indian tribal groups, who attended Bureau 

of Indian Affairs schools. Mitchell sought to discover 

whether there were differences between age and tribal 

groups, whether all groups held certain attitudes in 

cornmon, and whether all groups were experiencing similar 

problems. 

Mitchell asked Indian children from numerous 

tribes/areas--Apache, Eskimo-Indian, Blackfeet, Navajo, 

Paiute, Oklahoma, Oregon, Pima-Papago, Sioux, United 

Puebloes, Ute, Chippewa, Spanish Arnerican--to write a short 

story about a picture that depicted a culturally relavant 

scene for each particular tribal area. 
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Of particular interest to this study are the 

responses of the Papago-Pima students, who at the time of 

the Mitchell study were attending BIA schools in Phoenix, 

Blackwater, Santan, Salt River, Sells, and Chouchou. 

Mitchell describes the Pima-Papago as a "peaceful, happy, 

dignified group" who have succeeded in creating a 

"satisfying" life for themselves in the Arizona-Sonoran 

desert (Mitchell, 1950, p. 89). The birth of a child is 

regarded as a joyous occasion. Pima-Papago parents tend 

to be "indulgent" parents never expecting their children 

to do more work than they can handle nor scolding them 

for making mistakes. Grandparents assume an important role 

in the upbringing and training of children and, in general, 

develop strong and pleasant relationships with their 

grandchildren. Thus, growing up in small, close-knit 

villages surrounded by loving and supportive friends and 

relatives, Pima-Papago children learn at an early age 

"without undue pressure. . . lessons of tolerance--how to 

get along with others," as well as what is expected of them 

(Mitchell, 1950, p. 89). Life becomes increasingly 

difficult for the older children, however, who must leave 

the security of their homes and village to attend boarding 

school. 

The written responses of both the elementary and 

secondary Pima-Papago students clearly reflect their 
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culture and life experience at the time of the Mitchell 

study. The results are charted in Table 1. In general, 

the "free writing" task proved an effective tool in 

bringing to the surface age and tribal differences among 

the Native American students. With little prodding 

outside of the picture stimulus, the Indian writers 

expressed their inner thoughts and feelings, and in the 

process revealed their own unique cultural background and 

experience. 

Mitchell's study is unique in that it draws upon 

the wealth of personal details that students reveal in 

their writing to gain insight into their feelings, attitudes, 

concerns. To this author's knowledge, there are only two 

other studies that follow a similar format. 

Biberstine (1968), in a simple yet effective 

research study, produces evidence that children do indeed 

use writing as an outlet for their problems and worries. 

He analyzed more than three hundred and fifty essays 

collected from fourth grade students who were asked to 

write about how, if given the opportunity, they would 

change their lives and the world. Biberstine categorized 

the problems that appeared in the students' writing into 

five general areas. They were, in order of frequency of 

occurrence: school problems, world problems, personal 

problems, home problems, and miscellaneous. 
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Table 1. Effect of Life Experiences of Pima-Papago 
Students on Their Written Responses. 

Responses Cultural Pattern 

Secondary students living 
in a new and unfamiliar 
boarding school environ
ment must adjust to the 
demands of a different 
economic system. The 
tensions of this 
situation are reflected 
in their writing. 

Loose family ties. Even 
though they are 
separated from their 
families, secondary 
students write more 
frequently than do 
elementary students 
about their families. 

Mention of feasts, singing, 
childhood relationships. 

Little race labeling, 
especially among 
younger children. 

No mention of weather. 

Older students show 
increase in inter
personal problems. 

Traditional cooperative work 
pattern in which everyone 
is "the boss" is not 
present in the new board
ing school environment. 
Secondary students must 
learn to work "for" not 
with. 

Extended Family. Reversion 
to cultural family 
symbol as security and 
identity. 

Cultural pattern. 

Over half live in isolated 
areas. 

Equable climate. 

Adjusting to a new social 
environment--bicultural 
experience. 

Source: Mary Mitchell. "Attitudes of Indian Children 
as Revealed by the Analysis of the Free Writing Test." 
Ph.D. dissertation, 1950, p. 95. 



Somewhat surprisingly perhaps, school-related 

problems appeared far more frequently than the others. 

As Biberstine writes, "The school seems to be a source 
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of frustration to many children. This is especially true 

of children of lesser ability" (p. 733). 

Second in order of frequency of occurrence are 

world problems, which at the time of this study includej: 

the Vietnam War, problems related to starvation, poverty, 

sickness and death, and crime. Biberstine remarks that 

these problems are clearly derived from a variety of 

sources. Children hear their parents discussing world 

problems, see news of Vietnam and other world calamities 

on television, and read about the misfortunes of others 

in newspapers and magazines. 

Personal problems also appeared in the fourth 

graders' essays and included the desire to change their 

personal appearance in some manner, and the desire to 

change their parents or home situation. Sibling rivalry 

was also evident in their compositions. 

On the basis of his considerable evidence, 

Biberstine concludes that fourth grade children do write 

about their problems when given an opportunity to do so. 

School-related problems are the major source of concern 

for children, especially for those who are frustrated in 

their attempts to meet school expectations. Finally, 



children are aware of and are concerned about world and 

national problems. 
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In the other study, Gunderson (1943) demonstrates 

that children are affected by the daily events of the 

world around them and that these events are likely to 

appear in their writing. She explains that both parents 

and educators were concerned over the effect of World 

War II on the children. After reviewing their writing, 

she discovered that the children were indeed affected 

by the war: it was the third most common theme in their 

writing. It was clear from their stories that the action 

and excitement of the war stimulated much of the children's 

interest in the war topic. In all the war themes, the 

United States was on the offensive and victorious. As 

one child wrote, "The Japanese airplanes are getting the 

works." At the same time, however, the children revealed 

their awareness of the horror of the war: "The war 

started. The Germans and Americans are having trouble. 

Airplanes are crashing. Men shot and towns are bombed. 

Women and children are shot" (pp. 146-148). 

Many educators recognize the importance of 

personal experience for young writers; however, to the 

author's knowledge, only the three studies reported here, 

Mitchell (1950), Biberstine (1966), and Gunderson (1943), 

have actually demonstrated through their research that a 
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direct link exists between the personal experiences of 

children and their writing. The proposed study will 

bring to light the nature of this link, thereby providing 

a much needed data base for the common-sense and widely 

supported notion that children should write about what 

they know and feel. 

The Writing Curriculum and Methodology 

What sort of writing programs do young writers 

encounter in the schools? To what extent do these 

programs consider the role of personal experience in 

children's writing? Answers to these questions form the 

basis of this section of the literature review. 

Don't always make us do assignments. It's a 
lot easier to write what we want. (Tway, 1976, p. 596) 

This bit of advice, pointedly given by a ten-year-

old, reflects an ongoing controversy in education; that is, 

who shall control the curriculum, the teacher or the 

student? Student-teacher control is of special concern in 

a writing curriculum because of the highly personal nature 

of written expression. As Tway (1976) writes, "Writing 

as a form of self-expression is just as personal as 

speech. It evolves from the personality, experience, and 

application of the writer and becomes a highly personal 

extension of self" (p. 594). 
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Many professional educators and writing researchers 

are aware of the personal uniqueness of writing. For 

them, the question of writing control is easily answered--

the children must control, as to great an extent possible, 

their own writing. In this way the writing curriculum 

arises from the needs and interests of the students. It 

is not something that is pulled from the pages of a 

language arts textbook or preordained by a school board. 

The curriculum does not exist apart from the students; they 

are at the heart of it, and largely create it. 

While this approach to the writing curriculum may 

sound radical, especially in this era of "basic education," 

it is not new, as is evident in the words of Hickok (1927): 

There is the very grave danger of requiring all of 
the pupils to write on the same subject, and to do 
so by following an outline placed on the board. 
With these sign posts of the composite ideas of the 
class before them the students are set the well-nigh 
impossible task of expanding ideas which are not 
their own. Uniform, stiff and unnatural themes 
are the inevitable result. (p. 19) 

Le\lis (1970) also deplores the use of prescribed 

topics. He contends that once children are allowed to 

write for themselves they will realize that what they 

have to say is important. Similar sentiments are shared 

by Witty (1941), who writes that: 

Creative writing may be so conceived and 
developed that it will serve a threefold function, 
enabling each child to record his significant 
experiences and to share his activities and 



interests as well as to express himself freely, 
spontaneously and joyously. To serve these 
ends creative writing must be thought of as 
composition in which the child is free to select 
his subject-matter and to determine the length 
and form in which his writing will appear. (p. 355) 

Calkins (in press) reports that many of the 

teachers at Atkinson Academy, the public school research 

site of the Graves Study, insist that students choose 
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their own topics. One teacher cites the following reasons 

for this policy: 

1. Deciding what you have to say is probably the 
hardest and most important part of writing. 
We cannot take this responsibility away from the 
writer. 

2. When writers write what they know and care about 
their writing is their own. They are driven to 
make it good--they supply the initiative and the 
motivation. (p. 9 of xeroxed copy) 

Proponents of the functional, whole language 

approach to literacy development (Allan, 1976; Goodman, 

1981; Milz, 1982) link self-selection of topic choice with 

function in writing. Children will write if they have 

real purposes for doing so; if they are free to write about 

topics that emerge from their own interests. Through 

self-expression, children come to understand and 

appreciate the function as well as the value of writing. 

Not surprisingly, the issue of topic choice has 

become a major concern of writing researchers who insist 

that, above all, teachers must not rob children of the 
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responsibility of deciding what they want to say. Graves' 

(1978) research demonstrates, in fact, that "large amounts 

of assigned writing inhibits the range and amount of 

writing done by children." The underlying message is that 

it is difficult for children to write about that which 

they do not know or do not care about. Graves (1982) goes 

so far as to suggest that children who are forced to 

write on assigned topics produce writing that echoes 

their teacher's voice, rather than their own. Graves also 

links writing quality with topic control, maintaining that 

children write better and more powerful work when they 

have chosen the topic themselves (p. 34). 

The individuality of personal expression is 

recognized by Potter (1942), who writes: 

If the attitude of the teacher is such that the 
contributions of each child are "just like him"-
not stilted in an effort to imitate an adult 
pattern--he develops individuality in his writing. 
His contribution is unique because it is his in a 
vi tal sense. (p. 73). 

Varon (1974) also agrees that the unique 

qualities of each child should be mirrored in their 

writing. She advises teachers: 

Believing that the human condition in intrinsi
cally bound with the aesthetic experience of 
man, and that composition in its many art forms 
is very much a part of the child's life, this 
writer urges the teacher to search for and find 
ways of providing children with opportunities 
that call upon their idiosyncratic and 
aesthetic use of the written word. (p. 7) 



Roach Van Allen (1976) is another educator and 

researcher who advises the writing teacher to allow the 

child to take the lead: 

This creative flow of written expression must be 
nurtured and developed. • • . It is personal and 
private and requires a level of independence and 
self-reliance seldom encountered in other 
aspects of school programs. (p. 171) 
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The work of Van Allen, Varon, and others suggests 

that when school writing programs are founded on the 

individual needs and interests of children, the writing 

flows naturally from the children's own unique personalities 

and experiences. It is a reasonable conclusion, but one 

that needs further investigation. 

The Role of Personal Experience in 
Written Language Development 

It seems clear then that many educators believe 

that children's writing should emerge from their own 

interests and experiences. What research has yet to 

sufficiently answer is do children in fact write about 

personal experience and, if so, to what extent and how do 

they incorporate personal topics into their writing? 

Furthermore, is this process of self-expression linked in 

any way to developmental or gender factors? 

Distancing 

Applebee (1978), in his study of language use, 

concept development and responses to literature among 
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children two to seventeen, finds that as they mature, 

children produce increasingly complex stories with 

settings, themes, and actions that are further and further 

removed from their immediate experience. Fantasy, of 

course, is furtherest removed from everyday experience. 

Applebee links the developmental maturity of young writers 

with the extent to which they utilize fantasy in their 

writing: 

Witches and fairies, Santa Claus and Cinderella-
a child's familiarity with such characters 
represents a widening view of the world, an 
extension of the boundaries away from the self 
toward an unknown horizon. From this point of 
view, fantasy is not so much the "fantastical" 
as it is part of a continuum that begins in the 
world of immediate experience, passes outward 
toward distant lands, and outward again into 
purely imaginative realms. Each step along this 
continuum increases the complexity of the child's 
world by admitting new elements into it; and, as 
we might expect, these elements are only gradually 
accepted and mastered. (Applebee, 1978, p. 74) 

Similar claims are made by both Pitcher and 

Prelinger (1963) and Ames (1966). Like Applebee, they 

found that, with increasing age, children withdraw through 

their writing from the immediate world of home and family 

and venture into progressively distant world arenas, the 

most abstract or distant of which is the fantasy world. 

Applebee reports that an analysis of the Pitcher and 

Prelinger story collection reveals the following: 

At two, 97 percent of the stories had settings 
that were realistic in the sense of being tied 
to the world the child would know--almost always 



the home and its immediate surroundings. Some 
77 percent depicted actions that were appropriate 
within this world, and in 70 percent the actions 
were carried out by similarly realistic 
characters. Ten percent of the children 
involved themselves directly in the action. 
By five, the world explored in stories had shifted 
away from this personal center. Only seven percent 
of the stories analyzed remained concerned with 
actions the child is likely to have experienced; 
33 percent involved realistic characters. Across 
all four ages, there was a gradual shift from 
completely realistic to intermediately distanced 
and finally to purely fantasy worlds. 
(Applebee, 1978, p. 76) 

In addition to the developmental factor, all 
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three studies--Applebee, Pitcher and Prelinger, and Ames--

found that distancing is also related to the sex of the 

writer. Girls tend to write less fantasy and stay close 

to home; boys, on the other hand, write more fantasy and 

explore worlds away from home. Applebee is quick to point 

out, however, that this difference between male and female 

writers may be less gender related than cultural. The 

three studies define fantasy in terms of distance achieved 

from home, and it is, of course, the home and family 

that are of the utmost importance in the traditional 

pattern of female socialization. Thus, differences in 

distancing between male and female writers may simply 

reflect cultural influences rather than gender. 

Another factor that in Applebee's opinion may 

influence distancing in children's stories is the degree 

of threat present in the content of their stories. There 
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is rudimentary evidence, at least, to suggest that when 

children deal with threatening situations in their stories 

they utilize certain formal devices that help reduce the 

threat. Three techniques are the most common: the use of 

realistic characters, the use of consistent past tense, 

and the inclusion of the narrator in the action of the 

story (Applebee, p. 79). 

Although Graves (1973) approaches the developmental 

issue in regards to the portrayal of personal experience 

in writing somewhat differently, his findings are 

essentially identical with Applebee and others. Graves 

also uses the concept of distancing, but defines it in 

terms of the use of first person in the child's writing 

and the territorial range of writing content. Graves 

found that children who were relatively undeveloped in 

their writing were more likely to use the first person 

possessive. As he explains, 

First person use. One of the dominant 
general characteristics of the young child is 
egocentricity. A significant trait of egocen
tricity is possessiveness. The very young child 
often sees objects as an extension of the self. 
A favorite toy, blanket or nightgown is not 
easily removed from the child's possession. The 
articles often become so much a part of the child's 
life that his conversations in play, or with 
adults, demonstrate no objective detachment of the 
article from his own personality. As the child 
grows in maturity, he is better able to see the 
articles objectively, and in turn, is able to 
begin to see himself as a distinct personality. 
The same trend toward objectivity continues in 



the child's relationships with others. His 
development expands toward greater sociocen
tricity. As this occurs he has the concomitant 
capacity to be more objective toward the 
self. Each type of objectivity contributes to 
the simultaneous development of the other. 
(p. 92) 

As children develop, Graves finds an increased 
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use of first person,!. With greater maturity, children 

move from writing about what they are doing to how they 

feel. The most advanced awareness of being is, "I am 

this kind of person." Their use of first person is 

directly related to personal experiences. In this form, 

children are forced to be more objective about the events 

and objects that surround them. 

The use of first person is also related to 

differences between male and female writers. Girls wrote 

in the first person, !, formi boys tended not to use this 

form unless they were developmentally advanced. 

Graves further explores the developmental issue 

through the concept of territoriality. Primary territory 

includes those things that are of central concern to 

children--their possessions, their home and school. 

Secondary territory is defined as "the metropolitan area 

beyond the child's school and home," and may include such 

topics as crime and war. Expanded territory is the area 

beyond secondary and includes "current events, history 

and geography on a national and world scale" (p. 97). 



Differences between male and female writers are 

again evident in these findings: 

1. Boys wrote more about secondary territory 
which included male vocations, sports and 
cataclysmic events. 

2. Girls almost completely ignored writing in 
secondary territory with the exception of a 
few advanced girls .... 
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3. Expanded territory ... was chosen as a thematic 
area more by boys than girls. As in secondary 
territory, a few advanced girls did some 
writing in this category. 

4. Girls wrote more about themes in primary 
territory than did boys (Graves, 1973, pp. 99-100). 

Decentration 

Decentration--the ability to separate and 

differentiate self from other persons and objects--is 

another developmental concept that is intimately related 

to distancing and territorial range. Piaget (1929) 

describes young children as egocentric because initially 

they attribute all consequences to their own behavior and 

seem unable to view the world from any perspective other 

than their own. The classic example of egocentricity, 

perhaps, is that of a small boy who acknowledges that he 

has a brother but denies that his brother has one. As 

children grow and mature, they begin to recognize thern-

selves as separate beings (the birth of self-consciousness) , 

and moreover develop the ability to stand in another's 



31 

shoes and see the world from a vantage point other than 

their own. This is the process of decentration which 

according to Flavell (1968) really takes hold by about the 

age of seven. 

Britton relates egocentricity to the way young 

children use language. In his view, children will 

initially use only expressive language--the speaker's own 

idiosyncratic language that relies heavily for its inter-

pretation on the context in which it occurs--because they 

are egocentric and lack the ability to assume the 

objective stance required in the use of transactional 

language. Britton (1970a) explains: 

A young child's speech will be expressive for the 
very reason that in his egocentrism he finds it 
difficult or impossible to escape from his point 
of view, to take into account his listeners--or 
indeed to suppose that "things as they are" could 
differ from "things as he sees them." A child 
will take time therefore to learn how to respond 
to the demands of a situation requiring transac
tional speech. (p. 169). 

Britton predicts, then, that early writing will be 

expressive and take the form of narrative. Transactional 

and poetic writing will develop later as children outgrow 

their egocentricity and gain the ability to adapt their 

language to the needs of their audience as well as to the 

different purposes for which they are using language. 

Applebee, following Britton's lead, describes 

expressive language as the "central mode of language" from 



which the transactional and poetic functions develop 

(p.10). Likewise, King and Rentel (1981) find that 

expressive language contributes to the development of 

both talking and writing (p. 148). 

Both Bissex (1980) and Sowers (in press) take 

exception with Britton's contention that the narrative 

form is the first to develop. Bissex observed and 

charted the written language development of her son, 

Paul, over a five-year period. Paul's earliest writing 

was clearly expressive, but appeared in a variety of 

forms. By the age of five and one-half, Paul had 

explored a variety of written forms, including lists, 

letters, labels, and captions. 
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Like Britton, Bissex found evidence of ego

centricity in Paul's early writing. Initially, Paul made 

no clear distinction between writer and audience. 

Gradually, however, as he moved "outward from an egocentric 

view of the world, he became conscious of audience, of 

what needed to be explained to someone else" (Bissex, 1980, 

p. 210). 

Sowers, drawing from her observations of first 

grade writers, maintains that in classrooms where 

children are allowed to control their own writing, they 

do not initially write narratives. She found that in 

function, much of the first graders' early writing is 
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expressive, but it takes many different forms, including 

the ever-popular "All about ... " books in which young 

writers catalog their knowledge about some specific topic. 

Sowers suggests that well-meaning adults may steer young 

children towards narrative writing believing that it 

is the form they are most familiar with; yet when left to 

their own devices, children, even at the beginning of 

first grade, will often write non-narratives. Sowers 

concludes that children are able to design writing tasks 

that are more suited to their interests and abilities 

than those that the teacher may assign. 

The literature suggests that initially young 

children are egocentric, and view the world in a limited 

way through their eyes only. Consequently, their writing 

tends to have a narrow focus, written in expressive 

language, and grounded in their immediate experience. 

Eventually, as children grow and develop, their writing 

expands away from self. They become increasingly able to 

use language in an objective, impersonal manner 

(transactional), as well as in an artistic manner (poetic). 

In their writing, they explore a broad spectrum o~ areas 

and situations far removed from their everyday, real-life 

experience. The notion of egocentricity is, in general, 

somewhat controversial and applied to the realm of 

children's writing, its authenticity is at least 
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questionable. Certainly, more research is called for 

before any further labeling of children's compositions as 

egocentric takes place. 

Story Grammar 

Related to the investigation of developmental 

factors in children's writing is the study of story 

grammar, the examination of the structure of storytelling. 

Central to the study of story grammar is the question of 

story definition--what constitutes a story? Nancy Stein 

and Margaret Policastro (1983), leading researchers in this 

area, investigated the difference between children's and 

teacher's concepts of stories. In so doing, they developed 

a definition of what constitutes a fully-formed story 

(versus a "nonstory") as well as categories of various 

types of nonstories. 

The Stein-Policastro requirements for a fully

formed story are fairly rigid. The text must include a 

clearly-defined protagonist who sets out to achieve 

specific goals. The protagonist's plan to accomplish 

these goals must be outlined as well as information 

regarding whether or not the goals have been met. 

While considerable controversy surrounds the 

validity of such a narrow definition of story, the 

developmental implications are apparent. Theoretically, 

the child who is able to create a fully-formed story is 
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developmentally a more sophisticated storyteller than the 

child who merely lists story events, for example, in a 

temporal or causal sequence. Of course, it may not be 

the child's intention to write a story. As Sowers (in 

press) observes, young children delight in cataloging 

their knowledge--a writing function that is not 

necessarily conducive to a story form. Thus, before 

drawing conclusions about the child's developmental 

maturity, the researcher must also consider the function 

of the piece from the perspective of the child. Why did 

the child write the piece, what function does it serve 

for the young author? 

Gender 

Another factor which may influence the extent to 

which children utilize their personal experiences in their 

writing is gender. The evidence, however, is limited; 

moreover, the differences between male and female 

writers may simply reflect rigid patterns of socialization 

which define and delineate "maleness" and "femaleness" 

from the moment of birth. It seems reasonable to conclude 

that further research is needed to clarify this issue. 

Functions of written Language 

In recent years, both educational and linguistic 

researchers alike have turned increasingly to a functional 
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analysis of language. They explore the ways language is 

used to accomplish things, to act on the world. Through 

their analysis of language samples, both oral and written, 

it has become increasingly evident that the nature or form 

of language is inexorably tied to the function for which 

it is being used, a fact which has obvious implications 

for educators. Within an instructional context, children 

are expected to use a variety of language forms to perform 

very specific language functions. Since one of the 

purposes of this study is to determine how the function of 

specific assignments affects the children's written 

response and the extent to which they draw from their 

personal experiences, this section will investigate the 

work of several educators and linguists who have analyzed 

the functions language serves and who have developed 

categories of language functions. 

The body of research pertaining to written 

language functions that is relevant to this study can be 

divided into two major groups: (1) emerging literacy 

functions (Goodman, 1981) and (2) generalized writing 

functions of school-aged children (Britton et al., 1975; 

Shuy, 1982; Smith, 1982; Sta~tcn et al., 1982). 

Emerging Literacy Function 

Yetta Goodman examines the pre-school literacy 

development of children of varied ethnic backgrounds, 
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including Hispanic and Native American. Although her 

work is primarily with pre-school-aged children, her 

functional writing categories may also apply to older 

children and may provide a helpful model for determining 

language functions in this study. 

Goodman proposes three principles--functional, 

linguistic, and relational--that she believes govern 

written language development. Of interest to this study 

is her functional principle. According to Goodman the 

functional principle develops as children explore the many 

ways in which they can use writing. Drawing from 

children's writing samples that she collected primarily in 

home settings, Goodman has identified five writing 

functions, based on Halliday's (1975) functions, that are 

used in emerging literacy. They are as follows: 

1. Controlling the Behaviors of Others. Children 

quickly learn that they can create signs that 

affect the way others behave; for example, a sign 

on a bedroom door that warns family members to 

"keep out!" 

2. Interpersonal. The interpersonal function relates 

written language to self and others. Children as 

young as two years of age may be aware of their 

printed names and may attempt to write their names 

to label their drawings and possessions. 
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Depending on the home environment, children also 

come to realize at an early age that written 

language can be used in place of face to face 

communication. 

3. Pretend-representation of Real/Imagined Experience. 

By the age of four, some children begin to use 

written language to tell stories, either real or 

imagined. The writing mayor may not be communi

cative and often it is intertwined with drawing, 

as children explore first one symbol system and 

then the other. 

4. Heuristic-Language of Explanation. Children also 

learn that they can use written language to explain 

and report different sorts of information. This 

may include labeling a drawing as a way of 

explaining what it represents and keeping a diary 

of special events. 

5. Memory Extension. Children begin to use writing to 

help them remember information they don't want to 

forget, such as a list of things they need to buy 

at the store or instructions for how to playa game. 

Writing Functions of School-Aged Children 

Britton (1975) was one of the first to define 

writing by function rather than form. His research in 

England is based on a national collection of routine samples 



of writing from several content areas by students aged 

eleven to eighteen. Britton and others classified the 

samples according to the writer's purpose using three 

function modes: transactional, expressive, and poetic. 

Plotted on a continuum the three modes range 

from logic on the transactional end to pure poetry on 

the poetic end: 

Transactional ~ Expressive I Poetic 

39 

Expressive writing, which forms the center of the 

continuum, is relatively undisciplined and reflects the 

writers' attitudes and feelings. Operating from this mode, 

participants rely on a shared context of experience (which 

derives, as a rule, from an established personal relation

ship with common experiences, interests, goals, etc.) to 

help carry their message. The expressive style is fluid, 

informal, and not consciously directed; casual, chatty 

"newsletters" between family members and close friends are 

typical of expressive language. 

In transactional writing the personal component 

is reduced; the participants do not share a bond of 

common experience. To bridge the gap, they must rely on a 

formal and objective communication mode with explicit 

rules of argument and language use. As a rule, 

transactional writing is used to give information to report 

or to record; an example is the language of encyclopedias. 
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Transactional language is impersonal, "outside" 

the speaker or writer; poetic language, on the other hand, 

originates from within the psyche and is used to give 

shape and form to highly personal and subjective 

experience. Poetry is the best example of this subjective 

sculpturing of language and experience. 

Frank Smith (1982) utilizes the work of 

Halliday (1975). Smith speaks of the "uses of language" 

and contends that "writing can do everything that language 

in general can do" (p. 16). He lists ten uses of written 

language. The first seven are taken directly from Halliday; 

the last three are categorized and defined by Smith. 

1. Instrumental: "I want." (Language as a means of 

getting things, satisfying material needs) 

2. Regulatory: "Do as I tell you." (Controlling the 

behavior, feelings, or attitudes of others) 

3. Interactional: "Me and you. 11 (Getting along with 

others, establishing relative status; also "Me 

against you, 11 establishing separateness) 

4. Personal: "Here I come." (Expressing 

individuality, awareness of self, pride, pleasure, 

anger, grief) 

5. Heuristic: "Tell me why?" (Seeking and testing 

knowledge) 
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6. Imaginative: "Let's pretend." (Creating new 

worlds, making up stories, poems) 

7. Representational: "I've got something to tell 

you." (Communicating information, descriptions, 

expressing propositions) 

8. Divertive: "Enjoy this." (Puns, jokes, riddles) 

9. Authoritative/contractual: "How it must be." 

(Statutes, laws, regulations, agreements, contracts) 

10. Perpetuating: "How it was." (Records, histories, 

diaries, notes, scores) 

One of the most detailed investigations of 

writing from a functional perspective is the work of 

Stanton, Shuy and Kreeft (1982), who used writing samples 

collected from the dialogue journals of twenty-six sixth 

grade students enrolled in a Los Angeles public school. 

Stanton et ale define dialogue journal writing as 

"interactive, functional writing which occurs between 

students and their teacher on a daily basis, about self

generated topics of interest to each writer" (p. 1). 

Unlike other research studies which have focused attention 

on the utterance level because it appears to be the 

actual writing, Shuy (1982) delves deeper and examines the 

language functions which the writer uses for each written 

sentence. He used multiple criteria for identifying each 
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function: the topic of the utterance, the content of the 

writer's own prior and subsequent writing, and the response 

of other participants. Based on his functional analysis, 

he identified fifteen major functions, which include 

reporting, predicting, complaining, evaluating, and 

asking questions. Shuy concludes that "Language functions 

are a more effective measure of writing abilities than any 

existing measure of language forms" (p. 76). 

Functional analysis, whether global in nature like 

Britton's three-point paradigm or technically specific 

like Shuy's sentence-by-sentence analysis, is yielding 

information that was never before possible with 

simplistic analyses of the written form. The trend towards 

investigating writing from a functional perspective sterns 

from two widely accepted notions: (1) that language is 

learned through action and use, and (2) that the written 

form will vary depending on its purpose or function. 

Thus, it seems reasonable to conclude that the extent to 

which children utilize their personal lives and interests 

in their writing may well be affected by the function of 

their writing. 

The Papago Culture 

This section of the review of the literature is a 

description of the Papago culture, providing the reader 

with some background understanding of the cultural 
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experiences that may be reflected in the Papago children's 

writing. 

Today, the O'odham Himdag--the Papago way--is 

shaped by two forces: the ways of the old and the ways of 

the new. The old way is to accept things as they are 

(Blaine, 1981); to accept a sometimes harsh existence in 

the Sonoran desert where the Papago, who call themselves 

the O'odham, the People, have made their home for centuries. 

The new way is to accept and adopt more and more of the 

culture of the surrounding United States. Today, the 

Papago--both the adults and their children--live 

increasingly with the tension that arises from the clash 

of the two cultures and with the changes--both positive and 

negative--that have resulted. 

The Papago reservation, also known as "Papagueria," 

is located in the southernmost portion of Arizona, and 

borders Sonora Mexico to the south for sixty-four miles 

(see Appendix A). It covers an area of two million 

square acres of 3,000 miles, making it second in land area 

size only to the Navajo reservation, the largest in the 

nation. Tucson is the nearest large city, located 

approximately fifteen miles from the eastern border of the 

Papago reservation. 

The reservation encompasses the northern portions 

of the Sonoran desert. The area is ringed by rugged 

mountains. Baboquivari (7,730 feet) is the most prominent 
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peak, visible from every direction on the reservation. 

For this reason perhaps, Papagos consider Baboquivari the 

center of the universe. I'itoi, the god responsible for 

bringing the Papagos into the world, is said to live in a 

cave on Baboquivari, where to this day he watches over his 

people, "grant(s) children luck, and provide(s) medicine 

men with the healing power they request" (Nabhan, 1982, 

p. 14). 

Sells is the tribal agency and headquarters for 

the reservation's federal programs. The majority of the 

Papagos on the reservation live in Sells; the remainder 

live in villages, some as small as two or three households, 

scattered across the desert. 

Although the word "desert" brings to mind images 

of sun-baked sand dunes and endless stretches of barren 

land devoid of any vegetation, the Sonoran desert the 

Papagos inhabit is anything but barren. After the rains, 

which usually corne in July and August and again in 

December and January, the desert floor is alive and green 

with millions of annual plants. 

Mesquite, acacia and ironwood trees are in leaf; 
long-stemmed cactuses such as saguaro, cardon, 
senita, and organ pipe are evergreen. So are the 
prickly pear cactus, cane cactus, creosote bush, 
paloverde, and bursage. (Fontana, 1981, p. 9) 

In years past, Papagos reaped the fruits of the 

natural desert harvest; mesquite pods, palo verde and 
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ironwood beans, saguaro seed and pulp, cholla, cactus buds, 

prickly pear pads and fruit, greens, chia and tansy mustard 

seeds, underground stems, roots, and bulbs (Nabhan, p. 105). 

Wild game--rabbits, game birds, deer, peccaries--was also a 

plentiful source of food. 

In addition to the food that they hunted and 

gathered, the Papagos had a variety of cultivated beans, 

squash, melons, and grains that they grew themselves. 

Taking advantage of the torrential desert downpours, the 

Papago practiced flash flood farming, or ak chin, which 

means arroyo mouth (Fontana, 1981). At the mouths of 

arroyos, they built brush dams, low fences of woven brush 

to spread the flood water, which was thick and foamy with 

rich organic debris carried along as the water tumbled 

down the washes, over their fields. Through the years, 

continual deposits of this organic material, wakola, have 

greatly enriched the normally organically impoverished 

desert soils. Nabhan (1982) estimates that the soil of 

some Papago fields is equal in organic content to good grain 

belt soil. 

