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Abstract

This study focuses on how teachers in Swedish preschool classes describe their work to promote children’s early writing. The research questions are the following: According to teachers, in what daily activities are children given the opportunity to write? How do teachers describe their support for children’s writing processes? The empirical data was collected from interviews with twelve teachers working in preschool classes in seven different Swedish municipalities. The result shows that preschool class teachers express how they work to promote both individual and group writing. It reveals two different approaches regarding guiding children to develop their writing skills. First approach puts emphasis on working to develop creative and functional writing based on the child’s own interests, life experiences and level of knowledge. The second approach is primarily characterised by working on technical abilities; forming letters of the alphabet and developing the child’s phonological awareness. It was also found that there are teachers who use both approaches in their teaching. Teachers utilise various support strategies to develop children’s writing skills. These encompass everything from individual and group activities to the use of various artefacts in the teaching environment. The support that teachers offer children might be divided into high-level and low-level support.
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Introduction

Some children recognise letters and are able to read and write before they begin primary school, while others require more support and structured teaching. The early stimulation of children’s literacy and the opportunity to explore literature in a meaningful context, as well as through structured teaching, play an important role in the progress of their future literacy development (Baker, Scher & Mackler, 1997; Barton, 2007; Swick, 2009).

The purpose of this article is to deepen knowledge of how teachers in Swedish preschool classes describe their work to promote children’s early writing. The research questions are the following: According to teachers, in what daily activities are children given the opportunity to write? How do teachers describe their support for children’s writing processes?

In Sweden, since 1998, there has been a bridge year between preschool and primary school referred to as ‘preschool class’, which is only for six-year-olds (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2001). In order to clarify the purpose and content of preschool class, and to make teaching more equivalent, curriculum texts were introduced in 2016. In the field of written language development, teaching in preschool classes should utilize the curiosity of pupils and provide them with opportunities to develop their interest in communicating verbally and in writing. The work carried out in preschool class, of laying the foundations for the pupil’s future literacy, may include the discovery and use of written characters and other symbols to convey a message, drawing and writing their own books, fairy tales or to-do lists (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2016a; Swedish National Agency for Education, 2016b). The preschool class has been criticized for not making the intended transition clear enough to children, negatively impacting their reading and writing skills (Sandberg, Hellblom-Thibblin & Garpelin (2015). According to previous research (Chomsky, 1991; Ehri & Wilce, 1987; Hofslundsengen, Eriksen Hagtvet & Gustafsson, 2016), it is vital to develop children’s ability in writing. This article deals with that dilemma through scrutinizing writing activities for children as described by teachers.


Research on writing development

It is well-known that phonological awareness and letter recognition are important skills for learning to read and write (Hagtvet, 1997; Lundberg, Frost & Petersen, 1988). Writing skills develop when the teacher actively participates in the child’s writing process, consciously models writing and supports the child by offering various strategies and artefacts. Much of the previous research on writing development has focused primarily on technical skills, with less importance being placed on how to best guide and support children to become effective writers (Bingham, Quinn & Gerde, 2017; Gerde, Bingham & Pendergast, 2015; Gerde, Bingham & Wasik, 2012).

Literacy development begins early in the child’s life, even before they begin preschool and school, and continues in interaction with other people in many different contexts. It is important for teachers to understand the child’s stage of development if they are to provide adequate support, as this has been shown to have a connection with the child’s reading development. Many researchers contend that the child’s first drawings, scribbles and invented spelling are steps towards writing. At first the child will write rows of symbols resembling letters without any understanding of the relationship between graphemes and phonemes. The child will subsequently develop an ability to narrate, draw pictures, form letters, write words and increasingly develop awareness of the communicative function of letters and words (Barton, 2007; Chomsky, 1991; Clay, 1991; Gerde et al., 2015; Hermansson, 2013; Hofslundsengen et al., 2016).

Hagtvet (2006) describes writing in terms of the following formula: writing = encoding × conveying a message. Encoding covers writing and spelling. Conveying a message is intended meaning and is linked to the content and requires that the writer is able to express themselves so that the content is clear.



Didactic approaches to writing development

Hagtvet, Dalby, Grindheim, Lillestølen and Palsdottir (1988) believe that a six-year-old is often interested in the alphabet and language, and that this interest should be encouraged. Other studies of emergent reading emphasise that children’s experiments with invented spelling are connected to how they learn to read under their own steam. The major potential of invented spelling is that it can act as motivation for children to explore written language based on their own zone of proximal development, and even function as a support for cracking the reading code (Ahmad & Lobardino, 2000; Ehri & Wilse, 1987; Hofslundsengen et al., 2016; Ouellette & Sénéchal, 2008).