Today, the old ways of hunting, gathering, and 

farming have been largely replaced by the new ways, 

especially modern technology. While ak chin farming is 

still practiced by some, and there are those who still know 

where to gather wild mustard greens and just when to pluck 

the tender cholla buds, few Papago today live off the land. 
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Instead, many Papago buy and eat large quantities of white 

flour and sugar, a fact sadly reflected in the high 

incidence of obesity and gall bladder disease and the 

highest incidence of diabetes in the world (Bird & Gollasch, 

1979). Nabhan (1982) writes that today 

more than half of all adult Papago suffer from 
these diseases. • •• More recently, the 
incidence of hypertension and heart disease 
has been extremely infrequent among the 
Papago before the 1950's. Since the 1940's, 
nurses routinely examining the skin, gums, 
tongues, lips, and eyes of Papago children have 
noted the physical effects of certain vitamin and 
mineral deficiencies. A Papago nurse grieved, 
"My people are just being wasted away by these 
diseases." (p. 101) 

With the passing of the old ways, the Papago diet 

is not the only aspect of Papago life to have changed. 

No longer self-sufficient on the land, the Papago are 

forced to turn to outside jobs that are all too scarce. 

The annual per capita income is approximately $875 (Bird & 

Gollasch, 1979). "Cattle raising is the largest 

productive industry, but eighty percent of the cattle are 

owned by fewer than twenty percent of the tribal members" 

(Fontana, 1981, p. 90). Some Papago work in the copper 

mines on the reservation. Other employers include the 

hospital, the school, and the tribe itself. Separated from 

the old Indian ways, and not a viable part of the American 

mainstream society, economic life on the reservation survives 
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primarily with the support of public funds. Frustrated and 

depressed by the trap of unemployment and poverty, some 

Papagos turn to alcohol, violence, and even suicide for 

escape. 

There is much that is positive in present-

day Papagueria, especially family life. Papago children 

are still called "changos," an affectionate term borrowed 

from Spanish, meaning "monkey." Papagos appreciate and 

love the monkeylike, mischievous nature of their offspring. 

In fact, Nabhan maintains that "Papagos love kids above all 

else in life" (p. 62). This love is reflected in the story 

of the Children's Shrine, where long ago Papagos were 

forced to make a terrible sacrifice to save the world. The 

shrine, located near Santa Rosa, is a pile of rocks 

surrounded by a semicircle of graceful, five-foot-tall 

ocotillo shoots. The story is as follows: 

In a time of famine and drought, a hun~er sinned 
by chasing a badger down into its hold. The hold 
broke open, and wind and water began pouring out. 
The headman desperately called in the makai to do 
their medicine and singing to stop these things 
from roaring out of the ground. On four consecutive 
days, four medicine men each tried to stop the 
gushing, but they were not strong enough. It looked 
as though the world would be destroyed in the storm 
and flood. 

Finally, one who was not a medicine man spoke up: 
"We must give to this place in the earth our most 
valuable possession--our children. Then perhaps 
the water and wind will stop roaring out of the 
hole, destroying the land." 

The people agreed that as their last chance, they 
would give up what meant the most to them. Four 



children--two girls and two boys--were dressed up, 
and began dancing around the hole. As they 
circled it, they slowly sank into the earth, and 
the gushing stopped. The world was saved. 

They are still alive in the earth today. And 
when it rains, you can hear their voices coming 
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up from the hole beneath the cairn. (Nabhan, p. 63). 

Life in Papaguaria revolves around the extended 

family, which may include the mother and father, their 

unmarried children as well as their married children and 

their families. The close family ties are reflected in 

the kinship terms. Cousins are referred to as brothers 

and sisters, and the siblings and cous'ins of both parents 

are considered aunts and uncles. 

Traditionally, all family members lived together 

and supported each other both economically and socially. 

While this may have changed somewhat in modern times, most 

Papago children still grow up surrounded by the love and 

support of not only their immediate family members, but 

grandparents, aunts and uncles, and cousins as well. 

Children are viewed as integral members of the group and 

are allowed to participate in such "grown-up" activities 

as dances and ceremonies. In fact, the rigid divisions 

that separate various age groups in the mainstream 

American society do not exist in the O'odham culture. 

In the past, the education of the Papago children 

was accomplished within the family primarily through 

modeling, storytelling and verbal chastisement. Children 
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received a broad education in everything from agriculture 

to religion, and learned the skills and knowledge necessary 

for survival in a desert environment. Formal education was 

limited to off-reservation boarding schools, but these were 

largely avoided by the Papagos since the "basic goals of 

these schools were to 'civilize' the students and replace 

their 'Indianness' with 'whiteness' (Papago Education 

Committee, 1982, p. 13). 

To some extent, the white culture continues to 

dominate Indian education. Recently, however, in keeping 

with the new federal government policy of self-determination 

and self-sufficiency, brought about by pressures from 

Native Americans, the Papago Tribal Council and the Papago 

Education Committee are taking steps to regain control of 

O'odham education. They have developed a Comprehensive 

Education Plan (CEP), which has five basic educational 

goals. These include reinforcing O'odham values and culture 

in the schools and helping students learn to function in 

different cultures, the O'odham culture and mainstream 

American society, in particular. In this way, the Papago 

people hope to overcome many of the problems that currently 

plague their educational system; for example, a lack of 

O'odham teachers and high teacher turnover. 

As stated in the CEP (1982): 

Historically, the O'odham have had an effective way 
of educating our young because we have known best 
how to live in our desert environment. Likewise, 



today the O'odham people have the greatest awareness 
of the problems facing- us as we try to cope with 
the pressures of different cultures in a rapidly 
changing world. Like our ancestors, we are in the 
best position to formulate solutions to our own 
problems and teach our children the skills and 
knowledge necessary for them to live successfully. 
(pp. 41-42) 

The Papagos also control, albeit in a much more 

subtle manner, the influences of outside religions, 

particularly Catholicism, which was introduced by Spanish 

missionaries around 1540. In 1751 the Papagos openly 

revolted against the Spanish, but by 1772 most of the 

O'odham had been baptized in the Catholic faith (Adams, 

1977, p. 121). Today, the great majority are Catholic; 

only ten percent of the Papago population are 

Protestant. Over the years, however, a unique brand of 

Catholicism has evolved on the reservation which is a 
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comfortable blend of Catholic rituals and Papago traditions. 

When a problem arises, many Papago will seek the help of 

both the local priest and the medicine man. 

This blend of the old and new is embodied in the 

physical design of the Catholic churches that stand in 

almost every village. Characteristically, the church is 

only part of a larger complex which includes a dance floor, 

an enclosure where Papago musicians sit while playing 

dance music, and a feast house where "those attending the 

feast can sit down--in shifts--to a meal of beans, chili 
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con carne, salad, iced tea or Kool-Aid, wheat flour 

tortillas, wheat buns, and frosted cake 'for desert" 

(Fontana, 1981, p. 91). Many fiestas, or piast, are held 

in honor of various saints, but other special occasions 

such as baptisms, weddings, birthdays, graduations, and 

first communions warrant piast, too. Young and old alike, 

sometimes in crowds numbering several hundred, enjoy the 

food and "chicken-scratch" music. 

The most important surviving Papago religious 

ritual is the annual saguaro wine feast, or nawait i'ita 

(wine drinks) (Underhill, 1946), although it is not clear 

how many Papago actually still participate in this event. 

The ceremony, which involves eating, drinking wine 

fermented from fruit, singing and dancing, is held annually 

in two or three villages for the purpose of bringing rain 

to the desert. 

Basketry is another Papago tradition which still 

survives--mostly, however, among the older women who 

supplement their income by selling baskets to tourists. 

Woven out of natural desert plants, yucca, beargrass, and 

devil's claw, Papago baskets are prized for their tight 

weave and bold designs. Papago pottery has not fared as 

well. Considered too crude by collectors, who prefer the 

fine, glossy ceramics of the Pueblo Indians, Papago 

earthenware was once a utility product used for cooking, 
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storage, carrying, and serving. Metal utensils have long 

since replaced the ceramics. The "slap-slap-slap of 

paddles hitting the clay on pots being made in nearly every 

yard" is no longer a familiar sound in Papago villages 

(Fontana, 1981, p. 85). 

Another sound which is becoming increasingly 

unfamiliar, especially among the young children, is the 

Papago language. In the school halls and on the playground, 

one is unlikely to hear Papago being spoken, no doubt 

partly a response to the fact that until recently Papagos 

were punished for speaking their native language in school. 

There is some controversy, however, concerning the actual 

decline of the Papago language. Ann Francisco, principal 

of Sells Elementary School on the Papago reservation, 

estimates that "Papago, or a combination of Papago and 

English, is spoken in the homes of over eighty percent of 

the students" (reported in Bird & Gollasch, 1979, p. iv). 

As part of the effort to stop the erosion of the 

Papago way, the Desert Indian Dancers, a group of Papago 

children, have learned with the help of elders the 

traditional songs and dances. They demonstrate on and off 

the reservation the old forms of music and dance. In the 

public schools, a federally funded culture awareness 

program that is designed and run by Papagos teaches the 

children Papago legends and games, gives them samples of 



natural desert food, and takes them on field trips to 

places of historical and cultural interest. 

Present-day life in Papagueria is a blend of the 

old and new. Traditional ramadas, or wapttos, built of 

ocotillo and saguaro ribs adjoin prefabricated homes and 

double-wide trailers. The tribal council, made up of 

elected representatives from every village, meets in the 

cool, air-conditioned comfort of the newly constructed, 

ultra-modern tribal building. Papago adults visit and 

chat in their soft-voiced, native tongue while their 
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children twist and turn to the rock music blaring out of a 

radio turned up full volume. Acculturation is inevitable; 

yet, to a large extent, the Papagos have taken the new 

ways and made them their own. As Fontana (1981) writes: 

••• if farming as a viable means of subsistence has 
all but stopped, fiestas have not. If the "native" 
religion continues to be savored by only a few and 
to be preserved chiefly in printed form, the 
Papagos' own brand of Roman Catholicism, and even 
of Protestantism, has comfortably taken its place. 
If the serious business of raising cattle for 
profit now rests in the hands of a small number 
of families, the love of horses and of "cowboy 
culture" remains widespread. Rodeos rank with 
baseball games as being among the most popular 
sports on the reservation. 

If the rest of the world has determined that the 
proper destiny of Papagos is assimilation, 
Papagos seem just as determined to remain as 
"Papagos", however much the meaning of that 
concept may change through time. (p. 112) 
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Clearly, then, the Papago ~chool children are 

growing up within a dual culture. The major question of 

"this study--how and to what extent are the many facets of 

this dual culture reflected in the Papago children's 

writing--forms the basis of this investigation. 



CHAPTER 3 

DESIGN OF THE STUDY 

This chapter will present the methods and 

procedures utilized in this study. They include descrip

tions of: (1) the subjects, (2) the data collection, and 

(3) the data analysis. 

The Subjects 

The seventeen subjects, seven boys and ten girls, 

are Papago Indian students, eight to nine years old, 

enrolled in a public elementary school on the reservation, 

and all attending the same third grade class. Their 

teacher bases her instructional program on writing; hence, 

although she emphasizes narrative writing, she does provide 

daily opportunities for her students to write for a 

variety of purposes across all content areas. 

Data Collection 

The study utilizes two data bases. The main one 

contains the Papago subjects' writing. It also includes 

the children's comments on how they feel about what they 

wrote, as determined through interviews with them conducted 

by the researcher. 
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To support this study, a second data base 

consisting of additional data on the written language 

development of nine of the fourteen subjects, is used 

here with permission of Yetta Goodman (1981). 

Main Data Base 

The first and main data base, collected by the 

researcher, consists of three types: writing samples, 

retrospective interviews, and the teacher's plan book. 
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Writing Samples. At the end of the school year, 

the teacher gave the researcher the writing folders she 

had collected from every child in the class. The folders 

contain a random selection of the compositions the 

students wrote during the year; depending on the student, 

the folders contain anywhere from five to twenty writing 

samples. From this class group, the researcher selected 

those subjects who had at least eight compositions in 

their folders. Thus, there are seventeen subjects, ten 

girls and seven boys, with a total of two hundred and 

thirty-seven writing samples. All the names that appear 

in the study have been changed. Also, the children's 

stories are presented with conventionalized spelling and 

punctuation to aid the reader. 

Retrospective Interviews. After reviewing every 

piece of writing in the children's folders, the researcher 
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interviewed the subjects at the end of the 1981-1982 school 

year and questioned them on the following points: 

1. How do they feel about each piece they have 

written? Which piece is their favorite and why? 

Which do they like the least and why? 

2. How did they develop their ideas for each piece? 

3. To what extent do the people, places, and events 

in their written compositions represent real-life 

experiences? 

4. What is their understanding of and feelings about 

each writing assignment? 

The Teacher's Plan Book. The teacher's lesson plan 

book provides information on the nature and organization of 

the teacher's writing program and assignments, including 

her instructional purposes for each writing assignment. 

Additional Data Base 

The second, supportive, body of data was 

collected on nine of the subjects who are also participating 

in another writing study, "A Two-Year Case Study Observing 

the Development of Third Grade Native American Children's 

Writing Processes" (Goodman, 1981). In the fall of 1981, 

Dr. Goodman was awarded a two-year NIE research grant to 

study the written language development of third grade 

Papago Indian school children through the fourth grade. 

The Goodman data base provides the researcher with 
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additional insight into the subjects' personal experiences. 

This data base consists of two types: interviews, and 

observational notes and records. 

Interviews. Interviews were audiotaped and typed 

transcripts were made from the tapes. Four different 

interviews are utilized. Two of the interviews, the 

Concepts of Writing Interview and the Bi-Monthly Interview, 

were conducted with the students. During both of these 

interviews, the subjects discussed'their writing. By 

examining the interview transcripts, the researcher gained 

further insight into the subjects' interests, concerns, 

etc., as expressed in their writing. 

The third interview was conducted with the 

teacher. She gave her impressions of every composition 

written by the subjects; again, the transcripts of these 

interviews helps the researcher to learn more about the 

personal worlds of the subjects. In addition, she gains 

insight into the teacher's instructional objectives for 

each writing assignment. 

The fourth interview is a parent interview which 

was conducted by the researcher (who also was a staff 

member in the Goodman study). By meeting and talking with 

the parents, the researcher was able to develop a more 

complete picture of the children's interests, lifestyles, 

etc. 



Observational Notes and Records. At the end of 

each data collection session, the researchers recorded 

their classroom observations and noted any activities 

that took place during the session that were related to 

writing. The Papago aide working in the classroom on a 

day-to-day basis was also asked to keep a journal of the 

daily classroom activities, especially those that 
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related to writing. In some instances, the teacher passed 

out dittoed instructions for a particular writing 

assignment. xeroxed copies of these written assignments 

were made for the researcher. 

The observational notes together with the copies of 

the writing assignments provide the researcher with a more 

complete picture of the teacher's writing program as well 

as insight into her instructional objectives. In this way 

the researcher may better understand the instructional 

context within which the subjects wrote and, furthermore, 

how that context may have affected the emergence of 

personal experience in their writing. 

In summary, the researcher utilizes two data bases: 

(1) the main data, collected by the researcher, which 

include writing samples (at least eight samples per 

subject), retrospective interviews, and the teacher's plan 

book, and (2) the Goodman supportive data, which provide 

the researcher with additional information and support the 

major data. This supportive data base consists of two 
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student interviews, a teacher interview, and a parent 

interview, together with classroom observations made by the 

four participating researchers and a Papago aide. 

Analysis 

As the purpose of this study is to describe the 

nature and role of personal experience in children's 

writing, all writing samples, interviews, and observational 

notes and records are described, categorized, and analyzed 

in terms of the four major research questions: 

1. How and to what extent do children introduce 

personal experience into their writing? 

2. How is the emergence of personal experience 

affected by the nature of the assignment? 

3. Are there discernible developmental differences 

in the nature and extent to which children 

introduce personal experiences into their 

writing? 

4. Are there discernible gender differences in 

the nature and extent to which children introduce 

personal experiences into their writing? 

The method of analysis used for each question is 

explained in greater detail below: 



Question 1: 

How and to what extent do children introduce 

personal experience into their writing? 
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This question is analyzed and described from four 

perspectives: 

A. To what extent are the subjects' experiences as 

individuals with unique personalities, interests, 

etc., reflected in their writing? 

B. To what extent are the subjects' experiences as 

Papago Indians reflected in their writing? 

c. To what extent are the subjects' experiences 

as third grade school children, influenced by 

the curricular content of their conventional 

school experiences and such multi-media as books, 

newspapers, television, and film reflected in their 

writing? 

D. To what extent is the subjects' use of fantasy 

reflected in their writing? 

In keeping with Britton's contention that fantasy 

is part of the child's personal experience, the children's 

use of fantasy in their writing is also examined. The study 

focuses on personal experience, but examines fantasy where 

fantasy interacts with personal experience. 

Examples of each of these four perspectives of 

personal experience (A-D) are reflected in a piece written 
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by one of the subjects, Mary, a third grade Papago girl. 

The assignment was somewhat open-ended, allowing the 

students some control; the children were asked to write a 

space story. The story, dated April 27, 1982, is as 

follows: 

One day I went to Uranus. We had Easter. We 
found a bunny rabbit. We cook it. We eat it. 
It was good. We eat the eggs. There were 41,100 
eggs and we boiled it. We had a good time. It 
was funny. I saw the sky. It was beautiful. 
I asked them, "What is it called?" They said, 
"It is called the 'Roman God of the Sky.'" I 
went home to Little Tucson. The End. 

The subject's individual experiences (perspective A) 

are: (1) the Easter egg hunt she had participated in the 

week before with her family on Easter Sunday, (2) the 

preparation of the Easter eggs, and (3) returning home to 

her village, Little Tucson. 

Evidence of Papago culture (perspective B) is 

reflected in the lines: "We found a bunny rabbit. We cook 

it. We eat it. It was good." Rabbit, which is plentiful 

in the Sonoran desert and is easily hunted, is a staple 

food for many Papagos. 

Evidence of traditional third grade curriculum 

(perspective C) appears in the commercialized Easter 

ritual of boiling, dying, and hiding Easter eggs. In 

addition, the piece reflects curricular content and 

classroom instruction. Mary mentions "the Roman God of 



the Sky." This is a direct reference to one of the facts 

that she learned during the class study of the nine 

planets. 

Mary uses fantasy (perspective B) as she imagines 

herself traveling to Uranus and chatting with the people 

she found there. Although the setting is other-worldly, 

most of the story's plot and actions reflect real-life 

experiences in which Mary had recently participated. 

Mary's story is charted in Figure 1. This chart 

was used as an outline on which to place the material 

which lends itself to descriptive analysis. All two 

hundred and thirty-seven compositions were plotted in 

this way. 

Question 2: 
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How is the emergence of personal experience affected 

by the nature of the assignment? 

The nature of the assignment is determined by 

three factors; the degree of teacher-student control, 

its function, and its content. They are included in the 

analysis because the researcher believes that they may 

singularly or collectively affect the reflection of 

personal experience in children's writing.. The three 

factors are described as follows, and are used as a 

system to categorize each piece of writing. 
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Degree of Teacher-Student Control. Each assign

ment is categorized by its degree of teacher-student 
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control. The analysis is based on a three-point continuum, 

ranging from the "A" most specific, highly structured 

assignment, completely controlled by the teacher (teacher-

controlled); "B" to a more open-ended assignment in which 

only a general framework is provided, allowing the 

students some control (teacher-student controlled); "c" to 

student-controlled, in which the children are free to 

decide for themselves what they will write (student 

controlled) • 

The previous sample of Mary's writing would be 

coded as teacher-student because the teacher assigned the 

setting ("a space adventure") and function (story), but 
~ 

allowed the students to choose their own plot and 

characters. 

Function. Each assignment is categorized by its 

function, or by the purpose it is supposed to accomplish. 

The researcher examined writing function from both the 

perspective of the teacher and from the student. Based on 

the teacher interviews and the lesson plan book, the 

researcher discerned that Ms. H. structured her writing 

assignments around either one of two functions. One was 

to stimulate creative writing by patterning the assignment 

after a particular genre; i.e., fairy tale, tall tale, 
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Just So Story, Indian legend, or space adventure. The 

teacher explained that she not only wanted to give her 

students practice with "creative writing" but with writing 

in specific genres. The other teacher function was to 

develop and expand thematic units; this gave students the 

opportunity to put into writing what they had learned 

from a particular unit, and helped the teacher to evaluate 

what they had learned. 

Three major personal functions emerged from the 

children's writing defined by the researcher as: (a) a 

story function primarily reserved for fictional narrative 

assignments; stories about the holidays, the rodeo and 

the circus, as well as fairy tales, tall tales, Just So 

Stories and outer space adventures; (b) a retelling 

function which was used for retelling experiences the 

children had had or stories they had read or had seen on 

TV; and (c) an expository function which was used for 

expository assignments and for some story assignments such 

as fairy tales or space adventures that the children either 

misinterpreted or were unable to comply with because they 

lacked the necessary conceptual background knowledge. 

Since there was often considerable variation 

between the teacher's assignment and the students' 

interpretation and written response, it proved useful to 

also examine the written form of the students' compositions 
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as well as the function. A surprisingly uniform pattern 

was evident between the students' three personal writing 

functions and the written forms they adopted to meet these 

three functions. In this part of the analysis, the work 

of Nancy L. Stein and Margaret Policastro (1983) was 

especially helpful in categorizing the specific written 

forms that corresponded to each of the three personal 

functions. Stein and Policastro investigated the 

difference between children's and teacher's concepts of 

stories. In so doing, they developed a definition of 

what constitutes a fully-formed story (versus a nonstory) 

as well as categories of various types of nonstories. 

Accordingly, the researcher adopted the Stein-Policastro 

definition of story to determine which compositions among 

her data would be classified as stories. The researcher 

also applied the Stein-Policastro categories of nonstories 

to those texts not classified as stories. 

Stein and Policastro, drawing on the earlier work 

of Stein and Glenn (1979), require that a story text 

contain direct or indirect reference to: 

1. a specific protagonist capable of intentional 

behavior, 

2. the motivation and/or goals of a protagonist, 

3. overt actions carried out in the service of a goal, 

4. information concerning the attainment or 

nonattainment of the goal. 



The necessary features a story must contain include: 

1. a setting which includes or introduces an 
inanimate character, 

2. either an initiating event or an internal 
response containing information from which 
the motives, goals and emotional response 
of the protagonist can be inferred, 

3. an overt attempt on the part of the 
protagonist or a plan outlining the overt 
attempt, 

4. a consequence, reflecting whether or not 
the goal has been attained (Stein & 
Policastro, 1983, pp. 12-13). 

The following fairy tale by James exemplifies the 

constituents and features of a story as defined by 

Stein-Policastro: 

Setting 

Initiating 
Event 

Once upon a time there was j 
prince that was brave and he 
was married to a princess. 

They were staying with their 
mother and father. 

JA ~iant came and got the 
lpr~ncess • 

The prince went after hiS] 
princess. 

The prince knew the 
the giant's cave. 

introduction 
of the 
protagonist 

goal of the 
protagonist 
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Attempt 
The prince didn't know the 
giant got another dragon. 

It was as big as a giant. 

overt actions 
carried out in 
service of the 
goal 
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Attempt He went to his castle to get 
some 0 f his men. 

They were brave. 

overt 
actions 
carried out 
in service 
of the goal 

One was a hunter. 

They killed the giant and 
his dragon and got the 
princess. 

Consequence ~hey lived happily ever after. Information 
concerning 
the attain
ment of the 
goal 

In addition to the stories, the children produced 

three nonstory forms: (1) animate action sequence; (2) 

animate descriptive sequence; and (3) physical descriptive 

sequence. Each one is described in turn. 

The animate action sequence is often used to 

describe the daily activities of a character; thus, it 

contains references to a specific protagonist but contains 

only temporal connections among a sequence of events. 

Eleanor's piece, "The Cowboy," is an example of an 

animate action sequence: 

There was a cowboy who lived with his father. 
And then the next morning they went to the rodeo 
and then the little boy went to get some food 
for his father and then they went home. 

Although the protagonist, the little boy, performs 

actions that are intentionally based, there is no clear 

overriding goal connecting the events as a cohesive 

whole. Furthermore, while the piece contains a temporal 



beginning and end, it is not organized according to an 

episodic structure, and as such, does not meet the 

requirements of a story as outlined by Stein and 

Policastro. 

The animate descriptive sequence is used solely 

for an expository function. It is similar to the animate 
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action sequence in that it includes an animate protagonist 

but unlike the animate action sequence it contains few if 

any temporal or causal connections among the series of 

statements in the sequence. The following report on "The 

Old Time Indians" by Florence is an example of an animate 

descriptive sequence: 

In the old days the Indians made pottery and 
blankets. Sometimes they made some masks to 
cover their faces. They made their own clothes 
to wear and blankets for beds. They went 
swimming each day for their baths. 

Finally, the last form that children use, also for 

a purely expository function, is a physical descriptive 

sequence. In this case there are no references to a 

specific animate protagonist, nor are there any 

temporal or causal connections among events. It is simply 

a description of a physical place or object. The report 

on Switzerland by Dana fits this category: 

The capital of Switzerland is Bern. There is 
a lot of snow on the mountains. Switzerland 
has never been involved in a war. 
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In sum, every piece was categorized by student writing 

function (story, retelling, expository) and by form using 

the story grammar definitions developed by Stein-

Policastro (1983): story, animate action sequence, animate 

descriptive sequence, physical descriptive sequence. 

Content. This category refers to subject matter, 

and encompasses the concept of "territory" which Graves 

(1973) uses to describe the realm of personal and world 

knowledge and experiences that children write about. 

Graves divides territory into three types and defines 

each as follows: 

a. Primary territory "indicates those elements 
near at hand of concern to children. These 
include a child's possessions, his horne, and 
the school." 

b. Secondary territory is "metropolitan areas 
beyond the child's school and horne." 

c. Expanded territory is the "area beyond 
secondary which would include current 
events, history, and geography on a national 
and world scale" (Graves, 1973, pp. 95-97. 

For the purposes of this study "primary territory" 

refers to those experiences that take place on the Papago 

Indian reservation, such as buying soda pop at the "Low 

Store" or hiking to I'itoi's cave on Baboquivari Mountain. 

"Secondary territory" includes experiences that take place 

just outside the reservation; for instance, shopping at 

the trading post at Three Points, or attending mass at 

the San Xavier mission. "Expanded territory" involves 
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areas and concepts beyond secondary territory--those 

far-removed from the child's immediate experience both in 

time and distance; for example, the instructional unit the 

class studied in March, "Life in Ancient Egypt," and the 

one they worked on in April, "Outer Space and the Nine 

Planets." In addition, the researcher has added a 

fourth, fantasy, category. This includes all the stories 

that take place in an imaginary setting or deal with 

imaginary experiences such as Gordon's adver.tures on 

"U-Z-E," an imaginary planet. 

Applebee (1978) defines fantasy as "the 

exploration of new worlds distant from home" (p. 76). 

To measure the distance achieved from home in children's 

writing he looks at four features of their compositions: 

(1) the characters, (2) whether or not the author is 

excluded from the story, (3) the action, and (4) the 

setting. Each feature (with the exception of self 

excluded from story) is divided into three possible 

categories: realistic, mixed, and fantasy. Thus, the 

characters in a child's story, for example, may be 

completely realistic, mixed (a combination of realistic 

and fantasy characters) or pure fantasy (bearing no 

relation to the real world). Each story is analyzed 

according to these categories, yielding an overall fantasy 

score. The researcher adopted Applebee's system in order 



to evaluate the degree of fantasy present in each of her 

subjects' compositions. 

Question 3: 

Are there discernible developmental differences 

in the nature and extent to which children introduce 

personal experiences into their writing? 

Possible differences among children may be 

related to development. Answers to this question are 

sought through the following methods of analysis: 
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The Narrative Analysis Instrument developed by 

Goodman and Vaughan (1984) evaluates student writing in 

four categories: plot/events, characterization, setting, 

and a general statement of the composition's overall 

quality. within each category, the composition is rated 

on a scale that progresses from one to four, with four 

being the highest possible rating (see Appendix B). Thus, 

a piece that receives an overall score of sixteen had 

scored the highest rating of four in all four categories. 

The researcher employed this Instr~~ent with the 

goal of establishin~ a developmental baseline from 

which to judge the developmental maturity of each subject. 

However, she analyzed only those compositions that were 

considered "true stories" (as defined by Stein-Policastro; 

see pages 54 and 55). Thus, she operated under a narrower 
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definition of narrative than did Goodman-Vaughan when they 

developed the Instrument. 

Congruity with the Assignment. (see Appendix C) . 

Each piece is analyzed to determine the extent to which it 

is congruent with the teacher's assignment. This is 

determined by the degree to which the content and function 

of the child's response matches or fits with the content 

and function of the teacher's assignment. This analysis 

is also ~sed as a developmental baseline from which to 

judge the developmental maturity of each subject. The 

researcher believes that the degree of the match between 

teacher intentions and student response may yield 

developmental data. Preliminary analysis suggests that 

the more sophisticated writers can meet the demands of 

changing their voice and style as the need arises across 

a variety of assignments, while the less sophisticated 

writers tend to write in the same style regardless of what 

is dictated by the function and content of the assignment. 

Question 4: 

Are there discernible gender differences in the 

nature and extent to which children introduce personal 

experiences into their writing? 

Possible differences among children may be related 

to gender. Answers to this question are sought through 

the following method of analysis: 
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Content of the Child's Response. Drawing from 

Graves' territory concept and Applebee's concept of 

fantasy and "distancing," the children's writing is 

analyzed for both possible developmental differences in 

order to answer Question 3 and differences between male 

and female subjects in order to answer Question 4. The 

researcher seeks to discover the extent to which both male 

and female subjects move away or distance themselves from 

concrete, primary territory and write in secondary and 

expanded territory. 

In summary, the analysis stems from the four 

primary research questions. The writing samples, together 

with the interviews and observational notes and records, 

are described, categorized, and analyzed in an effort to 

determine the extent to which personal experience appears 

in the subjects' writing. 



CRAFTER 4 

THE RESEARCH FINDINGS 

This study investigates the nature and extent of 

children's use of personal experiences in their writing 

by focusing on one group of children--third grade Papago 

Indians. Over the course of one school year, the researcher 

collected their written responses to teacher-assigned writ

ing topics. The teacher generally related the writing 

topics to the overall instructional unit the class was 

studying at any given time; thus, the students wrote across 

content areas about such topics as "If I Lived 100 Years 

Ago" (history unit), "Cowboys" (social studies), and 

"Space Adventures" (science). The teacher also exercised 

varying degrees of control over the assignments. Some were 

highly structured, leaving little room for student input or 

originality. Others were more open-ended and two were un

assigned. Although all students received the same writing 

assignments, their responses reflect their own individual 

style and experience. 

For the purpose of this study, four research ques

tions were formulated. The questions resulted from the 

researcher's awareness of recurring patterns of personal 

experience reflected in the compositions of the Papago 
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third graders. Appropriate procedures of data analysis 

were performed relative to each research question, as pre-

sented in Chapter 3, Data Analysis. Each research question 

is presented below in terms of the findings together with a 

discussion of the findings. 

Research Question 1: The Role of 
Personal Experience in 

Children's Writing 

The first research question is concerned with the 

role of personal experience in children's writing: 

1. How and to what extent do children introduce 

personal experience into their writing? 

This question is analyzed and described from four perspec-

tives of personal experience. The analysis yielded descrip-

tive themes and patterns for each of the four perspectives; 

A. Five Patterns Which Reflect Individual Experience 

1. The process of writing in response to the 

assignment triggers the children's imaginations 

or memories of a personal experience which they 

then choose to write about rather than the 

assignment. 

2. The children adhere to assignment requirements 

for story setting, but then describe details 

from their personal experiences which may be 

completely unrelated to the assignment. 
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3. The children adhere to assignment requirements 

for setting and characters, but create a plot 

which masks the events of an underlyin~ real 

and frequently salient personal experience or 

masks an underlying need, wish or desire. 

4. Children adhere to assignment requirements for 

setting, character and plot, but weave in 

specific details taken directly from their own 

experiences. 

5. The children recount a true story with or 

without embellishment. 

B. Eight Themes Which Reflect the Papago Culture 

1. Home--Family--Children 

2. Nature and the Desert Environment 

3. Death and the Cycle of Life 

4. Religion and Traditional Papago Beliefs 

5. Papago Legends 

6. Papago Crafts 

7. Cowboy Culture 

8. Daily Life on the Reservation 

C. Five Themes Which Reflect the Mainstream Experience 

1. Daily Routines 

2. Childhood Traditions and Rituals 

3. Childhood Wishes and Fears 

4. Friendship 

5. Media Influence 
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D. Four Categories Which Reflect the Intersection of 

Personal Experience with Fantasy 

1. Child relates a true account with imaginative 

embellishment. 

2. Child sets the story in a realistic territory 

but creates imaginary plot and cnaracters. 

3. Child creates a fantasy plot, setting, and 

characters but weaves in details drawn from 

personal experience. 

4. Child creates a story with a plot, setting and 

characters all based in fantasy; there is no 

discernible reference to the child's own ex

perience. 

Each of the four perspectives of personal experience will 

now be described in turn. 

The first perspective of personal experience is: 

A. To what extent are the subjects' experiences as 

individuals with unique personalities, interests, 

etc., reflected in their writing? 

Based on the retrospective interviews the researcher 

conducted with each subject at the end of the school year, 

coupled with information obtained from the interviews con

ducted in the Goodman Study, the researcher developed a 

personal experience profile for each subject. The profile 

included information about the subjects' family background, 
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their favorite pastime activities, their salient life ex

periences, thoughts and feelings about school and their 

writing, and any general information the subjects may have 

divulged that helped the reseracher to develop a better 

understanding of them as unique individuals. 

With profiles in hand, the researcher then examined 

each subject's compositions for material that either dir

ectly or indirectly reflected personal experience. Mate~ial 

that the reseacher judged to be unique to the student was 

c~~rted on the "Territory/Experiential Content Analysis 

Form" under the category, Individual (see Appendix C and 

Chapter 3). From this analysis, five patterns of individual 

experience emerged. Each is described below with excerpts 

from the subjects' compositions provided for illustration. 

Pattern 1. The process of writing in response to 

the assignment triggers the children's imaginations or 

memories of a personal experience which they then choose 

to write about rather than the assignment. This pattern is 

clearly reflected in a story written by Alex in which he 

envisions himself as a famous race car driver who wins a 

big race in Dallas, Texas. His mention of Dallas is the 

only connection to an assignment which required him to 

write a series of expository reports on the Texas state flag, 

seal, bird and flower. 
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Anna and Faith drew from their own experience as 

they tackled the assignment, "Write about things to do and 

see in Arizona." Using a picture stimulus that the teacher 

provided of San xavier Mission, the girls wrote similar 

stories about the mission not as tourist guides as the 

teacher had intended, but as Catholics who did, in reality, 

attend mass periodically there. Florence's response to a 

social studies writing assignment provides yet another 

example of this first pattern. At the beginning of the 

school year, the teacher displayed pictures of several 

Indian tribes, including Northeastern Woodland and Plains 

Indians, engaged in various traditional activities such as 

smoking a peace pipe, paddling a canoe on a lake, and rais-

ing a tepee. She asked the students to entitle their papers, 

"If I t'lere Living 100 Years Ago," and to write a story re-

lated to one of the pictures. Florence wrote the following: 

The Indian Girl 

There is a little girl. She i~ beautiful and kind. 
Her name is Irene. She is 9 years old. She is in 
4th grade. She lives in GE WO'O. I like her. She 
is a good, good friend. I am going to her house on 
Halloween. And going trick-or-treating. 

When questioned about this piece later during her retrospec-

tive interview, she explained that she had chosen a picture 

of a young Indian girl to write about because "the girl re-

minded me of my friend, Irene." Although Halloween was 

still several weeks away, Florence and Irene had already 
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made plans to spend Halloween night together trick-or-

treating. 

Again, as was the case with Alex, Faith and Anna, 

the process of writing in response to the assignment trig-

gered Florence's thoughts and feelings about her friend and 

they formed the basis of her response rather than the 

teacher-intended exposition. 

Thus, in pattern one, children reveal their personal 

experience (actual or imagined) in an open, undisguised way. 

Consequently, their compositions may bear little resemblance 

to the teacher's assignment chiefly, it would appear, for 

these two reasons: (1) their response to the assignment 

may be to ignore it and to write about a topic that holds 

more interest for them; or (2) their response to the assign-

ment is personal and hence, may not match the intended in-

structional response. 

Pattern 2. The children adhere to assignment 

requirements for story setting, but then describe details 

from their personal experiences which may be completely un-

related to the assignment. !-lary' s "Easter on Uranus," 

(reported in Chapter 3) is perhaps the best example of this 

pattern: 

One day I went to Uranus. We had Easter. We found 
a bunny rabbit. We cook it. He eat it. It was 
good. We eat the eggs. There were 41,000 eggs and 
we boiled it. We had a good time. It was funny. 
I saw the sky. It was beautiful. I asked them, 
"What is it called?" They said, "It is called the 
'Roman God of the Sky.'" I went horne to Little 
Tucson. The end. 



Mary sets her story in outer space as required by the 

assignment, but from there retreats to her pleasant mem

ories of Easter Sunday which she had recently celebrated 

with her family. 
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In a similar vein, both Elaine and Joyce adhere to 

assignment requirements for setting--Elaine, writing in re

sponse to the Egypt unit, places her story in Egypt while 

Joyce, tackling "If I Lived in Switzerland," opens her story 

with a Swiss setting complete with 'alps and alpine lakes. 

However, the relationship to the two countries (and in 

essence, the assignment) ends with the opening lines. 

Elaine's trip to Egypt actually details her recent weekend 

excursion into Tucson complete with trips to a pet store and 

ice cream parlor, while Joyce chronicles her own typical 

school day in Sells, describing in detail how she gets up in 

the morning, takes a shower, eats b~eakfast, and so forth. 

Aside from the setting, its clear that these stories are 

only tenuously related to the assignment, reflecting, in

stead, the child's own personal experience. 

This pattern may emerge in response to an assignment 

that is simply too abstract and far-removed from the child's 

personal knowledge and experience. Elaine and Joyce could 

pretend to visit Egpyt and live in Switzerland respectively, 

but once there, they could only live their literary lives 

as they actually do in the terriotory that is known to them-

home. 
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Pattern 3. The children adhere to assignment 

requirements for setting and characters, but create a plot 

which masks the events of an underlying real and frequently 

salient personal experience or masks an underlying need, 

wish or desire. A clear example of this pattern is evident 

in three stories in which Elaine chronicles the most drama

tic if not important event of her life--a broken leg she 

suffered after a fall from a playground slide at a neighbor

ing school. She was sent to the local community hospital 

and it was there that her mother, having been informed of 

the accident while at work and understandably shaken and 

upset, picked Elaine up and took her home. The details of 

this experience are masked in the plots of three of Elaine's 

compositions, two with circus settings and characters, the 

other with a bicycle safety theme. All three stories in

volve accidents in which she, or the main protagonist, falls 

off either an elephant (in the circus stories) or a bicycle, 

breaks a leg, and is rushed to the hospital where a sobbing 

and distraught mother soon arrives at her bedside. 

Likewise, in "Christmas Story," Anna writes about 

Santa Claus and his busy elves, in keeping with the assign

ment requirements for setting and characters, but draws 

from her own experience with her grandfather's recent fatal 

heart attack for the plot. Her story of an elf who is 
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suddenly stricken and rushed to the hospital where he 

later dies, masks the details of her grandfather's sudden 

·death. 

It is not unusual to find even rather mundane true 

life events imaginatively transformed into an interesting 

story. Such is the case with Joyce's "The Nice Space 

Han," o,.;ri tten while the class was studying space and the 

nine planets. 

One day I saw space man. He was helping a girl. 
She was crying because she lost her mother and 
her father in the store. Space man said, "I will 
find your mother and your father for you." Space 
man found her mother and father going home. So 
space man took the little girl home. So the little 
girl would stop crying. Then she saw her mother 
and she stopped crying. Then space man went back 
to space. 

In her retrospective interview, Joyce explained that the 

night before she wrote this story, her little sister had 

become temporarily separated from the family while they were 

shopping in "FedMart," and that a kind, elderly gentleman 

had helped reunite the crying child with her family. 

This pattern seems to emerge when children have a 

true story they are anxious to share, but due to the con-

straints of the writing assignment they are force to alter 

their true life story until it is virtually unrecognizable. 

Generally, only the storyline of the written narrative par-

rallels the real life experience--the setting, characters, 

and events may have all been altered to satisfy assignment 

requirements. 
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The child may also develop a plot which masks an 

underlying desire or need within the character-setting 

framework dictated by the assignment. In this way, the 

story serves as an outlet for wish fulfillment. Two stories, 

one by Florence, the other by Gordon, provide poignant 

examples. 

In "My Father, Peter Robinson, in Mars," Florence 

travels to Mars, in keeping with assignment requirements to 

write a space adventure, to see her father who had moved 

there when she was five years old. He was "so happy to see 

(her) that he jumped up and down." In fact, Florence has 

not seen her father since he was divorced from her mother 

when Florence was five years old. This story seems to mask 

her desire to be reunited with him. 

Along similar lines, Gordon adopts a T.V. western-

cowboy theme during an instructional unit on "Cowboys," but 

the plot clearly reflects his desire to find a house for his 

family who were faced with continual threats of eviction. 

The boy was going to buy a house but he didn't 
because the sign said sold. The boy got so mad 
he robbed the bank then the police arrested the 
boy. When the boy got out of jail he never 
robbed banks again. Then when Thanksgiving came 
the boy had to go back to jail. When he got to 
the jailhouse they asked him where he lives. He 
didn't tell them where he lived because if he 
told them where he lived, if he did, he would be 
in trouble. 

The true story behind the composition makes Gordon's desire 

for a house painfully clear. Gordon's parents are divorced. 
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His mother struggles to support the three children. They 

were forced to leave their house after the divorce, and 

were living in a trailer that her ex-husband's family own. 

Gordon's family were constantly threatened with eviction 

because his mother was unable to make the monthly house 

payments. Finally, after a long and bitter struggle, they 

were turned out of the trailer and were desperately looking 

for another place to live. The researcher learned Gordon's 

story directly from his mother. When she visited his home 

one morning and requested an interview with his mother she 

replied that she did not have time because she was packing 

to move. And then standing on the doorstep of the home she 

was losing she burst into tears. 

As with the first pattern, children may want to 

share in writing their feelings, anxieties, etc., about a 

particular personal situation, but due to assignment con

straints they must mask the real story to conform with the 

assigned genre. We must also consider, however, that in 

the case of potentially painful feelings, children may de

liberately disguise the true story. In this way, they may 

find some relief through the disguised written release, yet 

avoid the painful confrontation full-blown account might 

involve. 

By way of example, the researcher unknowingly un

covered one such painful true story that Christine had 
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carefully disguised in a retelling of the popular book, 

Annie and the Old One by Miska Miles,about a Navajo grand-

mother who weaves one last blanket for her granddaughter 

before she dies. During the retrospective interview with 

Christine, the researcher questioned her about the death 

theme of her composition. Christine suddenly burst into 

tears, explaining that her mother's cousin (whom Christine 

considered her aunt) had been killed only the week before 

in a freak car accident. Christine needed to deal with her 

aunt's death, but at this point, still so painfully close 

to the actual experience, she chose to write about it in a 

disguised, and emotionally manageable way. 

Pattern 4. Children adhere to assignment require-

ments for setting, characters and plot, but weave in 

specific details taken directly from their own experiences. 

In this pattern, the child creates a story that parallels 

not only the assigned setting and characters, but the plot 

as well. One such example is a story Faith wrote in re-

sponse to the assignment, "The Day I Joined the Circus." 

One day, when I was walking in the park, I said," 
"I am going to join the circus," and I did. I 
was a clown in the circus and I was so funny that 
the circus stayed there for a year and then I 
decided to retire and I want to get some rest and 
I will. 

The inspiration for the clown's retirement came from Faith's 

grandfather who had recently retired from a bottlecap factory 
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where he had worked for years, because, as Faith explained, 

"He was tired and wanted to rest." 

Similarly, in "The Gold Was Stolen," Florence 

creates a fairy tale about a king and queen who temporarily 

lose their gold to a band of pirates when the queen, who is 

ill, is forced to leave her post by the vault, "To go take 

her medicine in the refrigerator." When questioned about 

this seemingly minor story detail, Florence explained that 

her mother, who suffers from a number of ailments, always 

stores her medicine in the refrigerator. 

Unlike the other patterns where personal experience 

may form the very basis of the story, true life facts and 

incidents in this pattern may appear in students' compositions 

as isolated, even somewhat insignificant details. The 

reason for their inclusion, in fact, may not always be 

apparent. 

As a further example of pattern four, sometimes the 

children retell a traditional story, maintaining the setting, 

characters, and plot of the original tale, but weaving in 

details from their own life experiences. This approach is 

especially evident in the compositions the class wrote dur

ing a literature unit on "Tall Tales." Asked to write 

stories about such tall tale heroes as Pecos Bill, Paul 

Bunyan, and John Henry, several of the children simply re

told the traditional tale but altered it slightly with 

details from their own experience. 
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Joyce wrote about John Henry, copying almost ver

batim the original story with the exception of the ending. 

Unlike the original tale, her story ends with John Henry 

winning a movie ticket, attending the movie and then topping 

his evening out on the town with a visit to his friend's 

house. The inspiration for this conclusion which she 

tacked on the "John Henry" tall tale, originated with her 

cousin who had found a movie ticket and then bragged, while 

visiting at Joyce's home,how he attended the movies free. 

Vincent chose to retell the story about "Pecos Bill 

and the Cyclone" in which Pecos Bill is dragged on his 

horse into a lake and gets sopping wet. Vincent adds his own 

_twist, however, with Pecos Bill climbing out of the lake, 

upset because his soaked saddle is ruined. In his retro-

pective interview, Vincent explained that he has cousins 

who own horses and who take every precaution to protect 

their saddles from rain and moisture. Pattern 4 reveals 

the power of personal experience in writing, for even when 

writing within the confines of a popular folk tale, children 

still find room for material from their own lives. 

Pattern 5. The children recount a true story with 

or without embellishment. There were times when the chil

dren simply recounted a true experience. This generally 

came about in one of two ways; either they chose to ignore 

the assigned topic and write about a topic of their own 
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choosing, or the topic was open-ended enough to allow them 

to fit a true life experience within the assigned framework. 

These true accounts were as mundane as James's description 

of his trip to the "Low Store," a local general store, or 

as dramatic as Alex's account of a fatal hit and run car 

accident and subsequent suicide that was, at the time, the 

talk of the reservation. More often than not, the accounts 

have to do with special events in the children's lives--a 

collision at a motorcross race, the excitement of a particu-

larly vicious bull at the Papago Rodeo, a pleasant family 

outing to the Ringling Brothers, Barnum and Bailey Circus 

in Tucson. In these cases, there is no second guessing 

any possible underlying reference to the child's personal 

experience; the experience is explicit, a fact that is 

quickly confirmed by the writer if asked. 

Discussion of Research Question 1: 
Perspective One (A) The Reflection of the 

Subjects' Experiences as Individuals 

The five patterns related to perspective one, then, 

reveal the subtle and not so subtle ways in which children's 

individual personal experience is reflected in their writing. 

Even within the constraints of assigned writing topics, some 

of which are fairly rigid in their requirements for a pre-

cise story setting, plot, and set of characters, the 

children demonstrate time and again that they will write what 

they know best--their own personal experience. 
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At times the personal experience is carefully 

disguised, unknown to all but the writer. The reasons for 

this masking appear to be two-fold: (1) the writer is at

tempting to stay within the guidelines dictated by the 

assignment and carefully alters the elements of his/her true 

life story to match those of the assigned (for example, 

Joyce's, "The Nice Space Man"); (2) the disguise may be un

known to even the writer who unconsciously masks his/her 

feelings as a self-protection device (Gordon, "The Boy Who 

Wanted to Buy a House"). 

In other instances, as exemplified by Florence's, 

"The Gold Was Stolen," although there is no deliberate 

attempt on the part of the writer to disguise his/her 

personal experience, the true life elements are so inter

twined with the fictional narrative that, unless the reader 

asks, there is no way of knowing that certain story details 

are real events, feelings, etc, that the writer has ex

perienced. 

The second perspective of the first research ques-

tion is: 

B. To what extent are the subjects' experiences as 

Papago Indians reflected in their writing? 

Eight major themes reflecting the Papago culture 

appear in the subjects' compositions. The researcher iden

tified these themes on the basis of her familiarity with the 
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Papago people, a familiarity gained through her involvement 

on the reservation as a teacher, consultatnt and researcher 

over a four-year period. In addition, she relied on her 

friendship and correspondence with both Papago children and 

adults as well as outside reference books on the Papago 

culture. 

Material which was identified as representing the 

papago culture was charted under that category on the 

"Territory/Experiential Content Analysis Form" (see Appendix 

C). Analysis of the material revealed eight themes: 

1. Home--Family--Children 

2. Nature and the Desert Environment 

3. Death and the Cycle of Life 

4. Religion and Traditional Papago Beliefs 

5. Papago Legends 

6. Papago Crafts 

7. Cowboy Culture 

8. Daily Life on the Reservation 

The eight themes are now presented, together with illustra

tive examples from the subjects' writings. 

1. Home--Family--Children: One of the great strengths 

of the Papago people is the loving, close-knit ties 

of family, a fact that is mirrored in the composi

tions of these Papago writers. The family theme 

reoccurs throughout the subjects' writing, across 
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both content area and genre. The children re

peatedly write of their involvement with their 

immediate and extended families, particularly with 

their grandparents. Out of 237 collected stories, 

some 66 stories (28% of the stories) contain a home 

or family reference. 

The first theme (Home--Family--Children) consists 

of five categories: 

a) Extended, Close-Knit Papago Families 

b) Relationship with Parents 

c) Marriage and Children 

d) Divorce/Parental Discord 

e) Papago Children's Involvement with their Grandparents 

a) Extended, Close-Knit Papago Families. Most of the 

children live either with or near (often within walking 

distance) members of their extended families. Thus, there 

are frequent references to gandparents, aunts, uncles and 

cousins. Invariably, when children write about holiday 

celebrations such as Thanksgiving, Christmas, or Easter, 

they describe large family gatherings. Even if children do 

not refer directly to extended family members in their 

stories, often, in the retrospective interviews, they would 

explain that some detail or incident was actually connected 

in one way or another to a relative. Thus, in "The Sun 

Went Dark," Joyce creates a science fiction tale from a real 
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incident in which she had to walk home in the dark after 

spending the afternoon at her aunt's house. And Christine, 

another example, often uses the name of her favorite cousin 

and best friend, Tanya, in her stories. 

Still another indication of the special bond that 

unites extended Papago families lies in their kinship 

terms. For instance, Papagos call their first cousins 

"brothers" and "sisters," and children refer to the cousins 

of their parents as "aunts" and "uncles." Thus, Christine's 

beloved aunt who was killed in a car accident was actually 

her mother's first cousin, while Joyce's "brother" in her 

retelling of "John Henry" is her first cousin. 

b) Relationship with Parents. "Papagos love kids 

above all else in life" (Naban, p. 61). The close, loving 

relationship that Papago children share with their parents 

is clearly reflected in the writings of these 17 subjects. 

Parents are depicted as tender nurses when children are 

sick (Doreen, "Little Girl Lost in Woods," Michael, "My Dog 

is the Devil"), protectors against evil (James and Gordon, 

"Flying Heads, " Vincent, "Ghosts"), friends to share 

thoughts, feelings, fears, etc., with (Joyce, "Thing From 

Outer Space," Vincent, "Visit to Planetarium"), and helpful 

teachers, (Elaine, "How to be Safe on My Bicycle," Faith 

"Bicycle Safety"). 
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It seems rather remarkable, in fact, that out of a 

combined data base of 237 stories from 17 subjects, there 

are only two stories that even hint at a possible negative 

parental response. Elaine writes, in a description of 

her day at the Papago Rodeo, that her father, who is 

estranged fro~ the family, ..... went to the rodeo and he 

got mad." Likewise, Joyce, describing a typical evening at 

home with her family in "Old Time People," writes: 

•.. when the little girl ate all her soup up· she 
went out to play with friends until night time. 
That is when she has to go home. She has to get 
home before her father gets mad at her. 

The children also write about the ways in which 

they help their parents. Elaine and Joyce help their 

mothers with the housework, Eleanor and James run to the 

store for their mothers, Anna works alongside her mother 

harvesting saguaro fruit, and Peter keeps the wood box for 

the fire filled. 

Unlike young adults in other cultures who anxiously 

await the day they can move out, Papago children often re-

main with their parents even after they have married. Of 

course, economic necessity and a housing shortage on the 

reservation often force this live-in arrangement, but tradi-

tion also plays a role. Traditionally, when a Papago couple 

were first married, they lived with the husband's parents, 

remaining with them for several years until they had child

ren of their own. At that point, they built their own 



small house near the parents; however, the husband still 

worked his father's fields with his brothers, and the 

wife ~elped her sisters-in-law with the family cooking. 
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Two fairy tales, one by Anna, the other by James, 

reflect this tradition. Both tales involve a prince and 

princess who marry, but rather than moving on to their 

own castle, stay and live with their parents. As James 

writes, "Once upon a time there was a prince that was 

brave and he was married to a princess. They were living 

with their mother and father ••.• " 

In general, then, the relationship between Papago 

parent and child as warm and supportive is evident in these 

stories. 

c) Marriage and Children. Although young children 

everywhere play house and fantasize about their future 

spouses and children, the reference to marriage and chil

dren is so common (21 references) in the subjects' compo

sitions that the researcher decided that it is a reflection 

of the Papago's special orientation to family life, rather 

than a more general phenomenon of the broader mainstream 

childhood experience. 

Six girls and four boys made some reference to 

marriage and children. Although several of their stories 

are fairy tales which traditionally end with a happy 



98 

marriage between a handsome prince and beautiful princess, 

an equal number of their compositions deal with topics which 

bear no direct relationship to family life. One such story 

written by Joyce is entitled, "The Cowboy who was too 

Small to be in the Rodeo." 

There was a cowboy who wanted to be in the rodeo. 
He said, "Can I be in the rodeo?" The man said 
"You are too small." The cowboy watched a rodeo. 
He saw bullriding and barrel racing. He went to 
the mayor, and said, "Can I be in the rodeo?" 
The mayor said, "You are too small." The cowboy 
found a house in the desert. The man found a girl
friend. They got married. They had a little boy. 
He was a baby boy. The little boy was a cowboy 
too. 

Marriage and children form the basis of Elaine's 

cryptic piece about a lady and a troll: 

One day there was a troll and a lady. They had 
children and a little baby, too. They live in 
the desert. They have a castle in the desert. 
The little girl's name is Cheri and the baby's 
name is Jason. 

d) Divorce/Parental Discord. The parents of six of 

the 17 subjects are divorced. Divorce is not a topic the 

children \Vrote about. However, the three children who no 

longer see their fathers as a result of their parents' 

divorces, did write stories which reveal their longing 

to be reunited with their fathers. 

Certainly Florence's, "My Father, Peter Robinson, 

in Mars, is one such example as is Elaine's, "The Day the 

Girl Ran Away to Join the Circus." 



One day me and Ruth were in the circus. Ruth 
was riding a elephant. She fell off the elephant. 
She got hurt. I started to cry. I took her home. 
Her mother took her to the hospital. She started 
to cry. She took her to her Daddy's house. They 
lived happy ever after. 

It seems clear from the story ending, that Elaine is ex-
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pressing a wish that her parents be reunited so that they 

could once again all live "happy ever after." 

Doreen reveals a similar desire in two of her 

stories. In "Little Girl Lost in the Woods," both mother 

and father search for their lost daughter. Once they find 

her, they bring her back to their house, feed her, and help 

her to bed. In her report on "Bicyle Safety," both mother 

and father are once again involved in Doreen's care. Her 

mother buys her new batteries for her bicycle light and 

her father installs them for her. 

These stories lend support t~'J some of the latest 

research on the effects of divorce on children. It appears 

that divorce per se is not necessarily harmful as long as 

children are able to maintain a close loving relationship 

with both parents. Divorce can hurt, however, when children 

(such as Florence,Elaine and Doreen) are suddenly separated 

and cut-off from the estranged parent. 

e) Papago Children's Involvement with their Grandpar-

ents. Traditionally, it was the grandparents who handled 

most of the child rearing while the young parents concerned 
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themselves with the hard labor of supporting the family. 

The special bond between Papago child and grandparent sur-

vives today, and not surprisingly, it is reflected in the 

writings of the subjects. 

Across both content area and genre, grandparents a9-

pear as care givers, legend tellers and basket makers. 

Two stories in particular and typical in their treatment of 

the child-grandparent relationship. The first, by Faith, 

is as follows: 

There was a little girl who had a little pony. 
Everyday after school the little girl would 
always ride her pony to her grandmother's house 
and visit her. Sometimes she would sleep over 
and in the morning she would go home. 

The second composition is written by Florence. 

One day my mother was picking fruit because 
there was some in the desert. I went with 
her because she needed help. After that hap
pended, a snake jumped out and bit my mother. 
I got scared. I ran and ran all the way home. 
I called Granny. She told me to call the 
doctor. I told him to come right away and my 
mother was saved. 

As both stories indicate, the grandmothers are important 

figures in the girls' lives. In real life, Florence lives 

with her grandmother; Faith, within walking distance of 

her grandmother's home, a situation that is typical of many 

Papago families. 

In sum, many years ago when the Papago people were 

faced with terrible flooding from wind and torrential rains, 
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legend has it that they were forced to sacrifice their most 

beloved possessions--their children. This legend (see 

Chapter 2), coupled with the observations of outside re-

searchers who have lived and studied among the Papago, 

leave little doubt as to the deep devotion Papagos feel 

for their children--a love and devotion which seems to per-

meate the extended family and greater corr~unity as a whole. 

It was certainly this author's impression as an educator and 

researcher on the reservation, that while the Papagos live 

with many serious problems including poor health and poverty, 

that in general, they are a happy and harmonious group, 

supported by the close bonds of family and community. 

The happiness and security gained through close 

family ties is echoed in the words of three young Papago 

writers. The importance of family to the Papago is best 

summed up, perhaps by Michael's cowboy creation, "Dan 

Hackman," for even this busy cowboy can take time out of his 

hectic schedule fighting the "bad guys" to "get married and 

live happily ever after." 

2. Nature and the Desert Environment: Many years ago 

an old Papago man made a speech to white men: 

Every stick and stone on this land belong to us. 
Everything that grows on it is our food--cholla, 
prickly pear, giant cactus, Spanish bayonet, 
mesquite beans, amaranth, alJ the roots and 
greens. The water is ours, the mountains. There 
is gold in the mountains. Everywhere I go I walk 
on gold; I lie down at night as though on a bed 



of gold, my head rests on gold and silver. These 
mountains, I say are mine and the Whites shall 
not disturb them. (from Ruth M. Underhill's, "A 
Papago Calendar Record," The University of New 
Mexico Bulletin, March 1983). 
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The Papago have always been close to the land. For 

centuries they have served out a productive existence in a 

land that to the outsider seems but a barren wasteland. To 

the Papago, the desert has been not only horne but the source 

of food, clothing and shelter. 

Not surprisingly, then, Papago children grow up with 

a keen awareness of and appreciation for their desert home-

land, a fact that is clearly mirrored in their compositions. 

Three categories, (a) the desert, (b) desert vegetation, 

and (C) desert dwellers, comprise the Nature and Desert 

Environment theme. 

a) The Desert. The desert is not only horne for these 

young writers, but also, the setting for many of their com-

positions. A remarkable variety of protagonists, from 

trolls to cowboys, to Iroquois Indians, appear in the desert. 

Enna writes about a lady and a troll who live in a castle in 

the desert, while Michael opens one of his cowboy composi-

tions with, "One day in the desert, some cowboys were shoot-

ing Indians." So pervasive in the children's lives is the 

desert that Joyce can write a surprisingly detailed 

description of the Iroquois Indiains (who inhabited the 
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northeastern lake region of New York and Canada) including 

such facts as the way they hunted deer with bows and arrows 

from a canoe on a lake, and yet still claim that, "they 

lived in the desert." 

In such intriguing ways the desert pervades the 

creations of these young writers. 

b) Desert Vegetation. Still another reflection of the 

Papago's desert homeland appears in the subjects' mention of 

different desert vegetation; in particular, the ubiquitious 

thorn, which the children usually refer to as "stickers." 

Vincent writes in, "The Man Who Shot and Killed a Deer:" 

One day I saw a man walking in the woods. He was 
hunting. He saw a deer. He shoot it. It fell 
over and fall in some stickers. He took it home 
and cooked it. Then he ate it. The End. 

Vincent often hunts in the forested section of the 

Baboquivari Mountains where mesquite and palo verde trees 

grow, together with cactus. 

Stickers are the bane of every bicycle rider's 

existence as Vincent makes clear in his report, "How to be 

Safe on My Bicyle." He concludes the report, "And when I 

go places I always check the tires." Later, when questioned 

by the researcher, he exclaimed, "You have to check for 

stickers, of course." 

Cactus stickers also playa part in Anna's story: 

One day there was a boy names Warrier. He liked 
to walk in the desert. One day he got a jumping 
sticker. A coyote helped him. He said, "Thank you." 
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"Jumping sticker" refers to the long, hair-like needles on 

the cholla cactus which brush off so easily onto unaware 

passersby that they do indeed seem to jump. 

The Papago have long utilized a wide variety of 

desert vegetation. Two of the traditional uses--basket 

weaving and syrup making--are found in stories by Eleanor 

and Anna respectively. 

Papagos are world renowned for their beautiful bas-

kets. Using desert plants such as the pale green and white 

:1'Ucca and black "devil' s claw," they create vivid and strik-

ing designs. Both Eleanor and Faith write of collecting 

these plants for use in basket making. 

The saguaro cactus is another desert plant which 

has traditionally played an intimate role in Papago life. 

In late June, the ripe fruit of the saguaro is harvested. 

The fruit is then boiled down into a bright, red juice 

which is made into either a syrup (tasting not unlike a very 

mild maple syrup), or a mildly, alcoholic wine. Anna 

captures this annual event in this story: 

One day there was a girl. Her name was Flower. 
She was a nice girl. Her mother was nice to 
her. One day they went to get syrup from the 
cactus. In the morning they had syrup and 
bread. 

Anna has accompanied her mother and aunts on several 

saguaro fruit ha.rvests. 
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c) Desert Dwellers. Throughout the subjects' 

compositions, such desert creatures as deer, snakes, frogs, 

rabbit, coyote, fox, and tarantula skip, slither, hop and 

run. Out of 237 compositions, there are no less than 32 

references to these desert creatures. 

The Sonoran Desert is home to many snakes, 

including the poisonous coral snake and sidewinder 

rattlesnake, dangers of which Papago children are well 

aware. Accordingly, some of their most vivid compositions 

describe frightening encounters with snakes, such as the 

piece by Florence. 

Joyce turned a close encounter with a rattlesnake 

near her grandmother's outhouse into a benign tale written 

in the "Just So" story genre as required by that day's 

writing assignment. The assignment was to write about how 

some animals acquired a particular trait. Joyce chose 

to write about the rattlesnake: 

How the Rattlesnake Got Its Rattles 

The snake was crawling in the desert. He was 
laughing and he did not see where he was going. 
He ran into some rattles and now he has rattles 
in his body. When we see a rattlesnake we 
hear the rattles in his body. 

In her retrospective interview, Joyce (J) gave the 

researcher (R) this account of the incident behind her 

story: 

R. How did you decide to write about a rattlesnake 

getting his rattles? 



J: I thought of it 'cause ••• humm, this one day. 

humm, one Friday I was gonna sleep over at my 

grandma's house, me and my family. 

R: Umhmm 
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J: and, and we were going to the bathroom; they have 

an outhouse. 

R: Umhmm, umhmm 

J: and then ... we saw a rattlesnake and it was 

rattling and my father had to kill it. • . 

R: Ohhh 

J: because it almost crawled up my little sister. 

R: Oh, my gosh ••. oh, how scary. 

J: So then, my mother picked her up and she was 

holding her and my daddy grabbed ••. umm ..• 

grabbed •.. humm ... sticks •.. 

R: Uhmmm 

J: and a rock and he threw a rock at that snake and 

he killed it. 

R: Oh wow ... o.k., and that's how you got this 

idea, huh? 

J: Yeah 

R: Did that happen about the same time you wrote 

the story? 

J: No, that was the week after. 

R: What? The story or the rattlesnake at your 

grandma's? 
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J: The snake, I saw the snake and then a week after 

I wrote the story. 

R: Oh, my goodness, Joyce. That's really something. 

You know, I've never run into a rattlesnake in 

the desert. 

J: Hmmrnm (giggles) 

R: Can you tell me about this piece as far as the 

assignment is concerned? 

J: We had to write about how some animal got some-

thing ••. like humm ..• how the giraffe got a 

long neck (Ms. Howard used this example when she 

introduced the "Just SOli stories assignment). 

R: So you wrote about a rattlesnake getting its 

rattles? 

J: Yeah, 'cause I had rattlesnakes in my mind! 

(Laughs) 

Both rabbits and deer make frequent appearances in 

the subject's written texts, usually as game. Tradition-

ally, hunting has been second only to gathering as a 

primary food source for the Papago. Today, many Papago 

still hunt the black tailed jack rabbit and, to a lesser 

extent, the desert mule deer. Typical of stories with 

a hunting theme is Vincent's liThe Hunter:" 

One day I was walking in the woods. I saw a man 
in the woods. He had a shotgun. I thought he 
was chasing me but he was chasing a deer. He 
asks me if I wanted to help him so I said yes, 



so we went to go look for the deer he was trying 
to kill. We saw another deer. We tried to 
shoot it but we missed it. Then we tried to 
shoot it again. We got it. We took it home and 
cooked it. Then we ate it. The End. 
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Vincent explained in his retrospective interview that his 

father had just shot and killed a deer in the Bobvaquivri 

Mountains and that they had had a big feast aftervlards. 