Studies have shown that a computer as a support for writing have a motivational effect and encourage children to write the letters of the alphabet, words and stories (Hermansson, 2013; Hultin & Westman, 2013; Gerde, Bingham & Wasik, 2012). On the other hand, Skantz Åberg, Lantz-Andersson and Pramling (2014) have demonstrated that the computer may hamper children’s functional and creative writing, as a good deal of energy is expended in dealing with technical skills such as computer use and spelling, rather than developing the narrative content.

Studies have shown that when the teacher is active – modelling writing and providing the child with feedback on their emergent writing – the child’s reading and writing will demonstrate improved development compared to those children who do not receive guidance and support. Writing skills develop in a social context in which adults model writing, use written language together with children in a meaningful context and utilise writing in the learning environment (Dennis & Votteler, 2013; Gerde et al., 2012; Gerde, Goetsch & Bingham, 2016; Vygotsky, 1978; Wasik & Hindman, 2011). A study by Bingham, Quinn and Gerde (2017) investigated how teachers use different artefacts and how they didactically respond to children’s emergent writing through encouragement and modelling, both individually and in a group. The results of the study demonstrate that the scaffolding employed by teachers when they model writing can be split into two levels, low-level and high-level support. The study shows that it is not common practice for teachers to model narrative construction but rather their focus is on the technical ability to form letters through writing down words.

If the technical aspect of learning to form letters is emphasised, then copying words from the whiteboard or paper may be one approach to increasing children’s motivation and interest in writing. If copying is to act as scaffolding for writing, then children should be able to choose words and actively participate in the writing, as well as receive positive feedback (Eriksen Hagtvet, 1990; Vygotsky, 1978).

Free and creative writing stimulates the imagination and language development, which should also be encouraged to prevent children from getting caught in copying others (Eriksen Hagtvet, 1990). One method for developing a more functional and creative writing process is Writing Workshops, during which children are allowed to write from their own life experiences and are therefore more motivated to write (Behymer, 2003; Dennis & Votteler, 2013; Jasmine & Weiner, 2007). Studies over recent years have examined the types of written-language activities children encounter and experience in Swedish preschool classes. A great deal of emphasis is placed on developing children’s phonological awareness; working with sounds, letters and the alphabetic code. This may be a result of research that has shown the importance of phonological awareness in the continued teaching of reading and writing (Fast, 2007; Sandberg, 2012; Skoog, 2012). Teachers in preschool classes also have an important role in responding, listening, seeing and interpreting those spontaneous writing activities that arise during play and lessons, so that they can guide children and develop their writing through meaningful, text-creating activities (Hermansson, 2013).

Preschool class teachers display an ambivalent attitude on how to develop emergent writing. Some teachers allow children to freely write their own books, stories and other texts from the beginning of the preschool class. Other teachers focus more on technical skills (Fast, 2007). Preschool class teachers often lack knowledge about theories of reading and writing development, as it has not been included in their education (Alatalo, Meier & Frank, 2017).



Theoretical points of departure

The theoretical points of departure for this study are the perspectives on teaching and development offered by Vygotsky (1978) and Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976) respectively. Vygotsky emphasised that social interaction is the principal driving force behind childhood learning. Together with a more competent person the child can solve a task and complete a skill that he/she is not yet capable of on their own. Vygotsky introduced the concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) which is the difference between what a learner can do without help and what she or he can do with help from someone else. Central to this, and an essential task for the teacher, is the adaption of teaching to challenge the child in their own ZPD. Imitation plays an important role in language development and is part of the ZPD. According to Vygotsky, imitation is not to be confused with copying but should rather be viewed as reproduction, given that it occurs within the framework of the ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky also pointed out that too much mechanical copying, for example of letters and words from pre-printed teaching materials, may be counterproductive. In order to succeed in motivating the child and maintaining their interest and participation, they themselves must be able to choose what to imitate (Vygotsky, 1978). Through imitation, the child can perform at a high level with the aid of supporting individuals, something that has given rise to another concept generally associated with the ZPD – scaffolding. According to Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976), scaffolding can be described as a temporary support structure for a child’s learning process that with time becomes unnecessary. Säljö (2010) contends that this support can take various forms; perhaps through conversation with the child, written instructions or the use of physical objects.