Doreen, who lives with her mother and two older 

brothers, wrote three compositions about shooting and 

eating deer and rabbit. One is as follows: 

One day Running Bear was going hunting. He had 
a bow and arrow with him. He saw a rabbit in the 
cactus. He was going to kill it. He missed. 
He tried again. He did not miss it this time. 
His wife cooked it for dinner. Running Bear and 
his family was happy. 

Doreen explained that her two brothers are both skillful 

hunters and that they often bring home fresh game. 

Cunning, crafty Coyote who plays such a prominent 

role in the literature of many Native American tribes, in-

cluding the Papago, frequently lopes across the pages of 

these young writers' stories. Anna portrays him as a kind, 

benevolent friend who helps a young warrior remove a 

cactus sticker. Peter's description, however, is more true 

to life; "The coyote was hungry and howling at the moon." 

In addition to the larger animals, the subjects also 

write about tarantulas and frogs, two common desert 

dwellers. Tarantulas, like snakes, tend to leap out at 

unsuspecting desert travelers in the students' compositions 
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(Florence, untitled, 3/3/82). Fierce-looking as they are, 

however, most tarantulas are quite harmless. Eleanor 

writes a long tale about a frog and snake who form an un-

likely but nonetheless, fast friendship. The frogs in the 

Sonoran Desert are actually spade foot toads which lie 

aonremt underground for months until the first summer down-

pour fills the washes and waterholes. Then the night air 

is filled with their mating songs. Like the coyote and 

rabbit, the saguaro and cholla, the Papago belong to the 

desert. If its animal and pla~t life have not escaped 

these young writers, neither has its beauty, which is here 

captured by Mary's, "The Cowboy Out at Night:" 

The cowboy is going up the mountain and he is 
going to climb up the mountain and he found a 
horse. It was getting dark and he is eating 
food and in the morning he is going to go on. 
It is dark and the moon came out and the fox 
came out and ran around. 

3. Death and the Cycle of Life. Papago children 

recognize death as the other side of life for the drama 

of life and death is played out daily on the reservation. 

In the still dusk of the desert, the screams of a rabbit 

echo as a pack of yipping coyote close in for the kill. 

And in the homes of the Papago, death is a frequent visitor 

as car accidents, diabetes and other illnesses claim the 

lives of family and friends. 

Death appears in the children's writing, not so 

much as something to be feared, but rather, as a natural 
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phenomenon. This acceptance and awareness of the cycle of 

life and death as the natural order of things is powerfully 

portrayed in Dana's piece, "Our Ranch." 

One day a cop came to our ranch becasue he found 
one of our horses. It was dying so we rushed 
to the cow. It died before we got there. We 
left it there and let the fox eat it. The next 
morning we went to see if it was still there. 
It was not there. So we ate our eggs and bacon. 

The horse and cow have died and are claimed by the desert. 

Dana and his family return to the business of life and go 

horne to eat their breakfast. 

The cycle of life is also reflected in a piece by 

Christine "The Little Girl Who Tried to Make Baskets:" 

Once upon a time there was a little girl trying 
to learn to make a basket. Day after day she 
tried and tried. Then she could. She could do 
it. She grew into a big lady and now she is an 
old lady. 

with old age comes death, a fact Papago children are well 

aware of since they often live with or near grandparents 

and other elderly relatives. Anna, whose grandfather had 

recently suffered a fatal heart attack, wrote two stories 

about his death. In one story (discussed earlier) "The 

Chrismas Elf," the details of his death are masked within 

the requirements of the assignment. The other, written for 

a Halloween assignment, more clearly reveals Anna's thoughts 

about her deceased grandfather, including the fact that she 

and her brothers were asleep when he was stricken late at 

night. 
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With the high incidence of car accients, diabetes 

and other diseases, death may come to the Papago before 

old age. Alex recounts the details of a hit and run car 

accident and suicide in one of his compositions, and 

Christine revealed in her retrospective interview that the 

theme of death in her piece, "Tina and her Grandmother's 

Basket," was actually sparked by a car accident that 

claimed the life of her aunt. 

Death appears even in those stories that children 

pattern after traditional tales. In Anna's version of the 

tall tale, "Pecos Bill and Slew Foot Sue," these two fic-

tional characters marry and live happily ever after. 

"Live," that is, until "Sue had a baby and his father 

(Pecos Bill) died." Likewise, Faith patterns her tale, 

"Why the Bunny Has Fast Feet,"after Rudyard Kipling's "Just 

So Stories," but ends her story with a pattern that reflects 

her own experience" 

Once there was a bunny. One day the bunny and 
his friend Rachel. Rachel said, "Why do you 
hop so fast?" "It is because I was born with 
fast feet." "But where is your mother?" "My 
mother died two years ago. Will you go home 
with me and I will show you a picture of my 
mother." 

As Faith explained when questioned, "I have a friend whose 

mother is dead and she showed me a picture of her." 
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Death may strike, but life continues. Even though 

Pecos Bill dies in Anna's story, his son, "Bill, II grm.;s 

up and gets married himself. And it is not unusual for a 

Papago child to return to school soon after experiencing 

the death of a loved one. Life must go on. Thus, it was 

that one of the the Goodman researchers noticed that Mary 

seemed unusually listless one morning. Questioning her, the 

researcher learned that Mary had just lost an uncle. 

Sensing that Mary needed to deal with her uncle's death, 

she suggested that Mary write about her uncle instead of 

the assigned writing topic. Mary wrote the following 

letter to her dead uncle: 

Dear Manny, 

I am sorry what happened. Grandma was crying. 
Those guys that live around us they were cry
ing. I don't want you to be buried. I miss 
you. We cry about you. 

Love, Mary 

It is never easy to lose a loved one, but unlike 

children in mainstream society who are often sheltered from 

death, Papago children experience it firsthand, sometimes 

many times over before they reach adulthood. And as chil-

dren who see and come to know death in its many forms, 

they write of death with matter of fact understatement. 

4. Religion and Traditional Papago Beliefs. The roots 

of catholicism on the Papago reservation can be traced to 

the Jesuit priest, Father Kino, who worked among the 
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Papagueria Indians from 1687 until his death in 1711 

(p. 146, Sticks and Stones). Today, 90% of the Papagos 

are Catholic, and the influence of the Church is evident 

not only in the white washed chapels which grace almost 

every village, but also in the religion classes taught by 

nuns that the majority of elementary school children attend 

weekly. 

It is not surprising, then, that when asked to write 

about San Xavier Mission (located some 15 miles east of the 

reservation) as a popular tourist site, two students, Anna 

and Faith, wrote instead about their own experience as 

Catholics who attend mass on occasion at the mission. 

Faith's account of a New Year's Day mass is as follows: 

Every Sunday the Father gives us candy and gives 
us punch. Me and my sister went to play ball 
with my father. He was tired cuz he was running 
fast. We went to visit baby Jesus with our 
mother. The Father said, "Happy New Year!" and 
we said, "Good-bye." 

Though the majority of Papagos have embraced 

Catholicism, it is not at the expense of their own tradi-

tional beliefs. During a time of crisis, many papagos are 

likely to seek the help of both a priest and a medicine man. 

Thus, Vincent dreams of becoming a medicine man like his 

uncles when he grows up, a dream that is reflected in his 

story about a little girl who is ill and who travels many 
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miles for a medicine man's healing treatment. Vincent 

writes in conclusion, "The medicine man helped the little 

girl get better." 

The Catholic concept of Satan and the Papago belief 

in spirits and ghosts is embodied in the white crosses that 

dot the' ·banks of the narrow highway that leads out to the 

reservation. As a Papago friend explained, the cross is 

placed at the site of a fatal car accident and is meant to 

protect the loved ones who were killed from evil spirits. 

This blend of Catholicism with traditional Papago beliefs is 

present in the wide variety of devils, demons, and ghosts 

that enliven the children's compositions. The dead are 

buried, but their spirits may still be a force to be 

reckoned with, a belief reflected in two compositions. The 

first, by Vincent, is entitled, "Ghosts:" 

One day I went by the graveyard. Then I saw 
ghosts flying around a fire and then I ran 
home and told my mom and dad. The ghosts 
heard us walking and they went away because 
they get scared when they hear you coming 
towards them. Then that's how they ran 
away. 

In "The Haunted Graveyard, "Anna suggests that her 

dead grandfather is still alive in spirit form: 

One night a boy named John was walking home. 
Then he passed by a graveyard. He heard a 
sound from the bushes. Then he was going 
home and someone was following him. It was 
his grandpa. His grandpa had been sick and 
had died when he as asleep. The boy had been 
asleep, too, the night his grandpa died. 
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"John" is Anna's brother and the family had been asleep 

when their grandfather passed away late one night. 

The interplay of Catholic and Papago beliefs is 

again evident in a story by James about a baby who is 

baptized by the devil as well as in Elaine's narrative 

about a devil who is "scarying everybody out of the church 

so he can get the dead people." The congregation succeeds 

in driving the devil away by throwing fire on him. It is 

the power of prayer, on the other hand, that forces the 

devil to retreat in Faith's story, "The Devil in the 

Church." 

Once there was a devil who came up to earth. 
He saw a big building but he didn't know it 
was the church. He went in and layed down. 
He went to sleep then he woke up and saw 
the nuns praying. He woke up and ran. He 
got home and dug a hole to get to his family 
in hell. He closed the hole and never un
covered the hole again. He lived happily 
ever after. 

There are numerous references to devils, demons and 

ghosts. While most of these stories were written during 

Halloween when such goulish creatures abound, still the 

stories reflect the Papago children's exposure to a long 

tradition of supernatural beliefs together with the more 

recent influence of the Catholic Church. 

5. The Reflection of Papago Legends. The ban, or 

coyote, has a curious habit of looking back over his 

shoulder, even when being pursued. Why? The Papagos know. 
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Before I'itoi, the Elder Brother of the Papagos, led his 

people from their cold and dark home under the earth, he 

made them promise that they would not look back. Promise 

they did, and I'itoi showed them the way out. 

Coyote was the last one to leave the darkness. 
He thought that he would like to have one last 
look back. He wanted to see if he was missing 
anything that was happening. He was afraid 
something would happen that he would not see. 
I'itoi was watching to see that all The People 
were doing as they had promised. He saw Coyote 
looking back. I'itoi was very angry. 

He said, "When you get on earth, Coyote, every 
time you have to run away from danger you will 
always have to stop and look back. Then The 
People will have a better chance to kill you. 
That will be your punishment." 

This legend, one of the better known and most popular 

of the Papago legends, is retold, almost verbatim, by three 

of the children in response to the assignment, "Write a 

legend in your own words." When questioned later during 

their retrospective interviews as to why they elected to 

retell, "Why the Coyote Looks Back," all three indicated 

that it was their favorite legend. 

Considerably less obvious in their origins than the 

above retellings, are two stories, a fairy tale by Faith 

and a Halloween fantasy by Anna. Both pieces reflect the 

Papago legend of H'ok, a giantess who preyed upon and ate 

the O'odham until they finally succeeded in destroying her 

with I'itoi's help. Anna, writing in response to a Halloween 

assignment, creates a story about a witch who prowls her 

home territory looking for boys to devour. Faith gives the 
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H'ok legend a new twist as a fairy tale. In her story, the 

giantess H'ok becomes a "mean giant who likes to eat little 

people." In spite of their protests, he continues "for 

hundreds of years" to gobble them up. Finally, a nice giant 

comes to their aid, and in much the same way I'itoi helps 

The People in the H'ok legend, uses his magic powers to 

destory the evil giant. 

Anna weaves the H'ok legend into yet another story, 

one that reflects the traditional telling of legends by 

grandparents as well as the more modern, mainstream tradition 

of a bedtime story: 

One day my grandmother told me a legend about a 
lady who was so mean that she ate boys and girls. 
The mean lady would tell the Papago people that 
she was lonely and that she would bring the 
children back. By the time my grandmother was 
finished with the story I was already asleep. 

As Anna's story reveals, traditionally Papago legends 

have been passed from one generation to the next by the 

Elders. Several chidlren, including both Anna and Faith, 

indicated that they had heard legends from their grandpar-

ents or elderly family members. However, as the traditional 

Papago lifestyle has changed with pressure from the outside 

world, young children's knowledge of Papago legends is 

likely to stem from the Title IV Program, a federally funded 

cultural awareness program, designed to instill in children 

an understanding of and appreciation for aspects of their 

cultural heritage, such as traditional legends. This has 
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been the case for Dana. During the parent interview, his 

mother explained that she herself is not familiar with 

"old folk tales;" Dana's great-grandfather and grandparents 

do tell stories but they speak in Papago and Dana, accord

ing to his mother, understands very little of what they say. 

Thus, she believes that his knowledge of the traditional 

tales arises from the Title IV Program and what he has 

heard in class. 

Whether the legends are passed down within the 

family, or heard for the first time in class, they are a 

part of these Papago children's lives, and as such, appear 

in either whole or altered form, in their compositions. 

6. Papago Crafts. Papagos are best known, perhaps, for 

their fine baskets woven from such desert plants as yucca 

and devils' claw. Not surprising, then are the ten composi

tions, all written by girls, which deal directly with the 

Papago tradition of basketry. In all ten of the stories, 

the basket maker is described as an old woman, a description 

which reflects the fact that basketry has become a craft 

largely carried out by elderly Papago women. 

Many of the compositions reflect a similar pattern: 

a description of the gathering and preparation of the basket 

materials, the actual weaving, and finally, the selling of 

the basket (Papago baskets are highly valued; the finest are 

worth hundreds of dollars). 
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Eleanor, whose grandmother is a long-experienced 

and highly-skilled basket maker, provides a detailed account 

of the basketmaking process based on her own personal ex-

perience of watching her grandmother weave. 

It is understandable, then, that basketry, an im-

portant aspect of Papago life and tradition, is mirrored 

in the compositions of Papago children. 

7. Cowboy Culture. Every November, amid much excite

ment and great fanfare, the Papago Rodeo and carnival takes 

place on the fairgounds just outside of Sells, the tribal 

headquarters. The rodeo is the culmination of weeks of com-

munity preparation. Young children talk excitedly of roping 

calves and bucking broncos, and some may try their skill at 

riding a mechanical bull which is often set up on the school 

playground just before the rodeo. 

As part of the rodeo celebration, the teacher asked 

the children to write cowboy and rodeo stories. The stories 

they wrote reflect their firsthand knowledge of the rodeo, 

garnered from long hours of watching the battle between man 

and livestock from high atop the wooden bleachers which en-

circle the arena. Vincent's "Day at the Rodeo," is one 

such piece: 

One day I went to the Rodeo and then I saw a 
man riding a bull. Then the man flew off the 
bull and the clown helped the cowboy. It was 
time for the bareback riding I went to sit on 
the top of the bleachers to see the bareback 
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the bareback riding was over. They announced 
the winners. 
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Micah, also, gives a vidid account of one cowboy's triumph: 

Duke the Cowboy 

One day Duke went to the rodeo to try to win. 
He was going to ride a horse. And get a calf. 
The other cowboys failed the contest. It was 
his turn now. The gate opened. The horse ran 
out. Duke's horse ran fast. He was ready to 
jump. Duke jumped into the air and landed on 
the calf. Duke throw down the calf and roped 
it up before the calf could move. And he won 
a trophy. And went home happy with the trophy. 
The End. 

While the rodeo with all its excitement comes but 

once a year, the Papago involvement in the cowboy culture 

lives day in and day out in the western style dress (jeans, 

cowboy hats and boots) preferred by young and old alike, in 

the cows and horses that amble through the streets of Sells, 

in the omnipresent "Cowboy Cadillac" or pick-up truck that 

shuttles Papagos in great clouds of dust across the desert. 

While the real work of the cowboy is actually per-

formed by only a very few Papagos even young children seem 

to know what being a cowboy is all about--Iong hours of 

riding across a dry and dusty range, rounding up cattle. 

This hardworking, mundane aspect of the cowboy's life is 

well-represented in Gordon's piece: 

One morning some cowboys were looking for some 
cows and for some horses. They didn't find 
many because they didn't wake up too early. 
They only came back with 5 cows and 3 horses. 
They put the cows and the horses in their 
cattle truck. 
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Mary, Whose grandfather hires out as a ranch hand on the 

big cattle ranches around Tucson, also paints a realistic 

picture of the cowboy as a hired hand who must travel from 

ranch to ranch in search of work: 

The cowboy is going to Tucson. He got a job 
in Tucson. He was roping the cows. After work, 
he went home. 

The cowboy characters created by the children have 

their glamorous side, too; no doubt an influence of the 

westerns some of the children are fond of watching on 

television. "Mike," Michael's creation, is one such cow-

boy: 

Once upon a time a man named Mike. Mike was 
a cowboy. One day Mike saw a bank being 
robbed by 3 men. The 3 men left with their 
horses and they went out of town and Mike 
chased them. He shot the men and brang the 
money back to the bank and the sheriff made 
him a deputy. 

Whether chasing cattle or the "bad guys", the 

cowboy mystique is engrained in the Papago lifestyle, a fact 

easily recognized in these third grader's written composi-

tions. 

8. Daily Life on the Reservation. Much as the sun 

filters through the shifting shade of the desert acacia, 

the daily routines and rhythms of living and being on the 

Papago reservation filter through the students' compositions. 

Through deliberate descriptions or unconscious references, 

their stories and expositions alike paint a picture of what 
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it means to be a young school child growing up on the 

Papago reservation. 

Today, many Papagos live in the tribal headquarters 

of Sells with a population of approximately 3,000. Never-

theless, traditional village life is still part of present-

day Papagueria, particularly in the communal spirit that 

bonds the inhabitants. In the past, individuals could not 

survive on their own. Sharing was a simple matter of sur-

vival. Any food that was gathered from the desert, 

harvested from the communal farmlands, or brought down in 

the hunt, was shared by everyone. Today, that spirit of 

helping and sharing is especially evident in the compositions 

the children wrote in response to the assignment, "What I 

Would Do if There Were a Fire in my Home." Of the seven 

children who undertook this assignment, five asserted that 

once they got their family out of the house, they would 

seek help from their neighbors or the other villagers, a 

procedure described by Mary: 

One day I woke up and saw a fire in my house. I 
woke up my mom and dad and sister and brothers. 
We got everybody in the house out. We got the 
dog and cat out, too. The village woke up and 
saw the fire. A man called the fire department. 
The fire department came and put the fire out. 
We got a new house. 

The daily routines that encompass life on the reser-

vat ion also make their way into the students' writings. 

There are references to collecting wood for the family fire, 
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eating outside under the waptto (ramada), and going to the 

"Low Store," a rambling general store on the main through-

fare of Sells, to buy food, or pop or candy. For many 

adult Papagos, and certainly the children, long walks through 

the desert to reach town or to visit friends or relatives 

are routine. Florence writes several stories in which she 

mentions walking in the desert. Likewise, Joyce describes 

how she stumbles and falls in the dark one evening when she 

was walking home after spending the afternoon with her aunt. 

A break with the weekday routine may come on the 

weekend when friends and family pile into the family pick-up 

truck and drive, for some 70 miles, the narrow road which 

leads into Tucson, the nearest large metropolitan area. 

Here, all the conveniences and entertainment of a city 

abound, and Papago families may take a room in a motel and 

spend the entire weekend shopping, visiting the local zoo, 

amusement parks and the like. In her story, "If I Went to 

Egypt," Elaine quite clearly describes not an adventure in 

ancient Egypt, but rather, what she knows firsthand--a 

typical weekend of fun in Tucson: 

One day we went to Egypt with Ms. Kasden and it 
was fun. Me and Ms. Kasden rode in a truck and 
we went to a motel. The next morning we went to 
the zoo. We got an ice cream cone and we went 
to the toy store and we got a gorilla and a 
alligator and Ms. Kasden got scared and I started 
to laugh. Then we went back to Sells and she 
took me home. 
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Even such seemingly minor details as C.B. radios 

and pick-up trucks appear in the stories, for these, too, 

form part of the fabric of life for the Papago child. 

James, who explained that he knows how to operate a C.B., 

"cause my dad has one in his truck," weaves this ability 

into his story, "Hy Trip to Mars." When his space shuttle 

crashes on Mars, he uses his C.B. radio to contact Earth. 

"The C.B. worked. I told them what happened and they sent 

me a new ship. I made it back to earth." 

While the struggle for food no longer dominates the 

pattern of Papago life, still, as in all human lives, ob

taining, preparing, and eating food is of central importance; 

accordingly, the students' compositions are filled with refer

ences to food. Across 237 compositions, there are twenty

five references to eating, six to cookin~ six to shopping 

for food, thirteen to hunting, and four to gathering cactus 

fruit or gardening. 

What do the children eat? Beans, relatively easy 

to plant and care for in the desert environment, have long 

been a Papago mainstay. In "Elf in the Woods," Dana writes 

of sharing a plateful of beans with his elf friend. In 

much the same way, Joyce's cowboy in "The Cowboy in the 

Rodeo" enjoys eating eggs and beans. Another traditional 

Papago food is saguaro syrup, made from the juice of the 

saguaro fruit, which is often poured over bread or popovers 
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(Indian fry bread) as Anna describes in her piece, "Flower." 

Hunting for rabbits, quail and deer keeps fresh meat on 

the tables of many Papagos, a fact which several of the com

positions reflect. 

White flour, sugar and processed foods have largely 

relaced many of the natural Papago foods. It is not un

usual for a Papago child to carry a pocketful of change to 

be used after school at the "Low Store" for candy and soft 

drinks. Several children write of buying "candy and pop." 

The introduction of these high calorie products into the 

Papago diet has brought about a dramatic increase of related 

health problems, most noticably diabetes and obesity, a fact 

reflected in Joyce's description of a cowboy, "He was a fat 

man," and in Mary's letter to her dead uncle who died from 

complications stemming from diabetes. Health problems, in 

general are widespread; perhaps as a result of the radical 

departure from the traditional, wholesome Papago diet. Both 

Florence's mother and grandmother suffer from chronic ill

nesses. These troubles appear in two of Florence's stories. 

A number of the stories, in fact, (22 out of 237 total) con

tain some sort of reference to a health problem. 

Poor diet and health problems are not the only 

troubles Papagos must deal with today. Such social problems 

as poverty, unemployment and alcoholism also take a toll. 

The Reagan administration's slashes of federally funded 
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employment programs, such as CETA, threw many Papagos out 

of work. Such was the case for one of Anna's friends whom 

Anna describes as searching through the want ads, looking 

for work. Several of Doreen's stories deal with "getting 

rich" and then using the money to buy a new car. Character-

istic of these is the one about a man who steals gold from a 

bank and brings it horne to share with his family. Then, 

"they were rich and they were happy. They bought a new 

car." Doreen's divorced mother is barely able to support 

herself and three children; they have long needed, but can-

not afford a car. 

The vicious cycle of poverty and unemployment leads 

some Papagos to drink or drugs. In the compositions, there 

are several references to "going to a bar," "drinking beer," 

"taking dope," as well as the fighting and carousing that at 

times may accompany such activities. Joyce's cowboy becomes 

involved in a fist fight at the rodeo carnival and has to 

be taken to the hospital. Florence recounts the details of 

an incident at a tribal dance in which her cousin was at-

tacked and is also treated at the hospital. 

Once th~re was a girl. Her name was Monica. 
She was drinking beer. She was drunk because 
she was at a dance at the tribe. She had gotten 
beat up. So I picked her up and took her to the 
hospital. They said they had to operate on her. 
They had to operate on her for one hour and she 
was saved. 
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The most frequent cause of injury and death among 

the Papago is the alcohol-related care accident. The 

hospital may become a familiar place to young Papagos, a 

tragic place in-which they learn such terms as "d.o.a." 

(dead on arrival), "coma," and "broken limbs." The chil-

dren use these terms in some of their stories, as they 

describe car accidents, fights, near drownings and the 

like. 

While the struggle of desert survival has larqely 

been conquered by modern technology, Papagos now face the 

harshness of survival in a dual culture. They confront 

difficulties that are not easily overcome as reflected in 

the compositions of these young writers. Still, craddled in 

their desert homeland, surrounded by a supportive network of 

family and friends, these Papago children seem to feel and 

know that there is much that is good and strong in their 

daily lives. As Doreen writes: 

The lady had a baby boy and a girl. She was 
happy. And her mother was happy, too, and 
(her) father. Her family played with the 
baby. They had a horne for their mother and 
father and they will be happy. 

Discussion of Research Question 1: 
Perspective Two (B) Reflection of the Papaqo 

Culture in the Students' Writings 

The unique experiences of Papagos that the children 

chose to write about may be best viewed from the perspective 
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of a continuum. On one hand, the reflected cultural fea

tures are almost offhand references to the sublties that 

distinguish the everyday Papago experience from that of the 

mainstream ones. Examples include James' one-line refer

ence to operating a C.B. radio out in space to get help 

after his space ship crashed, and Dana's inclusion of the 

fact that he ate beans for lunch. The outside observer un

familiar with present-day life on the reservation, would 

not recognize these references as identifying features of 

the contemporary Papago experience. 

On the other end of the continuum, Eleanor's descrip

tion of the basketmaking process or Anna's account of her 

trip into the desert with her mother to harvest the saguaro 

fruit for later use as syrup served over fry bread, signal 

even the uninformed reader, that these students are writing 

from a perspective other than one that is solely American 

mainstream. 

These written cultural artifacts, then, create the 

richness and color of the subjects' writing, which in turn 

identifies it as having life outside the dominant main

stream experience. 

The third perspective of Research Question 1 is: 

C. To what extent are the subjects' experiences 

as third grade school children, influenced by 

the curricular content of their conventional 



school experiences and such multi-media 

as books, newspapers, television, and 

film, reflected in their writing? 
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The researcher identified five major themes which 

reflect the third grade mainstream experience in the sub

jects' compositions. These are: 

1. Daily Routines 

2. Childhood Traditions and Rituals 

3. Childhood Wishes and Fears 

4. Friendship 

5. Media Influence 

Written material which was identified as indicative of this 

experience was charted on the "Territory/Experiential Con

tent Analysis Form" (see Appenix C and Chapter 3). These 

five themes are now presented, together with illustrative 

examples from the subjects' writings. 

1. Daily Routines. School age children everywhere are 

faced with such chores as getting ready for school, clean

ing up bedrooms, and preparing for bed and these Papago 

children are no exception. Sprinkled through their composi

tions are references to taking showers, being called home 

for supper and hearing a bedtime story, all part of the" 

pattern of life for young American school children. So tied 

to her daily routines is Elaine that even after sending her

self off on a trip to Saturn, she returns to Earth, spends 
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the night with her friend, May, and the next morning, "we 

wake up and cook breakfast and May wakes up, too, and she 

watches T.V. It was cartoons." 

Dana provides the reader with several glimpses into 

his personal routines. We learn in "The Elf in the Woods," 

that he likes to spend his afternoons watching "The In-

credible Hulk" on T.V., followed by "Scooby Doo" (a 

popular cartoon) at four o'clock. In an unassigned piece 

written in March, Dana reviews his school week and then 

maps out his plans for the weekend: 

One day I was in school. It was time to go in. 
I went inside class. It was a good day for me. 
When I came back to school I did my best job. 
Thursday we had a play. One at 10:00 a.m. and 
2:00 p.m. Friday we don't have school so Satur
day I can watch cartoons. 

Stories in which children recount everything they do 

from the moment they rise, until the second their heads hit 

the pillow, have been labeled "bed-to-bed stories" by D. 

Graves (1973). While there a.re examples of such stories in 

this data (Joyce's, "If I Lived in Switzerland") more often 

the mundane, routine activities of life are woven into the 

overall story in an almost offhand way. It is as though 

these Papago writers are creating lives for their charac-

ters that resemble their own right down to such details as 

cooking breakfast (Anna, "The Witch Poisons the Food") , 

resting before dinner (Joyce, "The King and Queen and 

Attempted Robbery") and so forth. These young authors seem 
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to recognize that they must perform such routines in order 

to function in the worldi so then, too, must their fictional 

characters. 

2. Childhood Traditions and Rituals. As much as the 

process of socialization takes place within the rituals and 

traditions of childhood, so these ritualistic activities 

corne to playa dominant role in the young child's life. 

Certainly one of the best loved traditions for all children 

are the holiday celebrations. In the united states, cele

bration of Halloween, Thanksgiving, Christmas and Easter have 

taken on a decidedly American character which seems to trans

cend regional, social-economic, racial or ethnic differences. 

Papago children, participants in the mainstream milieu, 

particularly through their association with the school, 

are swept into this celebration, a fact well-represented in 

their stories. 

Their Halloween stories involve traditional witches, 

goblins, black cats and bats, and that favorite of all 

holiday activities--trick-or-treating--is mentioned fre

quently. For Thanksgiving, the teacher assigned the story 

starter, "I am a turkey and Thanksgiving scares me.. " 

Elaine dashed off this line and then quickly moved on to a 

topic that held considerably more interest for her--the 

memories of her own Thanksgiving celeration with her family, 

complete with roast turkey and pumpkin pie. The Christmas 
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stories, for the most part, revolve around that commercial-

ized, red-suited elf, Santa Claus, while the Easter Bunny 

is the main character in the Easter compositions. Four 

children descibe, in some detail, the celebration of Easter 

Day and participation in the ritual of looking for Easter 

eggs. Gordon's is one example: 

It was Easter and my mother and my aunts were 
hiding the eggs. They hid the eggs. They 
started to cook. It took a long time to do 
it. It took 19 whole hours. It was done. 
I was ready. After we ate we looked for the 
eggs. I found 11 eggs. 

As these stories reveal, Santa Claus and the Easter 

Bunny are just as likely to visit the home of a Papago 

child as they are any child in the United States. 

There are other mainstream childhood traditions 

which are also part of the Papago child's experience as re

flected in their compositions. Inside the home these tradi-

tions or rituals include being read a bedtime story (Anna, 

"Legend of H'ok), keeping a menagerie of stuffed animals 

(Florence, "What I Would Do in Case of Fire"), and caring 

for pets (Vincent, "Space Dogs"). 

Outside the home, both the mainstream and Papago 

child's interest may center on traditional games and forms 

of entertainment. Games that the Papago third graders 

wrote about and mentioned during the retrospective inter-

views, that they play, include baseball (Vincent, "Santa 

and Baseball"), soccer (Mary, "Daisy in the Hospital") and 
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tag (Rachel, "A Name For Our Elf"). Mainstream forms of 

entertainment that these Papago children had experienced 

and wrote about include trips to the circus (Elaine, Dana, 

Florence),and zoo (Elaine), the pet store (Gordon), and 

the movies (Michael, Dana, James). Two children also wrote 

and talked about hiking and family camping trips (Joyce, 

Florence). Florence's camping trip with her mother and 

sister to Slide Rock, a favorite Arizona vacation spot, is 

as follows: 

One day my mom and my sister and I went to the 
land of sparkling water. The water came from 
the waterfalls. We wanted to go swimming but we 
were scared. It might take us away. So we 
didn't go swimming. We went fishing. After my 
mom caught ten fish. The next morning we ate 
fish. Boy, was that good fish! 

In some respects, these young writers seem to 

possess the best of both worlds; the more open, less re-

strictive world of the Papago child coupled with: the 

treasured, well-loved traditions and rituals of the Ameri-

can mainstream child. The two worlds coincide in the 

students' writings, at times in colorful contrast (Mary, 

"Easter on Uranus"); at other times, in a more subtle blend 

of the two cultures (Anna, "Legend of H'ok--a Bedtime 

Story"). 

3. Childhood Wishes and Fears. There are certain 

wishes and fears that seem to go hand in hand with being a 

child in American society. Some of these are mirrored in 

the compositions written by the Papago children. 
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Many American school girls, at one time or another, 

dream of owning a horse of their own. Consider the fo1-

lowing story by Faith, "The Girl and the Pony": 

Once there was a little girl. She was walking in 
the woods. She saw a pony and she said, "I want 
that pony." She ran horne to get a rope and caught 
the pony. She ran back to the woods and when she 
grew up she lived with a full grown horse. Then 
she grew up to be a cowgirl and now she lives on a 
ranch with her family in Texas. 

Faith wrote two similar stories about finding a horse in the 

woods and claiming it for her own. She explained during her 

retrospective interview that she has always wanted a horse 

and that she "plans to save up my money so I can buy one 

some day." 

Alex's future fantasy is to be a race car driver, a 

dream he reveals in his piece, "Racing." For the time being, 

he contents himself with his collection of race car models 

and practicing dare devil tricks on his sting ray bicycle. 

Dana's daydreams arise from the world of sports, 

particularly professional football and basketball. He lives 

out his fantasy to be a bench warmer for the pro basketball 

team, "The Phoenix Suns" in his piece: 

One night my parents were taking me to a basket
ball game. The Phoenix Suns were playing. When 
the game was over the Phoenix Suns won 64 to 44. 
I was happy because the Suns were my favorite 
basketball team. Then I went to the Sun's bench. 
I said, "That was a nice game you played." They 
said, "Thank you!" "Your welcome." I said, "Could 
I be your bench warmer?" They said, "O.K." I 
said, "Thanks." Then I went back and told my morn. 
She was surprised. So I went back. 
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Many children fantasize about being rich--a fantasy 

that Hanna Barbara, exploit in their popular Saturday morn-

ing T.V. cartoon, "Richie Rich." It is a fantasy that has 

special poignancy for children who know economic depriva-

tion such as Doreen who writes two stories about suddenly 

acquiring instant riches. However, even children who come 

from economically stable homes, seem to delight in imagin-

ing what it would be like to have lots of money. Joyce's 

cowboy couple in "Rodeo Story" win a monetary first prize 

and then go on a spending spree at the carnival. As she 

writes: 

They won first prize. They really love it, 
too. They won money. They were rich, too. 
After that they went to the fair to ride. 
They played game and game. 

Finally, the mainstream American obsession with 

winning appears in the children's stories, particularly 

in their rodeo stories. It is not enough to simply part-

icipate in the rodeo, one must win, too. Anna's cowboy 

wins first prize and then goes home, a hero, with his 

family to celebrate. 

Perhaps the greatest fear of childhood is fear of 

abandonment or separation from parents. Several children 

explore this theme including Gordon in his piece, "I Joined 

the Circus;" 



One day, when I was at the circus with my 
parents and sisters, I got lost. After the 
circus my family were looking for me. I didn't 
know that my sisters were looking for me. My 
parents had to call the police. The police 
found me. They said, "Where have you been?" 
"I joined the circus," I said. 

136 

Of the five children who write of separation, Anna 

is the only one who is not reunited with her parents in her 

story. She concludes her piece, "And my parents are still 

looking for me." It may be significant, that out of the 

five separation theme stories, her's is the only fantasy. 

Within the imaginary world of fantasy, it may be safe to 

contemplate indefinite separation from one's parents; on a 

real-life plane, it is not. 

4. Friendship. What would childhood be without good 

friends to share it with? Childhood friends are an integral 

part of growing up for mainstream and Papago children alike. 

Accordingly, some mention of friends or friendship is made 

in 32 of the compositions. 

In some cases, the students simply describe their 

friends and the activities in which they engage together. 

One such example is as follows: 

Once upon a time there lived a girl. Her name 
is Tina. She is a nice girl and everyday she 
would go to a girl's house. Her name is Cheri 
and the girls had fun together and that is the 
sotry of Tina and Cheri. 

Others mention friendship more in passing, such as 

Joyce who refers to playing outside with the neighborhood 
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children in several of her stories. Still others write 

stories that have at their heart a theme of friendship. 

Two notable examples are Faith's rendition of Paul Bunyan 

and his Blue Ox: 

On day Paul Bunyan was chopping wood. When he 
was finished he went home and took a nap. When 
he woke up he ate dinner. After he ate dinner, 
he went outside and he saw a blue ox. The blue 
ox ran to Paul and Paul said, "Hello" and the 
ox went "Moooo." Paul said, "Come into my house 
and I will give you something to eat." They went 
in and Paul said "Will you be my friend forever 
and ever?" The blue ox said, "Moooo." They 
lived happily ever after. The end. 

and Eleanor's, "The Frog and Snake are Friends:" 

One day a frog was hopping in the water on a 
lilly pad. Then a snake came and said to the 
frog, "Can you play?" He said to the frog, 
"Yes. I can play." The frog said, "Where 
are we going to play at?: "The park and you 
will swim in the water. Then I will crawl on 
the ground. Then we will go home." "O.K." 
said the frog. Then the frog got out of the 
water. Then the frog calls the snake and they 
went back home to eat some food outside on the 
ground. Said the frog to the snake, "O.K." 
Then they went outside to eat. 

Often it is the time spent with peers engaged in 

typically child-oriented activities that separates the 

child's world from the adults'. Although Papago children 

are not excluded from the adult world to the extent that 

mainstream children are, still it is clear from their writ-

ings, that their peers hold a special place in their lives 

and feelings. 
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5. Media Influence. With a flick of the switch on the 

family television set, or through the pages of a school 

library book, or in the darkness of a Tucson movie theater, 

the outside world of mainstream society is brought into 

sharp focus for the Papago child. And not surprisingly, 

the plots, characters, events from popular television sit

coms, cartoons, and commercials take on new life in the 

students' own compositions. 

Television, especially, is a powerful force in the 

children's lives. In the retrospective interviews, all 

the children said that they watch television every day and 

they all, without hesitation, quickly named five or six of 

their favorite shows. They also stated that television, in 

many cases, had provided the inspiration for one or more 

of their stories. Joyce was quick to identify an episode 

from one of her favorite shows, "Charlie's Angels," as the 

source for the plot of her fairy tale, "The King and the 

Queen and the Attempted Robbery." Five other students, al

though they weren't able to identify specific episodes as 

Joyce did, explained that the plots of their cowboy stories 

were influenced by westerns they had seen on television. 

Typical of these is Michael's "Mike the Cowboy." 

Cartoon plots and characters also appear in the 

students' writings. At times, the students whole-heartedly 

adopt complete cartoons as Faith does in her, "Bugs Bunny 
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and the Space Carrot," or Anna in "Puppy and the Circus." 

Other students simply borrow the cartoon characters and 

create their own plots. For example, Mary and Doreen both 

write stories about hospital stays using Disney cartoon 

characters. At times cartoons are simply referred to as 

Dana does in "My Friend the Elf" in which he pretends that 

he and his elf friend watch one of Dana's favorites, 

"Scooby 000," on television. In one of his stories, Dana, 

who is also a fan of the cartoon, "Super Friends," cap-

tures not only a typical "Super Friends" plot but the 

characters, language and style of the cartoon as well: 

In the city of Metropolis. Superman and the 
Hall of Justice battle the villians. The 
villians almost lost but the villians won. 
Superman said to the Hall of Justice Heros, 
"We need one more hero. I know just the hero. 
His Name is Spiderman. I think he might 
bring some friends. Their names are Iceman 
and Firestar. When Spiderman arrived with 
his amazing friends. The villians struck 
again. This time the villians lost. Super
man said, "Nice team work, heros." 

The impact of television is also discernible in the 

references to the evening news. Doreen pretends in one of 

her space stories that she has just learned from a tele-

vision news broadcast that Mercury has touched the sun. 

Later, during her retrospective interview, she explained 

that she often watches the evening news on television with 

her family. In addition, four boys indicated that they had 
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seen television coverage of either the space ship Columbia 

or Mt. St. Helens--both events which they later included 

in compositions, such as this piece by Dana: 

One day I watched the space shuttle Columbia 
blast-off. It was in space. It was over the 
planet Pluto. After a long time something 
happened causing the shuttle to crash on Pluto. 
The tower sent out another shuttle to rescue 
the other men. After the shuttle got the men 
it took them home. 

After Michael repairs a loose pipe on his space 

ship in his piece, "My Space Ship Crashed on Neptune," he 

collects a sample of rocks which he takes back to Earth 

with him. Michael explained that he added this detail to 

the story because of a television documentary he had seen 

on the Moon Walk, in which the astronauts collected samples 

of moon rocks. 

Newspapers, books and advertising also make their 

way into the students' writing. Dana, an avid reader of 

the sports page, is particularly adept at mimicing the 

organization and style of a sports report: 

One day the Dallas Cowboys were getting ready to 
play the Tampa Bay Bucaneers. The day came for 
the game. The Dallas Cowboys led at halftime 
10-0. When the game overed the Cowboys won 38 
to O. Now the Dallas Cowboys will meet the San 
Francisco 4gers. In the championship for Super 
Bowl XVI. And the Cincinnati Bengals will play 
the San Diego Chargers. 

Four children, when questioned about the source of 

an idea behind a particular piece, mentioned books, either 

ones that they had checked out on their own from the school 
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library or had been read to by the teacher in class. Michael 

especially, described by his mother as a voracious reader 

of mysteries and ghost stories, joke books and space stories, 

has a tendency to draw upon his reading experience for his 

writing material. 

Children, in a natural, unobtrusive manner, also 

refer to advertising slogans and commerical products in 

their writings. Florence sends herself, mother and sister 

off on a camping trip to "The Land of Sparkling Water," 

(a Hamm's beer slogan), while Eleanor, on her travels 

through space, makes a stopover on Mars specifically to 

pick up some "Mars Candy Bars." Vincent provides yet 

another example when the pirates in his fairy tale, in 

their pursuit of the golden treasure, scale "Scole Moun

tain" (a reference to Scole chewing tobacco). 

Last but not least is the influence of movies on 

the students' writing, particularly upon the action-packed 

narratives written by the boys. The impact of "Star Wars" 

and "Close Encounters of the Third Kind" is unmistakable in 

their exploding dramas with titles the likes of "Pluto 

Attacks Saturn" and "My Space Ship Crashes on Neptune." 

Horror movies, another favorite of the boys, show up 

in several of their Halloween stories. James, a dedicated 

viewer of horror films, slices gory details from various 



shows and threads them into three of his stories, most 

notably, "The Baby Who is Baptized by the Devil:" 

One day there was a boy who was baptized by a 
devil and when the baby would get mad his eyes 
would get red and he would throw his bottle 
and make a hole in the wall. When he grew up 
he never got mad. And one day a ball hit him 
in the head and his eyes got red and he picked 
up the ball and threw it at the man and all 
his guts fell out and he was dead. 
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Likewise, Christine is able to describe Dracula with such 

detail, right down to his fear of the Christian cross, 

because she had "seen him at the movies before." 
-

Dracula is mean and powerful. Dracula loves 
blood. When he bites on somebody he gets a 
lot of blood. His eyes get red when he sucks 
their blood. iihen he bites them three times 
they will die. When they show him a cross he 
will die. Dracula is ugly, too. 

Rachel and Alex draw upon the recently popular 

disaster movies for the events chronicled in their two 

respective pieces, "The Day Earth Broke," and "The Day a 

Rock Hit Mars." And Alex recounts the plot of the martial 

arts film, "Bruce Lee," in his story of the same name. 

The influence of the media on the children's writing, 

then, is without question. Plots, events, settings, char-

acters from television, movies, books as well as input from 

newspapers and advertising appear in either whole or in ab-

brievated form. In his sport reports Dana even adopts the 

crisp, clean style of a newspaper sports reporter, a style 

he has become so familar with through hours spent pouring 



143 

over the sports page of the Tucson Citizen. It is clear 

that just as children draw from the drama of their own 

lives for their writing material~ so they utilize the 

dramas that they vicaricously live in front of the tele-

vision set every night or through the pages of a book. And 

just as children are able to identify the personal experi-

ence that served as the basis for a particular story, so 

they can recall the specific T.V. sitcom or book title 

that served as the impetus for one of their own written 

creations. 

Discussion of Research Question 1: 
Perspective Three (C) Reflection of the Subjects' 

Experiences as Third Grade School Children 

Although these young Papagc writers live some 70 

miles from the mainstream community of Tucson, they are 

daily participants in the mainstream experience primarily 

through their association with the school, but also, through 

the world of television they invite into their homes every 

night, the books and newspapers they read, the movies they 

see. They also, on occasion, visit Tucson or other large 

cities in the vicinity including Casa Grande and Phoenix, 

gaining further exposure to mainstream life through trips to 

shopping malls, amusement parks and the like. Their's is 

not an isolated experience and their exposure to mainstream 

ways of living, believing, etc., is clearly reflected in 

their writing. 
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Their lives, then, are shaped both by their experi-

ences as Papago Indians and by their mainstream experiences 

as third grade American school children. This involvement 

-in two worlds is perhaps best exemplified by Michael's fic-

tional hero, "Dan Hackman," who in typical T.V. western 

style, puts the "bad guys" underground. In this case, how-

ever, written from the perspective of a Papago Indian, the 

bad guys are the cowboys, and the righteous victors, the 

Indians: 

One day in the desert some cowboys were shooting 
Indians. A man named Dan Hackman heard the shoot
ing. He went to see what was going on. He saw 
some dead Indians. He shot all the cowboys. The 
Indians celebrated. Dan got married and lived 
happily ever after. 

Dan Hackman may have come into being in the instructional 

setting of a mainstream public school, and he may owe his 

dramatic flair to the hours of T.V. westerns his creator 

has absorbed over the years, but first and foremost, he 

possesses the heart and soul of a Papago. 

The fourth perspective of Research Question I is: 

D. To what extent is the subjects' use of fantasy 

reflected in their writing? 

The researcher's definition of personal experience 

includes not only the more commonplace realm of home, but 

also the world of fantasy (Britton, 1970b). Accordingly, 

four categories which reflect the intersection of personal 
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experience with fantasy were identified in the students' 

compositions: (1) Child relates a true account with 

imaginative embellishment; (2) Child sets the story in a 

realistic territory but creates imaginary plot and 

characters; (3) Child creates a fantasy plot, setting, and 

characters but weaves in details drawn from personal 

experience; (4) Child creates a story with a plot, setting 

and characters all based in fantasy; there is no discernible 

reference to the child's own experience. These four 

categories are now presented, together with illustrative 

examples f;.om the subjects' writings. Some of the stories 

that follow in this section on fantasy have been used in 

previous sections. The categories overlap at times because 

a single story will often embody several categories. 

1. Child Relates a True Account with Imaginative 

Embellishment. In this category, the students relate the 

details of a true account, but expand it in some way 

through imaginative embellishment. In general, one element 

of the piece--the setting, the characters, or the action-

is altered to achieve the desired imaginative effect. 

In her piece, "I Kissed the Earth Good-bye," 

Eleanor alters the realistic setting, thereby adding a 

little imaginative spice to what is otherwise a mundane 

account of a visit to her grandmother's house. 



One day I kissed Earth good-bye because we were 
going to my grandma's house. Then when we got 
to my grandma's, me and my sister went to play 
with my friend at her house. When we got fin
ished playing we went to the store to get some 
bread for my mom. 
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Joyce's story, "The Nice Space Man," is an example 

of a true account in which the characters have been imagina-

tively altered. Joyce introduces a "nice space man" into a 

true account of her sister's inadvertent separation from 

the family in a large, Tucson department store. In reality, 

the "space man" was a kindly elderly gentleman who helped 

reunite Joyce's lost and frightened sister with her family. 

Children may also alter the action of a true account, 

thereby creating a more exciting story. Vincent does this in 

piece entitled, "The Hunter." Everything is based on fact 

except the detail about being chased by the hunter. Vincent 

explained he deliberately added this detail to make the 

story more exciting. 

Similarly, in her piece about her mother picking 

cactus fruit, everything is true except for the ending which 

Florence expands into exciting finale; instead of being 

merely frightened by a rattlesnake (as was actually the case) 

her mother is bitten by the snake, rushed to the hospital and 

dramatically saved. 

In general, children turn to imaginative embellish-

rnent in response to what they perceive to be the function of 

the writing assignment. Joyce and Eleanor rely on 
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imaginative embellishment to meet the requirements of the 

assignment, "Write a space adventure story." By altering a 

detail here, adding another there, they transform a realis

tic recounting of a personal experience into an imaginative 

narrative; in this case, a space adventure story. In other 

cases, children seem to feel that simply relating a per

sonal tale is not enough; that good writing is exciting, 

necessitating imaginative embellishment. Vincent makes this 

clear in his retrospective interview when he explains that 

sometimes "I add stuff to a story to make it more exciting." 

When asked why, he was quick to answer, "Because Ms. Howard 

likes it to be exciting." 

2. Child sets the Story in a Realistic Territory but 

Creates Imaginary Plot and Characters. In this category, 

students create fictionalized characters who carry out fic

tionalized actions in a realistic setting--often within the 

students' home base or to use D. Graves' terms, in their 

primary territory. There are many examples of this second 

fantasy category. 

Often the story opens with a somewhat prosaic ac

count of a daily routine, then suddenly takes an interesting 

twist when an imaginary character is introduced into the 

plot. One such example is Peter's account of his surprise 

encounter with the Easter Bunny: 



One day it was Easter and we had to work on eggs. 
But something had come up. My mom told me to go 
outside and get some wood for the fire. Then I 
saw something coming toward me and it was a Easter 
Bunny and the Bunny gave me some eggs and he went 
home. 

Anna's story, "Warrior," is another example. In 
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this piece, a little boy is out walking in the desert when 

he runs into a jumping cactus and is wounded by the stickers. 

Happily for him, a friendly, talking coyote happens along and 

kindly helps the boy pullout the stickers. 

Sometimes the imaginary character is simply incor-

porated into the young author's daily home or school life. 

Two such pieces, one by Dana, the other by Rachel involve 

elves who join and participate in the child's routine or on-

going activities. In Dana's piece, after meeting an elf 

while out on a walk, he brings his new-found elf friend home 

where they share lunch and an afternoon of T.V. viewing to-

gether. Likewise, in her story, Rachel includes her elf 

friend in an after-lunch game of tag down the school hallway. 

In other stories, the action and circumstances are 

more extraordinary. Dana and James write similar stories 

about a U.F.O. landing outside near their homes. Both 

space ships contain space people who try to entice the boys 

to come with them. Dana simply refuses and the U.F.O. lifts 

off; James, more dramatically, is captured by the space 

people but manages to break away and escape. 
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One last example of a story with a realistiac set-

ting but imaginary characters and action is Gordon's, 

"Flying Heads:" 

As I was walking horne I stopped to see what 
was going on at the graveyeard. Some flying 
heads were looking at me. I was scared. 
They chased me all the way home but I didn't 
tell my mother. 

3. Child creates a Fantasy Plot, Setting, and Charac-

ters but Weaves in Details Drawn from Personal Experience. 

In this category, all the main elements of the story--

setting, characters and plot--are all imaginary. The only 

tie to the child's own world is a single detail, which is 

often somewhat insignificant in terms of the overall plot. 

The connection of these details to the author's personal 

experience would ordinarily remain unnoticed by the reader, 

and is known only becuase of the retrospective interviews 

the reseracher conducted. 

Two examples are both fairy tales. The first by 

Anna, contains all the traditional imaginary elements of a 

fairy tale: a castle, the queen's mother, a prince and an 

evil witch who tries to destroy the queen: 

One day a queen and her prince got married in a 
castle. The next day a witch was after her be
cause the witch wanted to marry the prince. The 
next morning the queen said, "Mother, when are we 
going to have breakfast?" Her mother said, "In 
a little while." The mother went into the kitchen 
to fix breakfast. The queen went back to her room. 
The queen's mother went outside because the 
father was calling. While she was out the witch 
went in and put pOison into the breakfast. When 



they came to breakfast the prince smelled his 
food. "Oh don't eat it. It smells like poison." 
The next day he went and killed the witch at her 
castle. 
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Anna explained in her retrospective interview, that the in-

spiration for her idea of the "poisoned breakfast" came from 

the salt fights she had had with her friends over breakfast 

in the school cafeteria just before she wrote the story. 

All part of a mischievious game, the object of the fights 

was to pour as much salt as possible into a friend's plate. 

Florence, also, creates a traditional fairy tale 

complete with a castle, a king and queen, pirates who steal 

the royal treasure and the queen's virtuous guards who win 

it back in "The Gold Was Stolen." 

One day the queeen was supposed to be watching the 
gold because the King had to go to a meeting. The 
gold was under her bed. She was sick. She went 
to take her medicine in the refrigerator. When 
she came back the gold was gone. "Oh, my God," she 
cried. "The King will kill me." She hurried to 
the window. "Oh! That pirate. He stole our gold 
and now he's getting away!" The queen sent the 
guards on her boat. The guards caught the pirates 
boat. They started to have war. Meanwhile, the 
King came back from his meeting. He came from a 
meeting about sharing the gold with the other Kings. 
The King said, "Dear, where is the gold?" She was 
scared to tell him. She said, "A pirate took it." 
"What!" he said. "But I sent the guards after 
him," she cried. "O.K., but don't let this happen 
again." he said. "O.K., O.K." she said. Meanwhile 
the war became bigger. The queen had six guards. 
Two got killed and then finally the pirate died. 
The four guards brought the gold back and they lived 
happily ever after. 
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The one connection to Florence's real life experience lies 

in the fact that the queen, like Florence's cronically ill 

mother, stores her medicine in the refrigerator. 

There are other examples of stories that fit the 

third fantasy category as well: Doreen's prince saves a 

princess from a vicious dragon then invites her into his 

castle for an afternoon snack of milk and cookies (Doreen's 

favorite after-school snack); Alex travels to "Pizza Planet" 

where everything looks and tastes like pizza (Alex had 

eaten pizza for lunch just before writing this story); and 

Vincent's pirates fight their way up "Scole Mountain" in an 

effort to claim the golden treasure (Vincent's older cousins 

all use "Scole" chewing tobacco). 

In most of these cases, the child assumes the role 

of outside narrator, excluding self from the story. All 

story elements are imaginary--setting, characters and plot. 

A single detail, often drawn from an immediate personal ex

perience such as Anna's salt fights or Alex's pizza lunch, 

is the only connection to the real world experiences of the 

child. 

4. Child Creates a Story with a Plot, Setting and 

Characters all Based in Fantasy; There is no Discernible 

Reference to the Child's Own Experience. Using Applebee's 

fantasy-rating scale (1978), the reseracher identified 13 

stories out of an overall data base of 237, that can be 
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described as "pure fantasy." Applebee's scale consists of 

a three-point continuum--realistic, mixed, fantasy--along 

which he evaluates the main story elements--setting, char-

acters and plot. In addition, he notes whether or not the 

story is written in first person and if the child excludes 

him/herself from the story. 

with the exception of Dana's, "How the Penguin Got 

its Tuxedo," based on the "Just So Story" pattern, all the 

pure fantasy stories are fairy tales. James' "The Brave 

Prince" is one such example: 

Once upon a time there was a prince that was 
brave and he was married to a princess. They were 
staying with their mother and father. A giant 
came and got the princess. The prince went 
after his princess. The prince knew the way 
to the giant's cave. The prince didn't know 
the giant got another Dragon. It was as big as 
a giant. He went to his castle to get some of 
his men. They were brave. One was a hunter. 
They killed the giant and his dragon and got the 
princess. They lived happily ever after. 

Clearly, in these cases, fantasy is a function of 

the genre--the fairy tale. The children became well-

acquainted with the elements of a fairy tale through an 

extensive unit the teacher created on fairy tales. She 

introduced the unit with a "Magic People" bulletin board 

which included such fantasy folk as Goldilocks, Rumpelstilt-

skin, the five Chinese brothers and Pinocchio, and read 

out loud such traditional tales as "Sleeping Beauty," "Jack 

and the Beanstalk," "The Ugly Duckling," and "The Emperor's 
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New Clothes." She engaged the students in a discussion 

about the "style of fantasy writing," touching upon story 

conflict, problem solving, and the happy ending. The 

teacher then asked the students to write their own fairy 

tale and to concentrate on developing the setting, introduc-

ing the characters, and creating an exciting "fairy tale-

like" plot with a conflict and eventual solution. Thus the 

students were familiar with the fantasy format of the fairy 

tale genre and responded accordingly when they dealt with 

the task of writing their own. 

Discussion of Research Question 1: 
Perspective Four (D) The 

Reflection of Fantasy 

That fantasy is related to the function of the genre 

becomes even more apparent when Applebee's scale is applied 

to the other story topics. Table 2 shows the total number 

of stories written for each assignment category assigned 

by the teacher and the corresponding number of stories that 

are either realistic, mixed (a combination of realistic and 

fantasy), or "pure" fantasy within each of Applebee's story 

divisions (characters, author excluded from the story, 

action and setting). The table also shows the gender dif-

ferences between male and female writers as well as the 

combined overall percentages of both for each story division 

within each assigr~ent category. 
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As can be seen from the table, there are 11 topics 

assigned by the teacher and one category for the unassigned. 

The fairy tale assignment is the only one that produced 

mostly "pure fantasy;" that is, the characters, action and 

setting are all of the fantasy realm and the author does 

not include him/herself in the story. The boys wrote all 

fantasy in response to this genre. Halloween stories, tall 

tales and stories patterned after the "Just So Story" format 

are a combination of mixed-fantasy. The majority of the 

Halloween stories center on a protagonist who is frightened 

or victimized somehow by the traditional Halloween horrors; 

witches, goblins, ghosts, and so forth. The tall tale/Just 

So stories have a built-in element of fantasy, involving 

much exaggeration. Yet, at the same time, they may deal 

with realistic characters and settings. According to 

Applebee, stories which involve the author as protagonist 

or have realistic characters or setting are categorized 

under "mixed-fantasy" (see Chapter 3) and are not considered 

true fantasy. 

The remainder of the other story topics, (with the 

exception of the rodeo and circus topics) Holiday, space 

adventure, Disney characters, and unassigned, were primarily 

a combination of realistic and mixed. Often, they involve 

the author as protagonist, have a realistic setting, and 

introduce fantasy through imaginary minor characters or 

action. 
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The rodeo/cowboy assignment produced either re-

tellings of the authors I experiences at the Papago Rodeo, 

or stories that were purely realistic, i.e., realistic set-

ting, characters and action (with one exception; Annals 

piece about a talking bull). Likewise, in dealing with the 

circus assignment, children either wrote realistic descrip-

tions of themselves as circus performers or described their 

real-life visits to the circus. Finally, as one would ex-

pect, the great majority of the expository reports were 

purely realistic. Again, it is the nature or the topic or 

function of the assignment that determines the presence of 

or, as in the case of the expository reports, the absence 

of fantasy. 

In sum, the nature of the topic or function of the 

assignment determines the extent to which children include 

fantasy in their stories. Applebee's fantasy rating scale 

reveals a continuum. At one end, the rodeo receives gen-

erally realistic treatment, while at the other end, the 

fairy tale consists of almost pure fantasy. 

Research Question 2: How is the Emergence of 
Personal Experience Affected by the 

Nature of the Assignment? 

The second research question examines the possible 

relationship between the nature of the assignment and the 

degree to which children draw from their personal experiences 



in their writing. The nature of the assignment is deter

mined by three factors: 

A. The degree of teacher-student control over the 

assignment 

1. teacher-controlled 

2. teacher-student controlled 

3. student-controlled 
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B. The function of the assignment and the function and the 

form of the students' writing 

1. The function of the assignment as determined by the 

teacher 

a. to expand and review instruction 

b. to stimulate creative writing 

2. The function of the students' writing (as 

categorized by Bird) 

a. story 

b. retelling 

c. expository 

d. mixed 

3. The form of the students' writing (as categorized 

by Stein-Policastro) 

a. story 

b. animate action sequence 

c. animate descriptive sequence 

d. physical descriptive sequence 

e. mixed 
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c. The content of the assignment 

1. assignment topic of a primary nature 

2. assignment topic of an expanded nature 

3. assignment topic of a fantasy nature 

These three factors were used as a system to categorize 

each piece of writing. Each factor is now addressed in turn. 

A. Degree of Teacher-Student Control 

Each assignment was categorized by its degree of 

teacher-student control. The analysis was based on a three

point continuum, ranging from the most specific, highly 

structured assignment, completely controlled by the teacher, 

to a more open-ended assignment in which only a general 

framework was provided, allowing the students some control, 

to student-controlled writing in which the children were 

free to decide for themselves what they would write. Next, 

the degree to which personal experience appeared in every 

students' response to every assignment was compared and 

contrasted across the three-point control continuum. As an 

example, James' compositions, categorized accordingly, are 

displayed in Table 3. 

The degree of teacher-student control over the 

assignment proved not to be a significant variable in deter

mining the reflection of personal experience in students' 

writings. As exemplified by James, personal experience. 



Table 3. The degree of teacher-student control over assignment and the 
reflection of personal experience in James' Composition. 

Control: Teacher 

Old Time Indians Report 

If I Joined the Circus* 

Teacher - Student 

Flying Saucer* 

My Trip to Mars* 

Why Coyote Always 
Looks Back* 

Two Fast Horses* 

Boy in the Crazy School* 

Untitled Fairy Tale 

Devils in the Cave 

Baby Baptized by the Devil 

Jupiter and the Red Spot* 

*stories that reflect James' personal experience. 

Student 

The Low Store* 

The Warrior 

I-' 
U1 
~ 
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appeared across the continuum. Even unassigned stories 

which children had total control over were not necessarily 

filled with the children's own real life experiences as 

might be expected. Although James did draw upon his own 

experience for one of his unassigned pieces, he also wrote 

the unassigned, pure fantasy piece, liThe Warrior, .. which 

bears no relation to his own life experiences. 

A similar pattern is true for the group as a whole. 

Table 4 shows the percentage of stories within each of the 

three control categories that reflect the personal experi

ence of each subject, as well as the overall percentage 

across the three control categories. Again, personal ex

perience appears across the continuum; in Doreen's case, it 

is a part of every composition she wrote. When the average 

is calculated across subjects, 75% of the compositions that 

are teacher-controlled and teacher-student controlled re

flect personal experience while 81% of those compositions 

that are student-controlled do. 

In conclusion, then, the degree of control students 

exercise over a writing assignment does not appear to in

fluence the extent to which they rely on their own experi

ences in their responses to the assignment. In fact, as the 

average percentages reveal, children are likely to include 

personal experience in their writing regardless of who con

trols the assignment. 



Table 4. 

Subject 

Alex 
Dana 
Gordon 
James 
Michael 
Peter 
Vincent 
Anna 
Christine 
Doreen 
Elaine 
Eleanor 
Faith 
Florence 
Joyce 
Mary 
Rachel 

TOTAL 

The Degree of Teacher-Student Control Over Assignment and the Percentage 
of the Subjects' Compositions that Reflect Personal Experience 

Number Overall 
Number of Number Percent of 

Total of Percent Stories Percent of Percent Stories 
Number stories that Teacher- that stories that that 
of Teacher Reflect student Reflect student Reflect Reflect 
Stories Controlled P.E. Controlled P.E. controlled P.E. P.E. 

10 3 33% 4 25% 3 66% 40% 
21 7 57% 8 38% 6 50% 48% 
19 7 100% 11 46% 1 0% 57% 
13 2 50% 9 66% 2 50% 62% 
17 6 66% 11 73% 0 0 70% 

9 3 33% 4 66% 2 50% 56% 
14 4 75% 7 100% 3 100% 93% 
16 5 80% 11 81% 0 0 81% 
10 3 66% 6 83% 1 100% 80% 
16 5 100% 7 100% 4 100% 100% 
11 3 100% 7 100% 1 0 100% 
12 4 100% 7 86% 1 100% 92% 
14 3 100% 9 66% 2 50% 71% 
13 7 87% 5 100% 1 100% 92% 
17 8 88% 8 100% 1 100% 94% 
13 8 38% 3 100% 2 50% 54% 
12 4 100% 6 50% 2 100% 75% 

237 82 75% 123 75% 32 81% 75% 

I-' 
l1I 
I-' 



B. The Function of the Assignment and the 
Function and the Form of the Students' Writing 
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The researcher initially believed that the function of 

the writing assignment might affect the reflection of personal 

experience in the children's compositions. The teacher 

structured her writing assignments around either one of two 

functions. One was to stimulate creative writing by patterning 

the assignment after a particular genre; i.e., fairy tale, tall 

tale, Just So story, Indian legend, or space adventure. The 

teacher explained that she not only wanted to give her students 

practice with "creative writing" but with writing in specific 

genres as well. As a rule, she introduced each new genre with 

an elaborate literary unit, complete with bulletin boards, books 

that she read aloud to the class, and instruction on the unique 

features of each particular genre. As the teacher explained, 

the students were then expected to write their own stories 

adhering to the guidelines of the particular genre they were 

currently studying. 

The other function the teacher operated from was to 

develop and expand thematic units. The writing served as an 

extension of the instructional units, "Old Time Indians," an 

United States Social Studies Unit, and a Health and Safety unit. 

This function served a two-fold purpose according to the 

teacher: 



1. To make students put into writing what they had 

learned from a particular unit, thereby giving 

the teacher a way to evaluate the success of the 

teaching-learning process. 
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2. To give students practice in using such resource 

materials as encyclopedias, social study textbooks, 

etc., while at the same time, providing them with 

the opportunity to write in an expository style. 

While these two functions seem quite clear-cut, the 

children did not always interpret assignnlents from the 

teacher's point of view. Therefore, it proved more useful 

to examine the personal functions of the children in response 

to the teacher's assignments. 

Three major personal function categories emerged 

from the children's writing categorized by the research as: 

(a) a story function category; (b) a retelling function 

category; and (c) an expository function category. 

The story function category was primarily reserved 

for fictional assignments; stories about the holidays, the 

rodeo and the circus, as well as fairy tales, tall tales, 

Just So stories, and outer space adventures. There were 

two exceptions. Children tended to write a fictional 

story when the topic was unassigned, and five of the chil

dren wrote stories in response to four expository assign

ments: namely; "Things To Do in Arizona, "How to be Saf~ 
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on My Biice," "vlhat I Would Do if Someone Were Hurt Bad." 

and "What to Do in Case of Fire." From the teacher's per

spective, these were meant to be expository reports written 

in response to her content area instructional function. 

These five children, however, responded to the assignments 

in a personal manner, and chose to write stories instead. 

For example, in response to "Things to Do in Arizona," part 

of the social studies unit on the state of Arizona, both 

Florence and Peter wrote stories about imaginary camping 

trips to Slide Rock, a popular vacation spot in Arizona. 

The retelling function category was reserved for 

experiences the children had had or stories they had read 

or had seen on T.V. These experiences were of three types: 

(1) specific personal experience, such as Dana's day at the 

circus with his cousin, Harold; (2) general life experi

ences, for example, hunting for rabbit; (3) media ex

periences through movies, newspapers and books, for instance 

Anna's retelling of the "Puppy and the Circus," a television 

cartoon. 

The expository function category was used for the 

expository assignments: "Old Time Indians," the state re

ports, "If I Live in Switzerland/Egypt," and Health and 

Safety reports. However, children also used it for some 

non-expository assignments that they responded to in an 

expository manner; for example, Dana's expository-like 



description of planetary phenomenon in his piece, "Mer-

cury Touched the Sun," written in response to the "space 

adventure story" assignment. 

One day all nine planets were calm. Then after 
a while Mercury started to nove toward the sun. 
It got closer and closer. Then it touched the 
sun. It started to burn. Then Mer~ury started 
floating back to its orbit. Half of Mercury 
was burned but nothing stopped Mercury from 
orbiting the sun. 

I~ is apparent that there is often considerable 

variation between the teacher's assignment function and 

the students' corresponding interpretatiun and written 

response. However, a surprisingly uniform pattern was 

evident between the students' personal writing functions 

and the written fo£ms they adopted to meet their writing 

needs. 
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Therefore, it proved useful to investigate the writ-

ten form of the students' compositions as well as the func-

tion. 

Accordingly, the story grammer definitions developed 

by Stein and Policastro (see Chapter 3) were adopted and 

used to analyze the form of the students' writing. Each 

composition was categorized into one of four structural cate-

gories: (a) story; (b) animate action sequence; (c) animate 

descriptive sequence and (d) physical descriptive sequence. 

The results are as follows and shown in Table 5. 



Table 5. The personal writing functions and form of the students' compositions. 

The Form of the Students' ComEositions 

The students' animate animate descriptive physical mixed total 
personal writing action sequence descriptive 
functions Story sequence sequence 

story 94 0 5 0 0 99 
(assignment compliance 
function) 

retelling 0 66 0 0 0 66 

expository 0 32 13 3 0 48 

mixed 0 0 0 0 24 24 

total 94 98 17 3 24 237 

I-' 
0'1 
0'1 
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Based on the Stein-Poliscastro definition of story, 

there were 94 compositions (out of a total data base of 

237) that could be considered stories. Story is defined 

as a text that includes a clearly-defined protagonist who 

sets out to achieve specific goals. The protagonist's 

plan to accomplish these goals must be outlined as well as 

information regarding whether or not the goals have been 

met. As mentioned earlier, the children tended to reserve 

the story form for those assignments that had built-in 

narrative function such as the fairy tales; in fact, fairy 

tales, seemingly the most powerful narrative genre the 

children were exposed to, accounted for the majority of the 

stories they produced. 

The animate action sequence is a form that lends 

itself easily to a retelling function, and, in fact, chil

dren relied on it exclusively for this purpose. Children 

retold three types of experiences: (1) specific personal 

experiences; (2) general life experiences; and (3) media 

experiences. Out of 237 compositions, 66 were animate dC

tion sequences used ill a retelling function. 

Below are examples of three animate action sequences 

used to retell each of the three types of experiences. Note 

that in each case, an animate protagonist drives the action 

forward in a temporal sequence, and that the action begins 

and ends in a clearly delineated manner; however, the 
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protagonist lacks a specfic goal around which the struc-

ture of the piece can be organized. For this reason, these 

compositions are temporal sequences of events rather than 

stories according to Stein and Policastro. 

1. Example of a specific personal experience 

In this animate action sequence, Anna recounts 

the details of her visit to the San Xavier Mission: 

One day I was at the mission. Then we saw 
Father. He came to the church. Then a 
Sister carne and said, "hi," to me and Father. 
We said, "hi," to her, then Father said, 
"Let's look at a movie." Then I went home. 

2. Example of a general life .experience 

In this piece, Doreen, whose two older brothers do 

"a lot of hunting," draws upon th.::.t experience in 

her account of a general hunting sequence: 

One day the men went hunting and they killed 
a snake. And the ladies cooked the snake. 
The men ate it. They killed deer and rabbit. 
And they ate that, too. 

3. Example of a media experience 

Here, Alex retells the movie events from the martial 

arts thrill~r, "Bruce Leer: 

One day a boy was playing at the railroad and 
a train came the boy fell down and the train 
almost ran over him. He lived in Japan. His 
name was Bruce Lee. He went to learn martial 
arts and 8 years later he was walking home. 
He went to America and 3 years later 5 guys 
tried to kill him. 

In addition to the retelling func~ion the animate 

action sequence form is also used for an expository 
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function. Thirty-two compo$itions are expository in func-

tion and animate action sequences in form. Joyce's com-

position, written in response to the assignment, "Describe 

Indian Life 100 Years Ayo," is one such example: 

A little girl was going to eat dinner." Her 
mother cooked soup. Her father was smoking 
a pipe. Her mother was carrying her baby on 
her back. When the little girl ate all her 
soup up she went to play with friends until 
night time. That is when she has to go home. 
She has to get home before her father gets 
mad at her. Her father went inside their 
house to read for a little bit. 

Note that Joyce's description of Indian life one hundred 

years ago incorporates several details taken directly from 

the class instruction. Drawing from a picture stimulus 

that showed several Indian men sharing a peace pipe, Joyce 

described the father in her piece as smoking a pipe while 

the mother carries the baby on her back. In reality, how-

ever, this is an account of a typical evening Joyce might 

spend with her own family in Sells, Arizona after dinner. 

She often slips outside to play with the neighborhood 

children who live on her cul-de-sac (Joyce's family lives in 

the new housing development) whiie being mindful of the time 

so she won't return home too late. Meanwhile, her father 

may spend a quiet ev~ning inside, reading. 

In much the same way, she undertakes the assignment, 

"If I Lived in SwItzerland." Again, relying on tIle animate 

action sequence form, she attempts to meet the expository 
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requirements of the assignment by incorporating what facts 

she can remember about Switzerland from a worksheet ditto; 

(see Figure 2) namely, it is a mountainous country with 

rivers and lakes, and the Swiss people blow a very long, 

traditional horn. She fills out the remainder of the piece 

with her own daily routines: 

If I lived in Switzerland I would climb the 
mountains over there. When I wan'c to go home 
I would blow a horn. That would tell my mother 
I am coming home. When I go home I will have to 
eat and take a shower and to to b~d. Because I 
have to get up early and go to school. I will 
to and say good night to my mom and dad. And 
then I will go to bed. In the morning I will 
get up early and get ready and eat my breakfast. 
Then I will go to school. After school I will 
go to climb the mountains again. After that I 
will go to a lake and to a river to see the fish 
in the water. Then I will go home and ea~ and 
take a shower and go to bed. In the morning I 
get up in the morning and go to school. That was 
the last day of the school year. Then I can play 
a lot of games. My mother said, "Yes, you can 
playa lot of games." So I went outdoors and 
called my friends. Then we played a lot of gam~s 
uHtil lunch time. 

Clearly, the children lack the background knowledge 

to write about these topics from outside their own experi-

ence as is demanded in these two assignments. They struggle 

to meet the expository requirements by using the animate 

action sequence, and then, entwine what instructional facts 

they do know with their own personal experiences. 

A total of 17 compositions are written in the 

animate descriptive seguence form to express two types of 

expository functions. One expository function is the 



171 
Date ______________ _ 

1'-,'\ Meet Marcel of Switzerland . 
/\\/ \. Marcel lives in the very sm~lI countr~' of 

Alps Moun!ains \ Switzerlend. Switzerland is cdled "!n:- ;:0~:'C::: 

"~j '. '\ \. \ ~\ \ l of the world:' It has this name bec:I:.Jse the:~ 
/ "->. ", .. \ .. \ \ \\ ore so many mountains. The Alps are the 

G~~~1.Y \ \.\\ famous mauntain~ of Switzerland. 

j~ ~ . .!j "-. \ \ Switzerland is ve~ cold in winter .. There is 
~~p~ \ \ much snow. Snow Trom the mo;')ntams m=!;-; 

lnll' ~ 1''' " 
\~' ~d' ~r. ~ to makhe many lakes and riVers. Summer is 

r ;f.~\) very sort. . 

: } 1 ~\ . There is little f10T larid in S ... .titzer!':md, sc 
;' 'r-l- (~ there are few -farms. Many people 'NOi~ i:-: 
I~\;;r.r 0 factories. A factory is a place wher~ soods . , ... / '1

1
1-'; 1\"~' ~ ~(( ore made by machine. Swiss people make 

"'~;1:17'11 ["'. ~~~rT) Y JJ watches, tools, and machinerx, 

S:)~Wi ~~r;\"!Jj fI- v '-~~~ 
t Mar:el . ~ ~ ..-.:~.b '""",', 

,,'!'(i:>1 ~ -,;' '" 
,-.. ~ v-.~' .\ / 7 

"Son iom " '-...~_~ . ~,:-/ cERN* ! 
This is ho" Marc!'!1 )\$ V' 
says "Gc:.:l mor ning." i -_~'> Switzerland / 

2~ \',. "" ~ 
~~e~eva~->. j~ fL~:;'-' 

~~ ".J ,J $ 
Match ti:. meoni~gs and the words_ - "~ \) 

___ ._ Rooftop of the world 1. Mountains of Switzerland 

__ ._ Alps 2. Switzerland 

_- .. : . __ Factories 3. Made by snow from the mount::W1S 

_____ Lakes end streams 4, Place where goods ore mode 13 

Figure 2. Switzerland Worksheet 
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traditional report, exemplified by Florence's, "The Old 

Time Indians." The other, termed "assignment cor~lpliance-

function," is an expository-like attempt on the part of the 

children to write some sort of spec~alized narrative, such 

as a fairy tale, as required by an assignment. Elaine's 

attempt to write an assigned fairy tale illustrates this 

point: 

There is a giant in Sells. He has two elves. 
He makes them work. The Dragon and the giant 
fight. The two elves like to sing. The 
Dragon and the giant live in the castle. 
There is pirates in Arizona. There is a troll. 
There is a elf. There is a hunter. 

Elaine undertakes the assignment and struggles to perform 

it, conjuring up such elements as a castle (coincidenti-

ally, this one is located in her own hometown, Sells), and 

it is populated with such fantasy folk as elves who sing 

and work, giants and dragons who fight, and rather inci-

dentally pirates, a troll and a hunter. She lists this 

information in an expository-like manner as she struggles 

to comply with the assignment. 

Rachel provides another example of the animate 

descriptive form used for a traditional expository report 

function in "The State Bird of Arizona:" 

The state bird lives in a nest. The cactus is a 
cholla, a prickly cholla cactus. The state bird 
is black and on the bottom of him he is black and 



with white spotted. The state bird eats weed 
seeds. The state bird is only found in Arizona 
and he eat insects. 
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Finally, the last form that children use, also for 

a purely expository function, is a physical descriptive 

sequence. In this case according to Stein and Policastro 

(1983), there are no references to a specific animate pro-

tagonist, nor are there any temporal or causal connections 

among events. It is simply a description of a physical 

place or object. Only three compositions,two Texas State 

reports by Michael and one report on Switzerland by Dana 

fit this category. 

In sum, as Halliday (1975) succintly states, form 

follows function. The children's writing stems from three 

major personal functions: story, retelling, and expository. 

Each function has a corresponding form or forms with some 

function-form blurring as a result of assignment-compliance. 

For instance, the story function produces a story 

form with two exceptions. First, if children respond in a 

personal manner to an expository assignment as many did in 

the health and safety reports, then it is likely that they 

will write in a story form. Secondly, children may lack 

the background knowledge necessary to meet the highly 

specialized writing demands of a specialized story function 

such as a fairy tale. As a result, they may, in an attempt 



to comply with the assignment, simply list in an exposi

tory like sequence, everything they do know about that 

particular genre. 
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The retelling function is handled exclusively 

through an animate action sequence. III this form, the ac

tivities of the protagonist, who is often the author, are 

chronicled in a temporal sequence. Compositions written in 

this format are not considered stories according to Stein 

and Policastro because the protagonist's actions are not 

structured around a central, overarching goal. The author 

simply retells what the protagonist did first, second, 

third and so forth. In this data, the students retold 

three types of experiences; specific personal experiences, 

general life experiences, and media experiences. The 

animate action sequence is also used for an expository 

function. Again, when children lack the background knowl

edge necesary to meet the demands of an assignment such as 

"If I Lived In Egypt," then they will include everything 

that they can dredge up from their memory of the class in

struction in what often amounts to an account of their own 

daily routines. 

The children also used an animate descriptive 

sequence to express an expository function. The expository 

function was either built into the assignment as in the 

Arizona State Reports, or it originated from the child's 
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attempts to meet the writing demands of a specialized nar-

rative genre. These attempts termed assignment-compliance 

function, led the children to list everything they knew 

about the make-up of a particular genre in an expository-

like, descriptive sequence. 

For an expository function that was purely descrip-

tive and included no animate protagonist such as a des-

cription of the Texas State Flag, children used the 

physical descriptive sequence. 

The fact that function dictates form is particularly 

evident in the structural switches children made within 

their compositions. These compositions are labeled mixed 

as shown in Table 5. The most common switch was to open in 

story form and then midway, to switch to an animate action 

sequence in order to retell a personal experience. Joyce's 

piece, "The Sun Went Dark," exemplifies this structural 

switch: 

for story 
function 

uses story 
form 

setting and 
initiating 
event 

attempt 

consequence 

~ne day the sun went dark 1: could not see a thing 

But good thing I carried a 
flashlight with me. 

I took it out of my pocket. 
I ran horne and on my way I 
tripped and fell. 

I just got up and went home. 

~y house was right there. 



for retelling 
function 

1 
switches to animate 
action sequence 

So I walked in my house and 
told my morn what happened 
to roe. 
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She said, "Well I am sorry for 
what happened to you." 

So I ate and went to sleep. 

I told my mother I will take 
my shower in the morning. 

She said, "O.K." 
So I went to sleep. 

James demonstrates a structural switch from a story 

to an animate descriptive sequence. He initially tackles 

the assignment, "Write about Indian Life 100 Years Ago." 

as a story. Once he has completed his story about a buffalo 

hunt, he switches to an animate descriptive sequence in 

order to incorporate specific instructional facts: 

for story 
function 

uses story 
form 

for expository 
function 

. J, h 
sw~tc es to 
animate 
descriptive 
sequence 

setting 

initiating 
event 

attempt 

consequence 

(some Indians were hunting for 
l...Euffalo. 

.rAnd they found sCJme over the 
\..Elill. 

The Indians hit their horses and 
the hors~s started running. 

One of the horses fell down. 
An Indian threw a spear and 
killed it. 

(After the hunt the Indians all 
~ad buffalo to take horne. 

~
he Indians didn't have shirts. 
Som~ Indians didn't have pants 

and shirts. 
Some threw spears and arrows. 
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Doreen, like James, makes a switch midway through 

her story, "My trip to Pluto," in order to incorporate 

instructional facts about Pluto. Since she is describing 

a physical place (Pluto) she "uses a physical descriptive 

sequence: 

story 
function 

uses story 
form 

expository 
function 

sWiiches to 
physical 
descriptive 
sequence 

setting and 
initiating 
event tne day I was going to Pluto 

and I kissed the Earth 
good-bye. 

I went on a rocket with my fam
ily. 

It took us a month to get to 
Pluto 

When we came back the earth 
blew up so we w~nt back to 
pluto again. 

very, very cold at Pluto. 

It had no moons. 

Elaine's piece, "My Trip to Saturn," provides an 

example of yet another structural switch: animate descrip-

tive sequence to animate action sequence. Again, the form 

changes because the author's purpose in writing changes. 

Initially, Elaine writes to perform an expository function--

she uses an animate descriptive sequence to describe what 

she sees on Saturn incorportating such instructional facts 

as the red gases that surround Saturn and the cold tempera-

tures. Towards the end of the piece her writing function 

changes from relating scientific facts to telling a personal 



178 

experience (an overnight visit with her Aunt May) and ac-

cordingly she switches to an animate action sequence . 

for this purpose: 

for expository 
function 

1 
uses animate 
descriptive 
sequence 

for retelling 
function 

. l-h . 
sw~tc es to an~mate 
action sequence 

One day I went to Saturn and I 
got off. 

The ground is different than 
Earth. 

The sky is red and it is cold, 
too. 

It rains, too. 
People live in Saturn. 
They have round heads and I 
started to laugh at them. 

I stayed with my friend, May. 
We woke up and cooked break
fast and May work up, too, 
and she watched T.V. 

It was cartoons. 

Discussion of Research Question 2: Factor Two 
The Function of the Assignment and the 

Function of the Form of the Students' Responses 

In conclusion, the function for which the teacher 

designed her assignments, either the stimulation of creative 

writing or the expansion of instruction did not affect the 

extent to which children relied on their own personal ex-

periences in their compositions, primarily because they 

tended to approach the assignment from their own functional 

perspective; in other words, they were not bound by the 

teacher's expectations. Thus, Florence could both comply 

with and ignore the assignment, "Write about Indian Life 100 

Years Ago," producing two very different compositions. On one 



hand she wrote an expository report which bore no direct 

relation to her own life experiences: 

In the old days the Indians made pottery and 
blankets. Sometimes they made some masks to 
cover their faces. They made their own clothes 
to wear and blankets for beds. They went swim
ming each day for their baths. 

On the other hand, choosing to ignore the instructional 

function of the assignment, she wrote about a topic of a 
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very personal nature--a description of one of her closest 

friends: 

There was a little girl. She is beautiful and 
kind. Her name is Irene. She is 9 years old. 
She is in 4th grade. She lives in GE WO'O. I 
like her. She is a good, good friend. I am 
going to her house on Halloween. And going 
trick-or-treating. 

Both pieces were written in response to the same assignment. 

In one, Florence responds to the teacher's instructional 

intentions; in the other, she creates and follows her own 

function. 

In other cases, children wrote compositions that 

corresponded both in form and function to the teacher's 

intentions and even so, they still wove in their own experi-

ence. Elaine accomplished this in her two circus pieces. 

On the surface she meets the requirements of the teacher's 

creative writing function, "Write a circus story." In 

actuality, however, she uses the circus theme to mask her 

fall from a playground slide and her subsequent hospitaliza-

tion for a broken leg and possible concussion. The 
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teacher's intended assignment function then, is not a good 

indication of how children will respond or of the extent 

to which they will include their own experiences. 

To examine function from the children's perspective 

proves somewhat more useful in determining how a particular 

writing function affects the reflection of personal experi

ence. When children write to express their own story or 

expository function, the reflection of personal experience 

is random. There is no clear relationship between these 

two functions and the emergence of personal experience. The 

retelling function, however, guarantees the inclusion of 

personal experience. Children used this function specifi

cally to tell the details of some sort of experience--one 

that was personally unique, or of a general life nature or 

one that was influenced by the media. 

More predictable than the relationship between the 

reflection of personal experience and the function of a 

piece, is the one between personal experience and the writ

ten form. A story form do~s not predict the presence of 

abscence of personal experience unless it is written in 

response to a teacher-assigned expository function. The 

students personalized all the stories they wrote in response 

to a teacher-assigned expository function. Doreen's story 

about "How to Be Safe on Your Bicycle" is a clear example 

of a personalized handling of teacher-assigned expository 

function: 
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One day I was riding my bicycle in the morning. 
It got dark. I went home and got my light for 
my bike. I went riding with my friends. My 
light ran out of batteries. So I went to my 
house and asked my mother for some new batteries. 
My mother said we didn't have any batteries. My 
mother gave me some money to get some new 
batteries at the store. I bought some new 
batteries. I put them on my bike. I went back 
to my house. I told my father to put the new 
batteries on my bike. He did and I went riding 
with my friends. 

The children did use the animate action sequence 

for teacher-assigned expository writing; however, they 

also used it exclusively for their own retelling fucntion 

--a function that was used expressedly for relating a 

personal experience. Particularly striking are the 

switches they made in their compositions from a story 

form to an animate action sequence form when they wanted 

to incorporate personal experience. 

What is more, the children seldom used an 

animate descriptive sequence to relay personal details 

(only six incidences) and they reserved the physical 

descriptive sequence for a strict expository purpose. 

They did not include personal experience in these 

report-like compositions at all. 

In sum, the child's personal writing function 

dictates written form; that is, it is the child's own 

underlying purpose in writing a piece that determines 

its form, not the built-in function of the assignment. 

Personal experience, then, is reflected in fairly pre-

dictable ways depending on the form employed. 
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C. Content of the Assignment 

The content of the assignment is yet another factor 

the researcher initially believed might influence the 

reflection of personal experience. Content refers to 

subject matter and encompasses the concept of "territory" 

which Graves (1973) uses to describe the realm of personal 

and world knowledge/experiences that children write about. 

Graves divides territory into three types: primary, 

secondary, and expanded. Primary territory includes those 

experiences that occur closest to home; expanded, those 

that are the fartherest removed from the child's homebase. 

For the purposes of this study, primary territory refers 

to those experiences that take place on the Papago Indian 

reservation, secondary territory includes experiences 

that take place just outside the reservation, and expanded 

territory involves areas and concepts beyond secondary 

territory--those far-removed from the child's immediate 

experience both in time and distance. In addition, the 

researcher added a fourth fantasy category. This includes 

all the stories that take place in an imaginary setting 

or deal with imaginary experiences. 

Assignment Topic of a Primary Nature. The corre

lation between content and the reflection of personal 

experience took either one of two directions. Those assign

ments that dealt with topics of a primary nature such as the 

rodeo, necessarily led children to tell personal experiences, 
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i.e., Vincent's "My Day at the Rodeo." If the assignment 

centered on a topic of a personal nature, the students 

inevitably responded in a personal manner. 

Assignment Topic of an Expanded Nature. On the 

other hand, those assignments that were of an expanded, 

abstract nature for which children had little or no 

conceptual background, also caused children to rely on 

their own personal experiences for writing material. 

Notice how Mary utilizes what little she personally knows 

about birds in her attempt to comply with the assignment, 

"Write about the Arizona State Bird:" 

One day the State Bird is going to get a worm. 
He is going to eat the worm and he wants to get 
some more of the same worm and he is going to 
eat lots of it, lots of the worm. He likes 
worms. 

She attempts to assume an objective, expository stance, 

but simply repeats several times over the one fact that she 

personally knows about birds--they eat worms. 

Michael finds himself in a similar predicament 

with the assignment, "If I lived in Switzerland," He 

handles it by interspersing his own experience of having 

lived in a cold, snowy environment (Flagstaff, Arizona) and 

participating in such snow-related activities as sledding 

with the few facts he knows about Switzerland; namely, it 

is a cold, mountainous country and people make and eat 

cheese. 



When I was in Switzerland I went mountain 
climbing. And I went and played outside and 
played in the snow. Then I went inside and 
ate some soup and crackers and cheese. Then 
I went out and I went sledding. Then we 
went home. 
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Assignment Topic of a Fantasy Nature. Fantasy 

extending Graves' model, is theoretically the fartherest 

removed or of the greatest distance from the child's 

personal, primary experience. It seems logical to 

conclude, then, that those assignments that required 

children to write in a fantasy realm would be the most 

difficult of all, forcing children to rely heavily on 

their own experiences to fill their compositions. This, 

however, is not the case. While children did incorporate 

personal details into their fantasy writing, if they 

were familiar with the conventions of a particular 

fantasy genre (such as the fairy tale) then their fantasy 

compositions bore little resemblance to their own primary 

experiences, with the possible exception of a few, 

isolated personal details (such as Florence's mention in 

her fairy tale, "The Gold was Stolen," of her mother's 

habit of storing her medicine in the refrigerator). 

The content of the assignment, as determined by 

Graves' concept of territory, does appear to influence the 

extent to which children incorporate their own experiences 

into their writing. As might be expected, children write 
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of primary experiences when the content of a writing as-

signment is based in primary territory. In much the same 

way, they use material taken from their own life experiences 

when faced with unfamiliar and/or abstract topics (ex-

panded territory). 

Children respond to fantasy assignments in a less 

clear-cut manner. In general, if they are familiar with 

the conventions of a particular fantasy genre, they are 

able to create a fantasy. If unfamiliar with the genre, 

they draw on personal knmvledge. 

Discussion of the Overall Findings for 
Research Question 2 

In conclusion, the degree of control the students 

exercised over a particular assignment was of little signi-

ficance in derterming the reflection of personal experience 

in their compositions. Their life experiences are mirrored 

in their compositions in a random fashion across the three-

part control continuum. 

The function of the assignment, as interpreted by 

the students, was significant in determining the extent to 

which they would incorporate their own real life experiences 

in their writing. Depending upon the function students 

attached to a particular assignment, personal experience 

was either absent or present in their compositions. For 

instance, the student-created "retelling function" was 
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commonly used across expository and story assignments 

alike to retell a personal experience, either one they had 

lived themselves or had experienced vicariously through 

the media. 

The content of the assignment also affected the ex-

tent to which children utilized their own experiences in 

their writing. Children wrote compositions centered in pri-

mary territory in response to assignments whose content was 

based in primary territory. On the other hand, if faced 

with assignments of such an expanded, abstract nature that 

they had little or no conceptual background with which to 

handle them, students inevitably retreated to primary 

territory in their written responses. The students' handl-

ing of the fantasy assignments was less conclusive, but 

as a rule, they wrote fantasies in response to familiar 

fantasy genres and either expository-like pieces or pieces 

grounded in primary territory in response to those fantasy 

genre that were not familiar. 

Research Question 3: Are there Discernible 
Developmental Differences in the Extent to Which 

Children Introduce Personal Experiences 
Into Their Writing? 

The third research question explores possible de-

velopmental differences in the extent to which children 

introduce personal experiences into their writing. The re-

searcher initially believed that the reflection of personal 
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experience in children's writing might be influenced by 

developmental differences among the subjects. To check 

this prediction, she relied on two methods of analysis: (a) 

a narrative analysis instrument and (b) an examination of 

each composition's congruity with the assignment. Each 

method is explained below together with a report of the 

findings. 

A. Narrative Analysis Instrument 

Using a Narrative Analysis Instrument developed by 

Goodman and Vaughan (see Chapter 3), each story (as defined 

by Stein-Policastro) was analyzed for such factors as cohe

rence, expression of logic, and plot with the goal of 

establishing a developmental baseline from which to judge 

the developmental maturity of each subject (see Appendix B). 

In the development of this instrument, Goodman and 

Vaughan relied on a more open definition of "narrative" 

than did the researcher who adopted the Stein-Policastro 

definition, thus limiting the number of compositions she 

could use for this analysis. A large sample is necessary if 

clear, reliable developmental patterns are to emerge from 

this analysis (for further discussion of the Narrative 

Analysis Instrument see Goodman, 1984). By using only 

fully-formed stories (in accordance with the Stein

Policastro guidelines) all other narratives (retelling, for 

example) were eliminated, making it difficult to use the 
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Instrument which assumes ~ range of coherence and cohesion. 

As shown in Table 6, the analysis was conducted 

as follows. Each subjects' compositions were rated 

according to the Instrument's four-point continuum, and a 

percentage was calculated from the overall score for each 

of the Instrument's four categories. For example, Michael 

wrote ten stories. Out of a possible forty points for 

each of the four categories, he scored 34 points for plot 

and events, 28 points for characterization, 33 points for 

setting, arid 32 points for a general, overall score. Per

centages were then calculated from these scores. 

Still a developmental pattern that is in keeping 

with the findings of the Goodman Study is apparent. In the 

narrative analysis, Michael, James, Florence, and Faith all 

received general scores in the eightieth percentile. They 

also show greater maturity in their handling of orthography, 

syntax, semantics and pragmatics. On the other hand, 

Elaine, Eleanor, and Mary who have general narrative scores 

in the fiftieth percentile also tend to be less sophistica

ted writers in other ways as well. Thus, the Narrative 

Analysis Instrument does help to establish a developmental 

baseline from which to evaluate students' sense of story. 

Another pattern to emerge from the narrative 

analysis is the students' handling of characterization. 

With the exception of Peter and Alex, all the boys scored 

lower on characterization than any other aspect of the 
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Table 6. Overall Narrative Analysis. 

Subjects Total # Plot and Character- Setting General 
of Stories Events ization 

Michael 10 85% 70% 82% 80% 

Dana 8 87% 62% 78% 75% 

Alex 2 75% 75% 75% 75% 

James 6 87% 79% 83% 83% 

Vincent 9 69% 58% 61% 64% 

Gordon 10 72% 65% 70% 70% 

Peter 7 78% 71% 67% 71% 

Elaine 4 50% 56% 50% 59% 

Florence 8 90% 87% 84% 87% 

Rachel 1 75% 75% 75% 75% 

Doreen 11 81% 63% 75% 73% 

Christine 5 85% 80% 70% 80% 

Eleanor 6 66% 50% 62% 58% 

Faith 8 93% 81% 84% 87% 

Mary 2 50% 50% 50% 50% 

Anna 10 70% 57% 55% 60% 

Joyce 5 80% 75% 75% 75% 
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narrative, suggesting that their ability to create well-

rounded, flesh and blood characters may lag somewhat behind 

their ability to design a logical, sequential plot or 

clearly describe an appropriate setting for the action. On 

the other hand, it may be that their interest lies more in 

action than in the development of characterization. No 

such pattern emerges for the girls; some scored lower in 

the setting category, others, lower in characterization, 

and one girl, Elaine, also experienced difficulty handling 

plot and events. One cautionary note; the story sample is 

small (an average of seven stories per child). 

B. Congruity with the Assignment 

The entire sample of 237 compositions was analyzed 

to determine the extent to which each piece is congruent 

with the teacher's assignment and whether this revealed 

developmental differences. This was determined by the degree 

to which the content and function of the child's response 

matched or fit with the content and function of the teacher's 

assignment (see the "Nature of Teacher's Assignment Versus 

Student Response Form, II Appendix C) • 

By way of example, consider the following piece by 

Elaine: 

One day we went to Egypt with Miss Kasten. And 
it was fun. Me and Miss Kasten rode in a train. 
We went to a motel. The next morning we went to 
the zoo. We got an ice cream cone and we went 
to the toy store and we got a gorilla and an 



alligator. And Miss Kasten got scared and I 
started to lauqh. Then we went back to Sells 
and she took me home. 

This story was written in response to a "teacher--
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controlled" assignment which gave the children three com-

position options. As part of an instructional unit on 

Ancient Egypt, they were to write in response to one of 

the three topics below: 

1. Your friend the Pharoah died. 

2. Invite friends to an Egyptian feast. 

3. You are an Egyptian slave ... 

Elaine did set her story in Egypt; however, her 

compliance with the teacher's assignment ends here. While 

the teacher had intended that this assignment would serve 

as a review and extension of the social studies facts she 

covered on Ancient Egypt, Elaine ignored this instructional 

function and under the auspices of her own writing function 

(retelling) she opted to write instead about an imagined 

(but realistic) trip to Tucson with one of the Goodman 

researchers. Thus, Elaine's composition is not congruent 

with the teacher's assignment both from the standpoint of 

content (ancient Egypt-expanded territory versus present-

day Tucson-secondary territory) and function (instructional 

versus retelling a personal experience). 

The researcher orignially believed that the degree 

of the match between teacher intentions and student response 
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might yield developmental data; that is, the more sophis-

ticated writers would be more adept at changing their 

voice and style as the need arose across a variety of 

assignments. The less sophisticated writers, on the other 

hand, would tend to write in the same style regardless of 

what was dictated by the function and content of the as

signment. However, as evident by Elaine's response to 

the Ancient Egypt assignment, the students did not neces

sarily accept the teacher's intended writing functions, 

but instead, often molded the assignments to fit their own 

purposes. Furthermore, while there were differences in the 

flexibility with which different writers could alter their 

voice and style across assignments, as a rule, these voice

style changes were not detected by this method of analysis. 

To illustrate this point, the reseracher has 

selected several compositions from one student, Dana, for 

closer examination. Of the 17 subjects, Dana stands out as 

being particularly skilled in altering his writer's voice 

and style as the content and function of different assign

ments or topics dictate. Note the subtle changes in style 

and technique as first Dana adopts the voice of a sports 

reporter in "The Miami Dolphins vs. The Buffalo Bills," 

and then speaks as an on-the-scene-observer of the Super 

Friend's triumph over evil: 



One day the Miami Dolphins were going to play 
the Buffalo Bills. The day came for the game. 
At halftime the Dolphins led 10 to 6. It was 
a easy victory. The Dolphins will have to get 
ready to play the San Diego Chargers. When 
the day came for the game, the Dolphins won in 
overtime, 41 to 38. 

In the city of Metropolis. Superman and the 
Hall of Justice battle the villians. The 
villians almost lost but the villians won. 
Superman said to the Hall of Justice Heros, 
"We need one more hero. I know just the 
hero. His name is Spiderman. I think he 
might bring some friends. Their names are 
Iceman and Firestar. Wheri Spiderman arrived 
with his amazing friends. The villians 
struck again. This time the villians lost. 
Superman said, "Nice team work, heros." 

It is evident that even as a third grader, Dana 
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has special insight into the nuances of style and voice and 

is adept at manipulating them in an appropriate manner. 

Furthermore, he is aware of genre differences and can adapt 

form to serve different functions. Nevertheless, the 

function and content of his written compositions do not 

always coincide with the intended content and function of 

the teacher's assignments. For example, in January, the 

teacher assigned a series of expository reports on the 

Arizona state flag, seal, bird, and so forth--an assign-

ment which was clear both in content and function. Dana's 

response was a diary-like account of the assignment require-

ments and reflects his own functional purposes and content, 

not the teacher's: 



We talked about the state seal and state bird. 
We had to read the paper. Then we wrote a 
story. Until the bell rang. The state bird's 
name is the cactus wren. Yesterday we did the 
state flag wi~h Miss H. We had to find out 
what the yellow and red stripes mea~. What the 
copper star stands for. Same with the s~ate 
bird and seal. For the state bird we had to 
find out where it lives and what it eats and its 
name. Then the bell rang we had to change. To
morrow I have to finish the state seal, bird and 
flag. Today I am suppose to finish the state 
flag. But I didn't have a "chance. 
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During the retrospective interview, Dana explained 

that he had written this account so that "I wouldn't for-

get what we were supposed to do." Somehow, listing the 

assignment requirements and charting his progress in meet

ing those' requirements was of greater importance to Dana 

than actually carrying out the assignment. Still, Dana was 

certainly capable of conforming to the requirements of an 

expository assignment as evident in this unfinished report 

on Texas: 

220 islands could fit in Texas. The only state 
larger is Alaska. Texas is about 800 miles and 
1,280 kilometers in each direction. 

"Mercury Touched the Sun" is yet another example 

of a piece that originates from an assignment that Dana 

alters to fit his own writing purpose. As a creative writ-

ing extension of an elaborate instructional unit on space 

and the nine plants, the teacher asked the students to 

write a "space adventure story." The content of the assign-

ment was clearly outer space; the function was to stimulate 
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creative writing by giving students practice writing in an 

adventure story genre. As required, Dana did set his 

piece in outer space, but he did not write an adventure 

story. Rather, he wrote an expository-like report centered 

around facts he had picked up from a class-assigned work-

sheet ditto; namely, that Mercury is the planet closest to 

the sun. 

One day all nine plants were calm. The after a 
while Mercury started to move toward the sun. 
It got closer and closer. Then it touched the 
sun. It started to burn. Then Mercury started 
floating back to its orbit. Half of Mercury 
was burned. But nothing stopped Mercury from 
orbiting the sun. 

Clearly, Dana was capable of writing in a format 

that would coincide with the intended content and function 

of the teacher's assignment. However, out of 15 assigned 

pieces, 11 are congruent in function and content with the 

teacher's assignment; four are not. Across subjects, this 

compares with an average of 11 assigned pieces, seven of 

which are congruent in function and content with the 

teacher's assignment and four of which are not. One stu-

dent, Michael, did write in accordance with the teacher's 

intended function and content for all 16 of his composi-

tions. 

Because of this data, the degree of congruency be-

tween teacher's and students' writing functions and written 

content can not be used to determine developmental maturity. 
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Too often, the students simply ignored the teacher's in

tentions and followed their own purposes for writing. This 

seems to have been a conscious decision (as exemplified by 

Dana) rather than an inability (stemming f~om developmental 

immaturity) to do so. 

In cases where a developmental lag does seem to 

exist between the teacher's assignment and the students' 

response, children were very much aware of the specialized 

demands of the particular assignment and did their best to 

conform, but they simply fell short usually because they 

lacked the conceptual background necessary to handle the 

assignment. Examples from two different students illu

strate this point. 

Mary demonstrates in her report on the Arizona 

State Bird that she is aware of the function of the assign

ment for she writes in an expository style. However, the 

content of her piece reflects her own personal knowledge 

that birds like to eat worms; she fails, for some reason, 

to objectify her response. 

In a similar fashion but reverse situation, Elaine 

tackles the fairy tale assignment, demonstrating that she 

understands what a fairy tale should contain in the way of 

content--a castle setting and such imaginary characters as a 

giant, dragon, troll and elves. However, rather than weav

ing these content features on the framework of a narrative, 
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she simply lists them in an expository-like, nonnarrative 

form. Elaine meets the assignment requirements for con-

tent, but fails to produce the expected narrative function. 

Both girls seem to recognize the need to alter voice and 

style to meet the demands of these two specialized assign-

ments, but they are unable to overcome the limits of their 

conceptual knowledge--of what a report on a state bird 

should consist of, on one hand, and how a fairy tale should 

be written on the other--and thus, they fall short in their 

attempts. 

Discussion of Research Question 3: The Narrative 
Analvsis Instrument and Congruity 

with the Assignment 

The researcher initially believed that the differ-

ences in the extent to which children introduced personal 

experiences into their writing might be attributable to 

developmental differences among the subjects. The develop-

mental data (based on the Narrative Analysis Instrument and 

the congruency between teacher assignment and student re-

sponsel was limited. First, although the Narrative Analysis 

Instrument helped to establish a developmental baseline that 

corroborated the developmental findings of the Goodman 

Study, it was based on a very small data base (an average 

of seven fully-formed stories per child). 
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Secondly, the congruence between student response 

and teacher assignment as far as content and function is 

concerned can not be used as a reliable indicator of the 

students' developmental ability for either one of two rea

sons: (1) While the children generally conform to the 

expected content o£ an assignment, they often ignore the 

teacher's function, writing instead for their own purpose; 

(2) If an obvious mismatch occurs (as with the compositions 

by Mary and Elaine), the problem seems to stem from a lack 

of conceptual background knowledge rather than an inability 

to alter voice and style to meet assignment requirements. 

Clearly, reliable developmental data must encompass a wide 

range of variables (Goodman, 1984). 

Regardless of the methods used, assessing develop

ment in writing is not easy. As Goodman writes, "De

velopment is not obvious from one writing episode to the 

next" (p. v-5). As young writers concentrate on one par

ticular area of concern in their compositions, the other 

writing conventions they do control may suffer. Thus, 

their writing may appear less sophisticated than before. 

For example, it may be no accident that the four composi

tions Dana wrote that were not congruent with the teacher's 

assignment, were written during the second semester, at a 

time when he had demonstrated in earlier compositions that 

he understood genre differences and adapting the assignment 

to fit his own needs. Development, at any rate, does not 
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progress in an orderly, step-like fashion, but hops and 

skips, back and forth, across all areas. Both researcher 

and teacher alike must keep this in mind as they judge and 

evaluate children's writing. 

While differences in the reflection of personal 

experience can not be attributed to possible developmental 

differences due to inconclusive data, clear differences 

related to a male-female division emerge as revealed by 

the final analysis--an investigation of the content of the 

child's response. 

Research Question 4: Are There Discernible 
Gender Differences in the Extent 

to Which Children Introduce Personal Experiences 
into Their Writing? 

Drawing from Graves' territory concept and Apple-

bee's concept of fantasy and "distancing," the children's 

writing was analyzed for possible differences between 

male and female subjects. The researcher sought to dis-

cover the extent to which both male and female writers move 

away from concrete, primary territory and write in second-

ary and expanded territory. 

In general, the literature (Pitcher and Prelinger, 

1963; Ames, 1966; Graves, 1973; Applebee, 1978) suggests 

that girls are tied to horne and family in their stories 

while boys are more likely to venture out and explore 

worlds beyond horne. The findings of this study lend sup-

port to this conclusion. An analysis of the content of 
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the children's compositions revealed four major topic cate

gories around which much of the children's writing centered: 

I. Self and Personal Concerns/Feelings 

II. Home and Family 

III. Outside Interests and Involvements 

IV. Conflict 

Each category was further divided into additional subcate

gories. These are shown in Table 7. Every composition that 

contained a reference or references to a particular topic or 

category was counted once. Then the total number of compo

sitions within each topic category was tallied and from that 

number a percentage was calculated making it possible to 

compare across gender since there are 134 compositions 

written by girls and 103 written by boys. For example, six 

of the boys' pieces refer to friendship, or 6% of the over

all total of 193. On the other hand, 26 of the girls' compo

sitions deal with friendship, 19% of the total of 134. 

Each category is now explored in turn with illustrative 

examples. 

I. Self and Personal Concerns/Feelings 

Certainly the personal, emotional worlds of the 

children--their feelings, concerns, attachments, etc., 

--were reflected in their writing. This first 

category includes three subcategories: 



Table 7. Patterns of Personal Experience Reflected in 
Boys' and Girls' Writing. 

Male Female 
Total number of compositions: 103 134 

I. Self and Personal Concerns/Feelings 
A. Concern with and awareness of 

physical appearance 
total 0 9 

percentage of compositions 7% 

B. Feelings attributed to Self and 
Characters 
I. happy, excited, celebrated 6 11 
2. friendliness, liked 4 
3. funny, laughing, fun 5 6 
4. love 1 
5. desire, wanting, enjoys 4 7 
6. good 3 
7. nice, kind, caring 2 8 
8. praise, appreciation 2 
9. brave, powerful 1 

10. curious, surprised 2 
1I. sad, crying, missing, 

suffering 2 5 
12. mad (angry) 1 7 
13. scared, fearful, worried 5 13 
14. mean, bad 5 
15. sorry (apologetic) 2 
16. tired, need rest 2 
17. jealous 1 

total 28 77 
percentage of compositions 27% 57% 

C. Friendship 
I. Friendship theme 1 5 
2. Helping friends 3 9 
3. Sharing with friends 2 
4. Playing with friends 2 5 
5. Mentions friends 2 5 

total 6 26 
percentage of compositions 6% 19% 

201 
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Table 7. Patterns of Personal Experience Reflected in 
BOYS' and Girls' Writing. 

Total number of compositions: 

II. Home and Family 
A. Involvement with home and family 

total 
percentage of compositions 

B. Division of Labor 
l. Cooking 
2. Cleaning, hanging up clothes 
3. Shopping for food 
4. Men as hunters/ 

Women as hunters 
5. Gathering cactus fruit/ 

gardening 
6. Getting wood for fire, 

building fire 

total 
percentage of compositions 

C. Daily Routines 
l. eating 
2. showering 
3. sleeping/rising 

total 
percentage of compositions 

III. Outside Interests and Involvements 
A. Religion 

total 
percentage of compositions 

B. Sports 
l. Professional sports/ 

baseball/motorcross racing/ 
race car driver/martial 
arts 

2. tag/soccer 
total 

percentage of compositions 

Male 
103 

23 
22% 

5/0 

3 

8 
8% 

6 

1 

7 
7% 

0 
0 

8 

8 
8% 

Female 
134 

73 
54% 

6 
4 
6 

7/1 

4 

28 
21% 

19 
3 

15 

37 
28% 

4 
3% 

2 

2 
1% 



Table 7. Patterns of Personal Experience 
Boys' and Girls' Writing. 

Total number of compositions 

C. Media Influence 
l. Television 

a. Westerns 
b. News 
c. Cartoons 
d. Professional sports 
e. Sitcoms 

2. Movies 
a. Star Wars/Close Encounters 
b. Halloween (horror movies) 
c. Martial arts 
d. Disaster 

3. Books 
4. Papago legends 

totals 
percentage of compositions 

IV. Conflict (how it is dealt with 
in the stories) 
A. Confrontation with evil or a 

problem 
1. Using force, violence 

2. 

a. Individual effort 
b. Alliance 

total 
percentage of compositions 

Using peaceful means, 
nonviolence 
a. Negotiation, scolding 

apologizing 
b. Hiding, running away 
c. Help from a friend, 

family member 
d. Magic 
e. Prayer 
f. Foiled by unforeseen 

natural occurence 

total 
percentage of compositions 
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Reflected in 

Male Female 
103 134 

4 1 
2 1 
1 3 
3 

1 

8 
4 
1 
1 
1 3 
5 2 

30 11 
30% 8% 

11 
5 

23% 4% 

1 5 
6 7 

1 14 
2 1 

1 

12 29 

12% 22% 
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Table 7. Patterns of Personal Experience Reflected in 
Boys' and Girls' Writing. 

Total number of compositions Male Female 

3. Evil or problem not overcome 

total 2 7 
percentage of compositions 2% 5% 

B. Deprivation 
l. Overcome deprivation 

a. With help 2 6 
b. Individual effort 8 

total 2 14 
percentage of compositions 2% 10% 

2. Not overcome 
a. Problem forgotten, 

ignored 1 

total 0 1 
percentage of compositions .8% 
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(a) Concern with and awareness of physical appearance; 

(b) Feelings attributed to self or characters; and (c) 

Friendship. 

A. Concern with and awareness of physical appearance. 

There were nine references to personal appearance in the 

girls' compositions, none in the boys'. The positive de

scriptors the girls used were "pretty," and "beautiful" in 

regards to overall appearance, hair and make-up. Concern 

with personal appearance is particularly apparent in 

Christine's circus piece. The teacher had asked the stu-

dents to pretend that they had joined the circus. They were 

then to describe their particular circus act. Christine 

chose to be a tightrope walker, but focused not on what 

she would do as a tightrope performer, but rather on how 

she would look, the costume she would wear, etc.: 

If I ever join the circus I would like to be a 
tightrope walker and my suit would be silver and 
blue and on my head would be a diamond crown 
with feathers on it and I would have pretty make
up on and a diamond necklace on, too, and I would 
be a pretty girl, too. 

Girls were also more likely than boys to describe 

the physical appearance of their fictional characters in 

negative terms as well. Thus, witches and other evil 

Halloween and fairy tale folk are not only "mean" but "ugly" 

as well. 
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B. Feelings Attributed to Self or Characters. Along 

similar lines, girls were almost three times as likely to 

attribute feelings and emotions to themselves or to their 

charcters than were the boys. The emotional descriptors 

and personality traits that girls employed which the boys 

failed to even mention were "friendliness," "love," 

"goodness," "praiseworthy and appreciative," "meanness," 

"badness," "apologetic," "tired," and "jealous." Boys, on 

the other hand, used "brave and powerful," "curious and 

surprised," to describe several of their characters; girls 

did not. As a rule, girls were more likely to describe 

their characters' emotional states or personality traits. 

Thus, the girls provide the reader with some insight into 

the internal-emotional state of their characters; the boys 

do not. 

C. Friendship. Likewise, friendship plays a more im

portant role in the female writing than it does in the male. 

Only 6% of the boys' writing contains references to friend

ship as compared to 26% of the girls'. Five girls actually 

centered their story plots on a theme of friendship. For 

instance, in her account of Paul Bunyan, Faith ignores his 

physical feats and focuses instead on his friendship with 

his blue ox, Babe. Christine, also, devotes one of her 

compositions to a description of the relationship of two 

friends. Dana's fantasy account of the afternoon he spends 
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with an elf whom he stumbles upon while walking through the 

woods, is the only example in the boys' data of a composi

tion that revolves around a theme of friendship. These 

findings corrobrate those of Vivian Paley's (1981) who 

collected and analyzed the stories of her five-year-old 

kindergarten students. She writes, "The plot of a girl's 

story often revolves around the friendship of two little 

girls who play and sleep together; I find no examples of 

little boys who are friends and do nothing but play" (p. 204). 

II. Horne and Family 

A. Involvement with Horne and Family. The most 

striking difference between male and female writers occurs 

in the realm of horne and family. Even though Papago 

children are, in general, horne and family-oriented, 

the girls were more than twice as likely to refer to horne 

and family in their writing than were the boys. In fact, 

the majority (54%) of the girls' compositions included 

some sort of reference to family involvement--conversations 

with parents, helping and working with parents, outings 

with parents, parents caring for children, visits 

with extended family members, and so forth. There 

was also a noticeable difference between the two sexes' 

involvement with grandparents. Every girl, with the 

exception of Elaine and Joyce mentioned grandparents at 

least once; both Anna and Eleanor included their 
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grandparents in four of their pieces. Boys, on the other 

hand, failed to mention their grandparents even once, even 

though most of them, like the girls, live either with or 

near their grandparents. 

Marriage and children, moreover, also assumes a 

more prominent role in the female writing than in the male. 

Although four boys adopted a traditional ending for their 

stories in which hero marries heroine and the two live 

happily ever after, they did not mention having children. 

In contrast, ten of the girls' compositions refer to having 

and caring for children, such as this fairy tale by 

Christine "A Queen and King's Baby:" 

One upon a time there was a queen and king who 
lived in a big castle. The queen wanted to have 
a princess but the king wanted a prince. The 
queen wanted the princess' name to be Tina. 
The King wanted the prince's name to be Bob. 
But one day the queen had the prince and the 
princess. The queen had twins. They lived 
happily ever after. 

B. Division of Labor. 

Once upon a time there was a girl named Pixie Stix. 
And she was a good girl. She did a lot of work 
for her mother. When her mother was at work she 
cleans her house. And when her mother comes home 
she gives her some money for cleaning the house. 

The division of labor is yet another category in which 

male and female writers differ. As reflected in Joyce's 

happy helper, "Pixie Stix," the girls are very much 

involved in such household chores as cooking, cleaning 

hanging up clothes, chopping for food, and the like. 
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There is no parallel involvement reflected in the boys' 

compositions. 

A division of labor along gender lines occurs in 

the description of traditional Papago chores as well. 

Both boys and girls write of hunting for deer and rabbit, 

but with one exception, all the hunters are male. The one 

exception is Florence's mother who in one of Florence's 

compositions not only shoots and kills a rabbit but also 

skins it (in real life, Florence's mother is divorced and 

does, on occasion, hunt for rabbit). Women, as a rule 

appear in the compositions as gatherers of cactus fruit and 

gardeners, while young boys are portrayed as keepers of the 

wood box and tenders of the fire. 

In general, a very traditional division of labor is 

reflected in the children's compositions. Females assume 

major responsibility for housekeeping, cooking and shopping. 

Males contribute to the well-being of the family by keeping 

fresh meat on the table. The male-female separation of 

labor is perhaps best represented in a composition by Joyce: 

The tall man is the dad. The small boy is the son 
of his dad. They live in the desert. They go 
hunting together. They live with the boy's 
mother so they have a cook around the house. They 
go back and forth for deer to eat. When they 
spot a deer they pull to shore. They sneak up 
quietly. They make a bird call to tell the 
others that they found a deer. Whoosh and the 
arrow hits the deer. They take the deer home to 
eat. The little boy's mother cooks the deer. 
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Finally, not only do the female writers base many 

of their stories in a home and family realm, but they also 

mention such daily activities as eating, showering, sleep

ing, and rising. Overall, 28% of the girls' writing 

contains a reference to these activities; only 7% of the 

boys' writing does. In keeping with Graves' contention that 

girls tend to be grounded in primary territory and concerns, 

girls are likely to incorporate these basic, primary life 

routines even in their fantasy compositions. For instance, 

Joyce opens her fairy tale, "The King and Queen and 

Attempted Robbery," with a description of the King and 

Queen going to "their room upstairs until dinner time. Then 

they will come downstairs to eat their dinner." Likewise, 

Elaine returns home from an outer space adventure visiting 

with Saturn "natives" to spend the night with a friend, wake 

up the next morning, cook breakfast and watch cartoons. 

III. Outside Interests and Involvements 

The third topic category that the children included 

in their compositions concerns outside interests and 

involvements. The outside activities that they wrote about 

included church-going and sports. Influence from the media, 

television, movies, books, and Papago legends, was also 

included in this category. Analysis of the data revealed 

definite differences, once again, between male and female 

writers as reported below. 



211 

A. Religion. Ninety percent of the Papago people 

are Catholic and the lives of many revolve around church 

activities. Accordingly, there are four compositions, 

all written by girls, which refer to attending mass, 

visiting with the nuns and priest, etc. The boys did not 

write about the church. 

B. Sports. On the other hand, boys did write 

about sports--watching professional sports on television 

(Dana), attending a motorcross race (Vincent), practicing 

martial arts (James), playing baseball (Vincent), and 

pretending to be a race car driver (Alex). Two girls did 

include sports in their compositions although somewhat in 

passing. In one of her stories, Mary creates a character 

who ends up in the hospital after breaking her leg while 

playing soccer. Rachel ends her assigned piece about 

naming the classroom elf, with a game of "Not-it" (tag). 

In contrast, sports was the central theme of those male 

compositions that dealt with sports. 

C. Media Influence. In his study of children's 

writing, Brian Sutton-Smith (1975) found practically no 

television content in the girls' writing, whereas it 

appeared in most of the boys' tales (p. 91). Likewise, in 

this study, the boys were also more likely to draw on 

television or movie plots in their writing than were the 

girls. 
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Four boys, Michael, Dana, Gordon and James re

sponded to the assignment, "v~ri te a rodeo story," by pro

ducing stories that bore a strong resemblance to the 

standard television western: hero underdog pursues power

ful villians and eventually brings them to justice. Girls, 

on the other hand, were more likely to incorporate tele

vision cartoons into their writing. Anna explained that 

her piece, "Puppy and the Circus" was actually a retelling 

of a cartoon that she had seen recently on T.V. Joyce was 

the only student to identify a television sitcom as having 

influenced one of her stories. She explained that an episode 

from her favorite show, "Charlie's Angels," inspired the 

plot of her fairy tale, "A King and Queen and Attempted 

Robbery." 

Movies, especially action-packed Star Wars and 

Halloween horror films, were reflected in 14 of the boys' 

stories. Michael an avid Star Wars fan, featured a Star 

Wars-like plot in all three of his space adventure stories. 

And James wrote three Halloween stories that were essential

ly retellings of horror films he had seen at a Tucson 

drive-in. The girls, however, did not include movie plots 

in their writing. 

On a somewhat more equal basis, both boys and girls 

identified books or Papago legends as the inspirational 

source for some of their stories. Mary's "Bear and 

Umbrella" is a retelling of a basal reader story, and 



Gordon's "The Old, Old Men and Soldiers" is based on a 

book he checked out from the school library. 
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In general, then, television and movies influenced 

the boys' writing more than it did the girls', while books 

and legends appeared in the compositions of both. Thirty 

percent of the boys' writing showed some media influence 

as compared to 8% of the girls'. 

IV. Story Conflict 

Most of the children's stories dealt with some sort 

of conflict. Following Brian Sutton-Smith's (1975) lead, we 

may view story conflict as either one of two major types: 

(A) confrontation with evil or a problem; (B) deprivation. 

A. Confrontation with Evil or a Problem. A 

Confrontation with some sort of evil or problem was a common 

theme across all story assignments and genres; however, it 

was especially evident in the children's fantasy stories. 

Shining knights in armor and brave and powerful hunters 

battled man-eating giants and fire-breathing dragons. The 

analysis focused on how children tackled the source of 

conflict and means by which they overcame or escaped from 

it. The findings revealed, once again, differences between 

the male and female writers. 

Essentially, the children could confront the source 

of evil or conflict in one of three ways. They could (1) 

resort to force or violence; (2) employ peaceful, non-violent 
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tactics; or (3) ignore the problem, or fail to over-

come it. 

1. The boys were much more likely to resort to vio-

lence than were the girls (11 references to a violent 

confrontation in the boys' work, only 5 in the girls'). In 

the male compositions, monsters were stabbed to death, 

dragons' jaws broken, devils burned, etc., and much of the 

violence was carried out by a single individual. The 

solitary warrior who triumphs over one seemingly unsurmount-

able obstacle after another was a popular character in the 

boy's stories. One such super hero is "George, the Dragon 

Killer," a creation of Dana's. In this tale, a king and a 

prince set out to slay a dragon that is terrorizing the 

townspeople but George steps in instead and single-handedly 

destroys the evil beast: 

One day in a castle in the woods there was a dragon. 
The people were scared of it. The prince and king 
were going to fight the dragon but a man was going 
to fight the dragon first. Ee was George the 
dragon fighter. He was a giant. The day came for 
the fight. The dragon blew fire but George 
blocked it with his shield. Finally George threw 
the dragon in the sea. When George got back they 
had a celebration. 

No such conquering heroes appear in the girls' 

stories. From the female perspective, alliance and group 

effort is the key to overcoming violence. This is 

especially apparent in Christine's fairy tale, also about 

a dragon who causes a king and people untold misery. Like 

Dana's tale, a single hunter pursues the dragon but unlike 
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mighty "George the Dragon Killer," the lowly hunter is 

quickly devoured by the incensed monster. So the king and 

his men attack the dragon but they, too, are driven back. 

It is only after the townspeople come together as an 

united front that the dragon is finally destroyed: 

Once there was a big ugly dragon and it was really, 
really mean. One time a hunter tried to kill him. 
The dragon got so mad that he ate the hunter. 
The king decided to have a war so that king got 
all his men and they did have war. The dragon 
could not be killed by anybody so the dragon 
was still alive until the king got the whole 
people to kill the dragon. The townspeople 
killed the dragon together. 

2. Both boys and girls also used peaceful, nonviolent 

means to overcome conflict; however, the girls were 

almost twice as likely to rely on peaceful tactics than 

were the boys (22% versus 12%). Both sexes were not 

adverse to running away from danger, but the girls had 

other nonviolent options as well, such as negotiation or 

enlisting the help of a friend or family member. Faith's 

characters employ several nonviolent tactics in their 

efforts to overcome the tyranny of a man-eating giant. 

Once opon a time there was a giant. He liked to 
eat little people. Then one day one of the little 
men said, "Will you please stop eating us up?" But 
the giant did not listen to the little men. For 
100s of years he ate the little people. One day 
a nice giant who liked the little people came to 
see the mean giant. The nice giant said, "Stop 
eating my friends or I will fight you." The 
mean giant said, "O.K. Let's fight." But he didn't 
know he was magic and he made the mean giant 
disappear. 
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Note that negotiation is the first tactic used both by the 

little men and then by the nice giant who comes to their 

aid. A battle ensues between the two giants only when 

the mean giant refuses all diplomatic requests to end his 

reign of terror. Even then, the confrontation is non

violent. The nice giant uses his magic powers to vanquish 

the evil ogre. 

While magic finally saves the day in Faith's fairy 

tale, it is the power of prayer that drives the devil 

away in another one of her stories. Sometimes, the source 

of evil is simply foiled by an unforeseen natural 

occurrence. Once such incident occurs as the robbers in 

James' piece, "The Sheriff and the Robbers," attempt to 

escape on horse-back. As fate would have it, their 

stallions encounter a snake. They rear up in fright, 

throwing the would-be robbers to the ground. This enables 

the sheriff to easily overpower them and haul them off 

to jail. 

3. In a small number of stories, the conflict is not 

overcome. It may be significant that these compositions 

were written by children who have a great deal of unre

solved conflict in their own lives. Their fictional 

characters' inability to resolve conflict in their 

stories may simply reflect the powerlessness these young 

authors feel in regards to overcoming their own real life 

personal problems. The most pessimistic writer is 
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Rachel, who fails to overcome conflict in four of her 

twelve compositions. This may be related to the fact that 

both of her parents are disabled, leaving Rachel 

largely responsible for running and maintaining the house

hold. Furthermore, her younger brother was severely 

physically and mentally handicapped. Sadly, three months 

after the data for this study was collected, he died. 

B. Deprivation. The second major source of 

conflict in the children's writing stemmed from some sort 

of deprivation, although it was not nearly as common as a 

direct confrontation. Moreover, only two of the boys' 

compositions dealt with deprivation whereas 15 of the 

girls' were based on a cherne of overcoming some want-

generally, a lack of food or money (2% of the boy's compo

sitions versus 10% of the girls'). While the girls insisted 

on alliance and group effort in their stories that involved 

a direct confrontation, in deprivation-theme stories they 

were as likely to depend on their own individual effort in 

overcoming the problem as they were on help from others. 

In the one case where deprivation is not overcome, 

the story nonetheless has a happy ending. Joyce wrote a 

piece about a cowboy who is not allowed to particip~te in 

the rodeo because he is too small. Consequently, he never 

succeeds in riding in the rodeo, but he does marry, has 

children and becomes a happy, contented, family man. 



218 

In sum, conflict and the overcoming of conflict is 

a central feature of the children's writing; in fact, 

many of their compositions can be viewed as conflict-driven 

dyads--attack-defend, chase-escape, threat-withdraw. How 

the conflict is dealt with, then, is a major theme and is 

one that reveals difinite differences between young male 

and female writers. Boys are quick to resort to violence, 

either in a solo struggle or locked in battle with their 

comrades fighting at their sides (Dana's "Super Friends" 

is a prime example). Girls are much less likely to use 

violence; when they do so, it is always the action of a 

group. In addition, girls prefer peaceful, nonviolent 

solutions to problems. Moreover, they are more likely than 

the boys to write of conflict as some sort of deprivation 

that must be overcome. 

Discussion of the Findings for Research 
Question 4: Gender Differences 

The analysis did reveal, that male and female writ-

ers differed in the extent to which their compositons re-

flected their personal experiences. As suggested by 

earlier studies, the girls were more inclined to deal with 

topics of a primary nature--self and personal concerns/ 

feelings, and home and family. In contrast, the boys 

wrote much less about their internal emotional states or 

their social-emotional involvement with significant others 



in their lives. Instead, their writing focus was exter

nal, often action oriented. 
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A final difference between male and female writers 

is apparent in their management of story conflict. Vio

lece, a viable solution to conflict for the boys, is all 

but ignored by the girls. Moreover, violent tactics are 

never attempted by a single hero in the girls' composi

tions; unlike the boys, they rely strictly on a group 

effort to handle violent confrontations. Girls prefer non

violent, peaceful solutions to conflict, especially by 

enlisting the help of a family member or a friend. Finall~ 

deprivation as conflict was more frequently encountered by 

the female writers than by the male. Only two males 

wrote stories in which some sort of deprivation must be 

overcome. 

In many ways, then, the girls simply reveal more 

of themselves in their writing. The reader is privy to 

their feelings, their involvement with family and friends, 

and the routines that make up the patterns of their daily 

lives. 

Nowhere is this more apparent, perhaps, than in 

their fairy tales. Employing Applebee's fantasy scale, the 

reseracher found that all 11 of the boys' fairy tales are 

of a purely fantasy nature. In comparison, only one of the 

girls' fairy tales (out of a total of 13 tales) meet 



Applebee's fantasy requirements for setting, characters, 

action, and exclusion of self. What is more, the boys' 

fairy tale characters act and react--without hesitation, 
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they strike out at the enemy and do what has to be done until 

victory is achieved. Other than the cooperation of com

rades in battle, there is little human interaction. The 

girls' characters, on the other hand, quarrel and make-up, 

discuss the gender of their future off-spring, negotiate 

possible solutions to problems, cook breakfast, eat dinner, 

rest in their rooms--in short, live and interact with each 

other in ways that resemble the authors' own experiences. 



CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS 

The primary purpose of this study was to describe 

the nature and extent of children's use of personal ex

periences in their writing by focusing on one group of 

children--third grade Papago Indians. Over the course of 

one school year, the researcher collected their composi

tions, written in response to teacher-assigned writing 

topics. The teacher generally related the topics she 

assigned to the overall instructional unit the class was 

studying at any given time; thus, students wrote across 

content area. The teacher also exercised varying degrees 

of control over the assignments. Some were highly struc

tured, leaving little room for student input or originality. 

Others were more open-ended and two were unassigned. Al

though all students received the same writing assignments, 

their responses reflect their own individual style and ex

perience. 

For the purpose of this study, four research ques

tions were formulated. The questions emerged from the 

researcher's awareness of recurring patterns of personal 

experience reflected in the compositions of the Papago 
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third graders. The compositions were analyzed, relative 

to each research question according to procedures outlined 

in Chapter 3. The analysis yielded descriptive themes and 

patterns. The conclusions and related discussion for each 

of the four research questions are presented below. 

Conclusions: Research Question 1 

The first research question asked: 

How and to what extent do children introduce 

personal experience into their writing? 

This question was further divided into four perspectives, 

the first of which was: 

A. To what extent are the subj ects' experiences as 

individuals with unique personalities, interests, 

etc., reflected in their writing? 

When Alvina Burrows (1952) poses the question, 

"What do children write about when they write just for 

fun?", we can agree with her answer: "t-7hy about themselves, 

of course" (p. 84). Children do, either consciously or un

consciously, reveal their own experiences in their writing. 

However, based upon the findings of the study, we 

may take Burrows' statement one step further. Children not 

only will write about themselves, but they may have no 

choice but to do so. Numerous examples from the data show 

that children can only write about what they know. 
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The personal exper.iences of the children are re

flected in their writings regardless of the content or 

function of the assignment. Whether a science or social 

studies topic, expository report or fantasy narrative, 

children wrote about what they know--themselves and their 

experiences. In the few cases in which childen appeared 

to transcend the subjective connection to their own 

experience, such as in some of their fairy tales or exposi

tory reports, they were able to do so because they pos

sessed the background knowledge necessary to make the 

abstract departure from personal experience. Without that 

knowledge, children could only respond to assignments like, 

"If I Lived in Switzerland," from the perspective of their 

own lives. 

The second perspective of the first research 

question is: 

B. To what extent are the subjects' experiences 

as Papago Indians reflected in their writing? 

Eight major themes reflecting the Papago culture 

appear in the subjects' compositions. From the positive 

emphasis on horne and family life, to the frequent refer

ences to the desert and desert wildlife, to the inclusion 

of traditional tales and legends, it is clear that these 

compositions originate from a perspective other than one 

that is solely American mainstream. These young writers 

are Papago Indians. 
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Similar themes reflecting the Papago experiences 

are found in the Mitchell (1950) study. She, too, found in 

her Papago subjects' writing, a strong, positive orienta

tion to home and family. As part of their writing task, 

her subjects were asked to write about people in pictures; 

the Papago children, as a rule, grouped the people into 

families and often mentioned grandparents. They also 

tended to emphasize the mother-child relationship. In 

fact, unlike the children from the seven other tribes she 

studied, the number of family responses in the Papago 

compositions increased with the subjects' age, i.e., the 

older Papago students gave even more family resonses than 

did the younger students. 

As in Mitchell's study, the general tone of the 

Papago students' writing was positive. As a rule, the 

third graders create a sense of domestic love and 

tranquility in their compositions. Parents are mentioned 

frequently and are depicted as warm and caring; grand

parents assume a strong, nurturing role. 

The experiences of these children as Papago 

Indians are mirrored in their compositions and can be 

identified as such by the reader who is sensitive to and 

familiar with the Papago culture. While the experiences 

of these Papago children, harvesting saguaro fruit, 

weaving baskets, hunting for rabbit, seem unique to the 
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mainstream reader, and are therefore, easily identifiable 

in the Papago children's writing, still, all young writers 

everywhere reveal aspects of their lives. D. Graves' 

(1973) subjects, children growing up in a small, New 

England community, wrote stories about whaling and playing 

ice hockey. Similarly, distinct ways of life were reflected 

in the stories Shirley Brice Heath (1983) collected from 

the young writers she lived and worked with in the Piedmont 

Carolinas. Thus, we can conclude with Witty (1941) that 

the concerns and interests of every community will be 

mirrored in the children's writing. 

The third perspective of the first research 

question is: 

C. To what extent are the subjects' experiences as 

third grade school children, influenced by the 

curricular content of their conventional school 

experiences and such multi-media as books, 

newspapers, television, and film, reflected in 

their writing? 

The Papago children, growing up in southwestern 

Arizona are also a part of the larger, mainstream American 

society, through their association with the public schools, 

their exposure to television, movies, books, and newspapers, 

and through their frequent visits to such large cities as 

Tucson and Phoenix. Their's is not an isolated experience. 
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The world of the "Americans," as the Papagos call their 

mainstream neighbors, is very much a part of the contemp-

orary Papago experience. For this reason, it was not al-

ways easy to identify in the children's compositions those 

aspects that represented the Papago culture and those that 

seemed to reflect the mainstream. The two cultures merge 

and are reflected in a singular way for the child. 

Still these children are growing up in a dual cul-

ture, a fact which is subltely reflected in this story by 

Michael: 

One day in the desert some cowboys were shooting 
Indians. A man named Dan Hackman heard the shoot
ing. He went to see what was going on. He saw 
some dead Indians. He shot all the cowboys. The 
Indians celebrated. Dan got married and lived 
happily ever after. 

It is impossible to know to what extent Michael is aware of 

the two cultural forces that are molding him. Yet, one 

suspects, that by the age of eight, Michael is aware of his 

unique cultural identify. Later, this awareness may lead 

to frustration, as young Papago adults find themselves 

caught between two cultures. Aleta Juan, a Papago high 

school graduate in 1984, remembers that the theme for the 

eighth grade graduation was, "Between Two Worlds." She 

explains, "And it really is. Our ~orld right now, here, 

and the modern day. It's pulling us two ways" (Seodona 

Times, June 28,1984, p. 5). This indicates the path of 
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increasing awareness of cultural differences that will 

almost inevitably be walked by the children of this study. 

The fourth perspective of Research Question 1 is: 

D. To what extent is the subjects' use of fantasy 

reflected in their writing? 

As Britton contends, pe~sonal experience includes 

the world of fantasy. Children did write imaginative 

stories; however, their imaginations were inevitably temp

ered by the pragmatics of the assignment. That is, what is 

the assignment about and for what purpose is it being 

written? Even the inclusion of imaginative embellishment 

in the retelling of a true story was often a pragmatic 

decision on the part of the child. As Vincent explained in 

his retrospective intervie~ "I add stuff to a story to make 

it more exciting." When asked why, he was quick to answer, 

"Because Ms. Howard likes it to be exciting." 

For this reason, the researcher questions the link 

between developmental maturity and fantasy that Applebee 

(1978) and Graves (1973) make. They suggest that the 

ability to distance one's self from one's primary experi

ences and write about an abstract world of fantasy is the 

mark of a sophisticated, mature writer. As demonstrated by 

this study, however, children moved back and forth across 

the territorial continuum in virtually every piece they 



wrote, interlacing elements of their own real life ex

periences with imaginary characters, events, etc. 

At times the students seemed to have made a con

scious, pragmatic decision to fantasize, as evident by 

Vincent's comment, depending upon the function for which 

they were writing. On other occasions, their blending 
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of fact and fantasy seems unconscious. Children were 

simply writing from their personal experience, an experi

ence that also encompasses a world of fantasy. 

For these reason~ children did not travel a neat 

continuurrL in their writing beginning in primary territory 

and moving out gradually into a fantasy realm. Elements 

from every realm--primary, secondary, expanded and fantasy, 

were sometimes interwoven in one composition, a fact which 

makes questionable the validity of linking development with 

fantasy writing. 

In sum, this study demonstrates that children do 

reveal their personal experiences in their writing. Even 

within the often rigid framework of assigned writing topics, 

children find room for material from their own lives-

their daily activities, their relationship with friends and 

family, their hopes and concerns. This should not come as 

a surprise. Real life experiences often lie at the very 

heart of the work of professional writers. Such famous 

authors as Mark Twain, Thomas Wolfe, and Eudora Welty all 

weave fact with fiction, real experiences with imagined. 



Indeed, a large part of the task of the biographer of 

almost any famous writer is to point out how his or her 

personal experience is reflected in published works. 

Conclusions: Research Question 2 

The second research question asked: 

How is the emergence of personal experience af

fected by the nature of the assignment as 

determined by three factors: (a) teacher

student control over the assignment; (b) 

function of the assignment; and (c) content 

of the assignment. These three factors will 

be discussed in turn. 
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Teacher-student control over the assignment. This 

study investigated the effect topic control had on the 

reflection of personal experience in children's writing and 

as such, did not compare the quality of unassigned work 

with assigned. From this standpoint, topic control did not 

prove to be a significant variable. The students did have 

varying degrees of control over each assignment, and in two 

instances, the topic was unassigned. Personal experience, 

however, appears in a random fashion across all composi

tions, even those that are totally controlled by the 

teacher. Children wrote as individuals with unique styles 

and experiences, regardless of the degree of control they 

exercised over the writing topic. 



230 

In a few cases, the children chose to ignore the 

assignment, and wrote instead about a topic of their own 

choosing. But, more often than not, they simply molded 

the assignment to fit their own needs and purposes, or 

wove in details from their own experience within the con

fines of the assigned topic. 

In conclusion, there is little evidence that 

assigned topics necessarily inhibits individuality in 

children's writing. As Goodman (1984) states, " ••. 

assignments may narrow what and how children write. How

ever, there is still good writing in response to assignments 

as well" (p. v-2). Children are individuals who inevitably 

write from their own individual perspective regardless of the 

writing task before them. In some cases, dssigned writing 

may even prove helpful, introducing children to new genres, 

encouraging them to explore a variety of writing styles and 

topics. 

Function of the Assignment. The findings of this 

study strongly support Halliday's (1975) assertion that form 

follows function. Children used a variety of forms de

pending upon the purpose for which they were writing. 

Furthermore, the form and function of their writing deter

mined the extent to which thay included personal experi

ences. In fact, personal experience emerged across the 

children's writing in highly predictable patterns once the 
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form and function of their writing was analyzed. The key 

was in analyzing the children's compositions from their 

perspective rather than the teacher's by asking the ques

tion, "What are the children attempting to say and in what 

written form are they attempting to say it?" 

Content of the assignment. The pragmatics 

of the assignment dictated the children's response. Chil

dren generally wrote realistic compositions in response to 

realistic topics; fantasies in response to fantasy topics. 

This pattern was broken only if children lacked the concept

ual knowledge about the topic (Egypt, Switzerland) or the 

genre (fairy tale). Then they were forced to respond in 

an inappropriate manner, often drawing heavily from their 

own life experiences. 

Conclusions: Research Question 3 

The third research question asked: 

Are there discernible developmental differences 

in the extent to which children introduce per

sonal experiences into their writing? 

The third research question explored possible de

velopmental differences in the extent to which children 

introduce personal experiences into their writing. 

Development did not emerge as a major influence in these 

children's writing. The variables looked at in this study, 



congruence with the teacher's assignment and ability to 

write a fully-formed story, do not result in obvious de-
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velopment. Assessing development is a complicated process. 

As Wilkinson (1980) states, "Development obviously takes 

place, but does not take place obviously" (p. 2). At the 

very least, a wide range of developmental variables must 

be considered such as syntax, orthography, semantics and 

pragmatics over an extended period to time (Goodman, 1984). 

Conclusions: Research Question 4 

The fourth research question asked: 

Are there discernible gender differences in the 

extent to which children introduce personal 

experiences into their writing? 

The findings of this study did reveal differences in 

distancing between male and female writers which produced 

differences in the extent to which their compositions 

reflected their personal experiences. The ability to 

achieve distance in writing from one's immediate life ex

periences has been tied to developmental maturity. 

Applebee (1978) found that, with increasing age, children 

withdraw through their writing from the immediate world of 

home and family and venture into progressively distant 

world arenas. Similar claims are made by both Pitcher 

and Prelinger (1963) and . Ames (1966). Graves (1973) 

links development with his concept of territoriality, 
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suggesting that the more mature, sophisticated writers 

are able to write about topics beyond primary territory and 

deal with subject matter of a secondary or expanded nature. 

As was suggested in the earlier studies, girls 

were more inclined to write about topics of a primary 

nature, self and personal concerns/feelings, and home and 

family. In contrast, the boys wrote much less about their 

social-emotional involvement with significant others in 

their lives. Instead, their writing focus was external, 

often action-oriented. 

Since distancing is purported to be a sign of 

developmental maturity and boys write from a more distant 

perspective than do girls, it may seem logical to conclude 

that boys are more mature, sophisticated writers than are 

girls. Graves suggests this conclusion in a report on 

his findings: 

1. Boys wrote more about secondary territory 

which included male vocations, sports and 

cataclysmic events. 

2. Girls almost completely ignored writing in 

secondary territory with the exception of a 

few advanced girls. 

3. Expanded territory . • . was chosen as a thematic 

area more by boys than girls. As in secondary 

territory, a few advanced girls did some writing 

in this category. 



234 

4. Girls wrote more about themes in primary 

territory than did boys (Graves, 1973, p. 99-100). 

While a male-female difference in distancing is un

deniable, tbis researcher does not believe it is a simple 

factor of gender. She agrees with Applebee who points 

out that it is a difference which may be strongly in

fluenced by cultural patterns. Home and fa~mily are the 

primary focus in the traditional pattern of female sociali

zation, a pattern which appears frequently in the girls' 

compositions. They write about marriage and relationships, 

having and caring for children, housework and the like, all 

of which are at the heart of the traditional female experi

ence. Nancy Chodorow (1974), attributes differences between 

the sexes to "the fact that women, universally, are largely 

responsible for early child care." The early social 

environment is different and is experienced differently by 

male and female children. Thus, "in any given society, 

feminine personality comes to define itself in relation 

and connection to other people more than masculine person

ality does" (p. 43-44). This study clearly demonstrates 

that children write about their personal concerns and 

involvements. So it is that young girls write extensively 

about home life and family relationships; young boys do not. 

Young girls' involvement with home and family may 

also explain why they write fewer "true fantasies" than do 
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the boys'. Fantasy, of course, is the fu~thest ~emoved 

from everyday experience. The girls did write fantasies in 

response to the fairy tale assignment, but, unlike the 

boys, they wove in details from their own daily activities. 

Thus, the queen in Anna's tale, cooks breakfast for her 

family, while the king and queen in Joyce's piece are 

pleasantly surprised when they have twins, a boy for the 

king and a girl for the queen. Again, it is around such 

details that young girls' lives revolve and as such, these 

details appear in their stories--realistic and fantasy 

alike. 

Another striking difference between the male and 

female writers was the way in which they handled conflict 

in their stories. Boys were much more likely to resort to 

violence to overcome conflict than were the girls; further

more, the violence was usually carried out by one super 

hero in the boys' writing. No such conquering hero appeared 

in the girls' stories. As a rule, the girls relied on al

liance and group effort to overcome conflict and evil. 

Moreover, they were twice as likely as the boys to try 

p~aceful, nonviolent tactics first such as negotiation, 

prayer, enlisting the help of a friend or family member, 

etc. 

These findings corroborate a study conducted by 

Susan Pollack and Carol Gilligan (Gilligan, 1982) in which 
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they analyzed violence in stories written by college stu-

dents attending a psychology course on motivation. 

Gilligan writes, "Of the 88 men in the motivation class, 

51% wrote at least one story containing images of violence, 

in comparison to 20% of the 50 women in the class, and no 

women wrote more than one story in which violence appeared" 

(p. 41). Gilligan traces the lack of violence in the 

women's writing to their overriding need for relationships. 

Fearing that aggression would sever their connection to 

all-important others in their lives, their tendency is to 

avoid aggression at all costs. Gilligan's theory is 

speculative; nonetheless, in this study, relationships 

with friends and family comprise the core of the girls' 

writing and violence is largely absent. 

Vivian Paley, a teacher who collected and analyzed 

the stories of her five-year-old kindergarten students, 

made a similar observation about differences between her 

male and female children, an observation which sums up the 

conclusions of this section: 

Many family and magical themes are used by both 
girls and boys, but the most obvious differences 
lie in the boys' overt use of physical force, 
contrasted with the girls' emphasis on family 
serenity. Boys exult in superhuman strength, 
girls seek gentle relationships. BOYS talk of 
blood and mayhem, girls avoid the subject; a 
character in a girl's story simply dies, no de
tails given. Boys fly, leap, crash, and dive. 
Girls have picnics and brush their teeth; the 
meanest, uglist character in a girls story goes 
on picnics and keeps his teeth clean (1981, p. 203). 
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Recommendations for Further Research 

For other researchers interested in conducting 

similar studies, this researcher has several recommendations 

concerning data collection, methods of analysis, and vari

ous follow-up studies. The main data base was comprised 

of the children's stories and retrospective interviews 

conducted at the end of the school year with the students 

to determine what aspects of their lives were refelcted in 

their writing. A similar study might be designed to inter

view the children before, during or immediately after each 

composition was written. In this study, it is possible 

that the lapse in time between when the compositions were 

written and when the children were interviewed about them 

may have interferred with the children's memory. 

The researcher has two recommendations concerning 

methods of analysis. First, she relied on the Stein

Policastro (1983) definitions of story and nonstory to 

distinguish between the two in her data. The Stein

Policastro definitions did help "to establish the connection 

between writing function and corresponding form, and was 

particularly helpful in revealing patterns in the emergence 

of personal experience in the children's writing. Never

theless, their definition of "story" may be unnecessarily 

narrow. Following their system, almost all personal nar

ratives are excluded from the "story" category. Yet, 
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personal narrative may be the most basic narrative form of 

all, the form from which the story has evolved. Future 

researchers in this area may wish to avoid the restrictions 

this researcher encountered with the Stein-Policastro 

definitions and adopt a less exclusive definition of story. 

Secondly, the Narrative Analysis Instrument was 

rendered ineffecitve by a small sample size (the result of 

adopting the Stein-Policastro definition of story). When 

used with a larger sample size, the Instrument does reveal 

young writer's understanding of the basic features of 

narration--plot, characters, and setting. To this extent, 

it does help to establish a baseline from which to evaluate 

students' sense of story. However, a more indepth instru

ment of narrative analysis needs to be developed that would 

expand the continuum within each category beyond a four

point scale of analysis and develop finer methods for de

tecting tone, voice, audience, style, and mood, as well as 

examining more closely the interplay between semantics and 

syntax and choice of writing strategies. The four-point 

scale is helpful for a general evaluation (and is certainly 

useful for the classroom teacher) but is too narrow, for 

research purposes, to show real growth or development. 

The researcher has several recommendations for 

follow-up studies. A similar study but one that focused on 

both assigned and unassigned writing, could be c~nducted. 
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It would be helpful to compare the students' writing in 

response to both, and examine such questions as: Do 

children create more powerful and meaningful writing re

vealing more of themselves and their experiences, when they 

are free to choose their own topics? Does assigned writing 

inhibit children and if so, how? Do different kinds of 

assigned writing related to the knowledge of the students 

produce different kinds of writing? What do children write 

about and for what purposes do they write when they are 

free to write what they wish? 

A more in-depth study comparing male and female 

writers might be conducted. Since writing so clearly 

mirrors the experiences of the writer, there is much that 

can be learned from examining the essays of boys and girls 

from a comparative perspective. Why do young girls seem to 

reveal more of themselves in their writing? lihy are young 

boys attracted to the super hero character? vfuat are the 

experiences that appear most frequently in boys' and girls' 

writing, how are they similar, different? What accounts 

for the differences? 

This study focused on third grade Papago students. 

Two similar, comparative studies could be conducted. 

First, one that examined the writings of older, high school 

age Papago students. How do their experiences, perceptions, 
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feelings compare to those of the younger children? Teach

ers often remark that Native American children arrive at 

school as happy, responsive students but seem to withdraw 

as they move through the system, even dropping out by the 

time they reach high school. Perhaps their writing might 

hold clues that would give teachers insight as to how to 

best help overcome this problem. 

The other study could be a comparative one from a 

cultural perspective. How do the written experiences of 

these Papago students compare with the reflected experi

ences of Black, inner city children or midwestern farm 

children, for example. 

A study that examines the effect of writing on 

memory might be conducted. The retrospective interviews 

of this study were in some cases, conducted months after 

the stories had been written. Yet, the personal experi

ence coupled with the writing process was apparently so 

powerful that children could remember and reconstruct the 

events surrounding even minor details. The reseacher 

found, by questioning the children, another complete story 

behind the written composition. How are these experiences 

remembered and selectively utilized to create the rich and 

varied compositions produced by youthful writers? 

Finally, it would be most interesting to explore 

the relationship between narrative and the representation 



of meaning, appraising the basic importance of the nar

rative as a storehouse of human experience, and investi

gating the bearing this may have on composing, 

comprehension and the creation of knowledge. 

Conclusions Related to the Writing Process 
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Beyond the primary finding that children's writing 

reflects their personal experience, several other con

clusions related to the writing process emerged from the 

study. First, the young writers demonstrated time and 

again that form follows function. If they intended to 

compose a story then almost invariably, they could cast 

their writing in a story form. If, however, they wished to 

relate the details of a personal experience, for example, 

then they relied on another nonstory form (animate action 

sequence, for instance). 

It seems clear, then, that linking the ability to 

write a story with developmental maturity (as Stein

Policastro, 1983) do, is misguided for it overlooks the 

all important role of writing function. It is not the 

sophistication of the writers that leads them to write 

stories, but their functional intent to write stories in 

the first place. 

This leads us to question simple developmental 

scales in general. There is a tendency among educational 

researchers and teachers alike to assess students' 
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developmental ability on the basis of one isolated measure. 

Thus, Stein-Policastro link development with the ability 

to use a story form, Applebee (1978) ties development to 

the ability to fantasize, and Graves (1973), in a similar 

way, claims that writing in expanded territory is the mark 

of a mature writer. Yet, not one scale gives us real in

sight into the developmental nature of children's writing. 

In this study, flexibility, the ability to write 

from a multitude of perspectives and in a variety of forms, 

seemed to emerge as a sign of developmental maturity. 

Whether it would be possible, or even desireable to design a 

scale to measure flexibility in students' writing remains 

an unanswered question. At this time, the richness and 

complexity of children's writing escapes the writing 

assessment scales now available. 

Another finding related to the writing process has 

to do with the content of the children's writing and the 

way in which children draw both both real and imagined 

experiences. Graves' (1973) and Applebee's (1978) con

tention that writing follows a developmental continuum, 

beginning in primary real life experiences and gradually 

moving out into expanded, more abstract topics, ultimately 

ending in fantasy, may seem a commonsense notion, but in 

actuality, as shown by the study, this is not the case. 

Children hop, skip and jump back and forth across the 
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the continuum in virtually every piece they write. Just 

as professional writers do, they interlace concrete ex

periences with dreams, real events, places, and people 

with fantasy. It is not unusual for a piece to have 

elements of both fact and fiction, and span primary, 

secondary, and expanded territory. Britton has, after all, 

defined personal experience as including fantasy; thus, 

when children write--all their experiences, real and 

imagined alike, come to life on paper. 

Implications for the Classroom 

The implications for the classroom are threefold: 

(1) What teachers learn about students; (2) The issue of 

assigned writing, and (3) What students can learn about 

themselves. 

Teachers Learn About Students. 

Teachers who recognize children's writing as an 

outgrowth of the rich and varied experiences that children 

have had, will appreciate writing as a powerful learning 

tool for teacher and student alike. Children's writing 

reveals a wealth of information about them, information 

that sensitive and perceptive teachers may use to develop 

a sound educational program--one that meets the needs and 

interests of their students. Knowing and understanding 

students is the key to facilitating their learning process. 

Particularly when teachers are working with students of a 



different racial or ethnic background from their own, 

then reading the students' compositions can be an 

invaluable way of gaining insight into their lives. 
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A vivid example of misunderstanding between Anglo 

teachers and Native American students is described in 

Susan Philip's book, The Invisible Culture (1983). The 

teachers focused more on the oral communication of the 

students than their writing. One cannot help but wonder 

how things might have been different if these teachers 

had given at least equal emphasis to student writing. 

Teachers may also gain insight into their students' 

developmental ability by closely monitering their writing. 

However, as discussed in the proceding section, teachers 

must examine a wide range of variables over an extended 

period of time. Development is not easy to assess, and 

erroneous conclusions may be drawn when the analysis is 

based on limited data. 

Assigned Writing Versus Unassigned 

The study also sheds light on the issue of assigned 

writing topics. Teachers may believe that children need 

assigned writing topics in order to have something to write 

about. In fact, children have much to write about--the 

drama of their own lives, their thoughts, feelings and 

concerns. Many an educator, Britton (1975), Goodman (1984), 
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Graves (1973), and Van Allen (1976) have noted that the 

most meaningful stories are usually created from concrete, 

meaningful experiences. Children do not need assigned 

writing topics in order to write. What they do need is a 

warm, supportive environment, and a teacher who understands 

the writing process; a teacher who will respect them as 

unique individuals with a wealth of experiences to write 

about and share with others. 

There are times, of course, when an assigned 

writing topic may be called for especially in the expansion 

of a content area subject. There is nothing inherently 

wrong with assigned writing; in fact, it can be used as an 

effective tool for learning as long as these guidelines 

are followed. 

Three aspects, in particular, are of special 

importance in assigned writing: the conceptual background 

knowledge needed to write about the topic, an understanding 

of the function of the assignment and the students' own 

purposes which they bring to the writing task. 

To begin with, the students must possess the con

ceptual background knowledge about the assigned topic which 

means teachers must build into the curriculum and lesson 

plans many opportunities for children to learn about what 

teachers want them to write about. As King (1980) writes: 



. . .all language--written or spoken--is embedded 
in and shaped by the social/cultural situation 
in which it arises. It's the learning experiences 
under way at the time and how the teacher and 
children engage in them that determine the nature 
of the talk and writing produced (p. 168). 
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Children (and adults) can not write about that which they 

do not know, a fact clearly illustrated in the essays the 

Papago children struggled to write on life in Switzerland. 

An assigned writing topic should ideally be one the chil-

dren have in some way experienced such as an explanation 

of a science experiment they conducted or a review of a 

puppet show they saw. 

Secondly, as demonstrated by the study, form fol-

lows function. If teachers assign an expository report, then 

they must be prepared to help children understand the func-

tion of the assignment and carefully introduce and guide 

them through what it means to write in an objective, 

expository style. Ideally, children should have the oppor-

tunity to write across content area for a varity of 

purposes and explore corresponding variations in form, 

style, voice, and so forth. 

Finally, teachers must also recognize that students 

bring their own purposes to the writing task. What seems 

like an inappropriate response from the teacher's perspec-

tive, may, when viewed through the child's eyes, be a 

completely understandable, even insightful response. Teach-

ers may find that interviewing the children about their 
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compositions is an effective way to discover what students 

have learned. The researcher often discovered a second 

story behind the written one. By asking the children where 

they got their ideas, why they chose to write about each 

particular topic, how they felt about the assignment and 

what they really knew about the assignment and topic, she 

discovered a rich source of information about their per

sonal thoughts and feelings as well as their understanding 

of the academic material and their perceptions of teacher 

expectations. 

For example, during this retrospective interview, 

Dana (D) shared with the researcher (R) the following 

thoughts and feelings about the assignment, "If I Lived in 

Switzerland." 

R: What do you know about Switzerland? 

D: The capitol is Bonn, they have lots of Alps, and 

lots of snow ... that's all I can remember. 

R: Did you like writing about Switzerland? 

D: Not really. 

R: Not really. How corne? 

D: It was hard. 

R: Why do you think it's hard, Dana? 

D: Because I had to find some of it in a book. 

R: What book was this? 
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D: Oh, a book in the classroom. There are lots of 

books and we had to find "SHe .• for Switzerland. 

R: Oh, and what were you supposed to do once you 

found it? 

D: Try to get something out of it. 

R: Try to get something out of it, like what? 

D: Try to get like ... like .•. like ... go get 

something out of it and write something. 

R: Like information and stuff you were supposed to 

find about Switzerland and write down? Did you 

find this (referring to Dana's report on Switzer

land) in that book? 

D: Yes 

R: Why do you think Ms. Howard gave you this 

assignment? 

D: Urnrn ..• so we could learn about it ... about 

Switzerland. 

R: Did you learn, Dana? 

D: Not really ... urnrn .•. I don't really know where 

Switzerland is. 

From Dana's perspective, the assignment was hard and not 

particularly interesting because he "had to find ... it in 

a book." and what is more, he "doesn't know where Switzer

land is." Had Ms. Howard been aware of Dana's feelings, she 
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may have found ways to make the assignment more relevant, 

or perhaps, even developed a social studies unit that was 

more in keeping with her Papago third graders' experience. 

The value of talking with students about their writing can 

not be overestimated. 

Students Learn About Themselves. 

Writing benefits the students as well. In general, 

the process of writing about themselves and their personal 

experiences helps children in three ways. First, writing 

serves as an aid in self-discovery and as a way to build 

self-worth. Writing is discovery and certainly because of 

the intensely personal nature of writing, it may lead the 

writer to self-discovery in ways that almost nothing else 

can. Whether retelling the events of an exciting day at 

the motorcross race (Vincent) or describing a close friend 

(Florence) writing brings the thoughts and feelings of the 

writer to the surface. 

Secondly, writing serves as a means for shaping 

experiences and as a powerful tool for learning. Through 

narration and such corresponding processes as selection, 

and organization, experiences take shape and thus, lead the 

writer to new levels of awareness and understanding. 

Several children wrote repeatedly about one topic in par

ticular (Anna--grandfather's death, Elaine--broken leg, 

Doreen--estranged father). It seems that the children, 
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albeit on an unconscious plane, were exploring these 

salient experiences from different angles in an effort to 

corne to grips with them. In a conscious, more deliberate 

way, Dana was able to clarify for himself in his diary-like 

response to the Arizona State Report assignment exactly 

what he had accomplished and what still remained to be done. 

Third, writing is an outlet for pent-up emotions. 

There are numerous indications that the children in this 

study used writing to release pent-up emotions and tensions. 

A week after losing her beloved aunt in a car accident, 

Christine wrote a story that centered on a ~heme of death 

Similarly, Florence wrote about the painful events surround

ing the physical attack of her cousin at a tribal dance, 

and Gordon composed a story based on his family's struggles 

to find housing. Writing, in these cases, was of real 

therapeutic value for the children. 

Conclusion 

Although the study did reveal striking differences 

between male and female writers, the underlying message is 

simply that we are all individuals, writing from the unique 

perspective of our own experience, an experience which is 

molded by many forces--racial, ethnic, gender, religious, 

and environmental. Thus, the many facets of the human ex

perience are reflected in children's writing. 
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APPENDIX B 

THE NARRATIVE ANALYSIS INSTRUMENT 

Developed by Y. Goodman and S. Vaughan to analyze student 
writing for such factors as coherence, expression of logic, 
and pluto This analysis should establish a developmental 
baseline from which to judge the developmental maturity of 
each subject. 
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Plot/Events 

Only whole pieces can be coded semantically 

1. Events disorganized, out of sequence. No coherence 

among events. Events don't logically contribute to 
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the message overall. Some events may even be difficult 

to understand separately. 

2. Some events logically contribute to the whole, but some 

are disconnected or out of sequence. Events are not 

explained fully. Usually one sentence suffices. It is 

apparent that the writer is constructing the events as 

she/he goes along without thought of the whole. There 

are few cohesive ties, and some are ambiguous. 

(Example: Alice 10-20-81; 10-29-81) 

3. Most events contribute logically to the whole and are 

sequenced appropriately. Story flows without major 

interruptions from inappropriate or irrelevant infor

mation, yet some events have little detail. Often 

whole events are described with one sentence. 

(Example: Micah 01-OS-82A; Alice 12-08-81) 

4. Events contribute logically and sequentially to an 

ordered whole. It is apparent that the writer has 

constructed each event to fit systematically within 

the whole and has provided detailed relevant information 



about each event. The writer controls and directs 

the events rather than merely reporting them. The 

writer demonstrates many varied uses of cohesive 

ties. 

(Example: Micah ll-17-8lA) 

256 



Characterization 
Semantic Analysis 

Applies only to narrative 

1. Character/s inappropriate to the piece. Character/s 

may be mentioned, but the piece is wri~ten from the 
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vantage point of the writer as character without separ-

at ion of self from character/so No distinction between 

major and minor character/so 

2. Character/s appropriate but somewhat ambiguous. 

Emphasis is more on plot than character. It is usually 

clear what happened but not necessarily to whom or by 

whom. Cohesive problems occur which add to the 

ambiguity, yet there is an attemr~ to tell about some-

one other than the writer/self. 

(Examples: Micah 2-2-82; Alice 4-29-82) 

3. Character~ppropriate and clearly identified. There is 

an attempt here to provide information about how the 

character/s felt as well as what she/he thought and 

did. There may be a distinction between major and minor 

characters. 

(Example: Micah 11-17-8IB) 

4. All characters are well defined and elaborated. The 

writer demonstrates control of character development 

and distinguishes clearly between characters. Some are 

definitely major and some minor. 



Setting 

1. It is not clear where the action takes place nor does 

it seem in any way to interact with what happens. 

2. Setting is mentioned. It is clear where the action 

happens, but it is given no real role in the action. 

There is almost no description provided, usually a 

label. 

(Examples: Alice 5-6-82; Micah 1-5-82) 

258 

3. Where the action takes place contributes to the piece 

as a whole. The writer makes an attempt to describe 

setting and its effect on the action and/or the char

acter/s in the piece, but setting is not fully de

veloped. 

(Example: Micah 3-30-82; ll-17-8lB) 

4. The writer describes setting fully and also clearly 

indicates what effect it has on the character/s and 

events. 



General Quality Statement 

1. Piece is not semantically integrated: there is 

little intra-sentence coherence and almost no inter

sentence coherence. The piece is more a collection 

of sentences, clauses and/or phrases than a coherent 

piece of discourse. No overall purpose of audience 

is evident. 
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2. There is evidence that the writer is attempting to 

order events, introduce and/or label character/s, and/ 

or to direct a message of some kind for a purpose. 

There is rudimentary evidence of a conflict and some 

type of resolution or an indication of related events 

occurring across a time frame. Setting may be identi

fied but will not be developed. 

3. The piece has a beginning, a middle and an end with 

related events and/or character/s operating in some 

time frame. Setting is revealed where appropriate and 

its effect on character/s noted. Some details of the 

events are provided with appropriate mood and tone. 

A sense of coherence is evident which indicates that 

the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. 

4. The piece is obviously the result of an integration 

ofpurpos~ audience, voice and controlled syntax. 

The events flow logically from one to another with 



purpose and/or message clearly evidenced. Character/s 

and/or ideas are well developed and all conflicts are 

resolved. There is a sense of the writer in control 

of the tools for conveying a purpose to an audience 

of some kind. 
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APPENDIX C 

SAMPLE FOR..1\1S 

The "Territory/Experiential Content Analysis Form" is used 
to analyze the nature and range of personal experience 
reflected in each composition. 

The "Nature of Teacher's Assignment Versus Student Response 
Analysis Form" is used to determine the extent to which 
each composition is congruent with the teacher's assignment 
both in function and experiential content. This analysis 
is also used as a developmental baseline from which to 
judge the developmental maturity of each subject. 
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Subject's Name: 

Story: 

NATURE OF TEACHER'S ASSIGNMENT 

Teacher- T •• ch.r oonlrol 

Student 
Control Sharad: laaohar/alud.nl 

Siudani oonlrol 

Function 
To stimulate creative writing 
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