Method

The study is based on an interpretative approach intended to provide an in-depth understanding of how teachers work to promote and support children’s early writing development (Denzin, 1996; Erickson, 1986; Eriksen Hagtvet, 1990).


Data collection

Empirical data was collected from interviews with twelve teachers working in preschool classes in seven different Swedish municipalities. Nine of the teachers working in preschool class are educated preschool teachers and three of them have a degree as primary school teachers. The teachers’ experience of teaching preschool classes ranged from a single term to around twenty-five years.

Contact was initially made with school management and then with teachers working in preschool classes. In total, the researchers contacted school managements and teachers in 22 municipalities, and invitation were sent to 185 teachers.

The respondents were informed of the purpose of the study and how it was to be implemented, that their participation was voluntary and that they were at liberty to terminate their involvement at any time. The recorded sound files were pseudonymised and securely stored to prevent unauthorised access. Respondents were informed that the data would be used solely for research purposes (CODEX). Kvale and Brinkmann (2014) describe research interviews as a method for understanding the world from the interviewee’s viewpoint. The semi-structured interviews were based on two general themes: The first theme in the interview dealt with the different forms of writing activities that was carried out during any given week, such as language games, reading, writing activities and working with sound and letters. The second theme in the interview dealt with instructional and learning environment, such as study books, writing material and computers that the children had access to (Forsey, 2012; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014). Prior to interviews, all teachers were asked to write down a weekly timetable and describe the written-language activities implemented over the week. This weekly timetable functioned as a point of departure for each interview. Interviews commenced with a question on the teacher’s professional background and number of years teaching a preschool class, followed by a discussion of the weekly timetable and writing activities.

The interviews lasted between 45 and 60 minutes, were conducted at the interviewees’ places of work and were recorded on an MP3 recorder. The recordings were transferred to a computer, the respondents were pseudonymised and the material transcribed.



Data analysis

Analysis of the interviews began during the transcription process itself and were thematically analyzed according to Braun and Clark (2006). After transcribing, a repeated reading of the interviews was initiated to get an overview of the material after which categorization was initiated following the respondents’ statements. Based on the study’s purpose and research questions, the teachers’ answers were marked under different codes. Then a process was started by grouping and sorting the categories to identify, analyze and search for themes. “A theme captures something important about the data in relation to the research question, and represents some level of patterned response or meaning within the data set” (Braun & Clark, 2006, p. 10). The initial analysis was done by the first author. Then a further analysis was carried out by the entire author group through discussions about how codes can be sorted under different themes and how these themes should be described.




Results

The data was organised as a whole into two themes; Writing activities and Support. It was then possible to subdivide the theme Writing activities into Children’s individual writing and Joint writing. Children’s individual writing dealt with how the children themselves chose to write in accordance with their own interests, life experiences and levels of knowledge. Joint writing primarily dealt with writing activities initiated and led by the teacher with the entire class, or when children worked together on a group writing assignment. Teachers’ support strategies (how they support and guide the children’s writing) occurs in both Children’s individual writing and Joint writing. From these themes, the researchers crystallised the contexts in which children had the opportunity to write during day-to-day teaching activities, as well as the teachers’ descriptions of how they support and guide the child’s individual writing. The results of this analysis are presented in the following two sections.


Children’s individual writing

The analysis of the teacher descriptions of the writing activities reveal two different approaches regarding the importance of challenging, stimulating and guiding children to develop their early writing skills. The first approach places great weight on working to develop children’s creative and functional writing based on the child’s own interests, life experiences and level of knowledge. The second approach is primarily characterised by working with letters and developing the child’s phonological awareness.

One teacher who represents the first of these approaches consciously works to develop a more creative and functional writing process using the Writing Workshop method. The teacher models how a narrative is constructed by drawing a picture and then adding words and sentences. According to the teacher, the purpose of this is to encourage children to begin writing as quickly as possible, and to help them learn to read by first writing:


Word to picture. For every word, everything I draw, I can write something. I can write about the cupboard. The writing method is intended to get things started quickly and write about the tiniest detail. It need not be anything important. In this way I think you learn to read by writing a great deal. (LD)



Other examples show how teachers encourage children to write based on their own interests, experiences and level of knowledge; by allowing the child to write about their weekend in their Monday Book or evaluate the past week each Friday in their Calendar:


We have had a book where they write too. The Monday book we have called it. And then they write in it, maybe what they have done this weekend, and those who cannot write at all, then they must say what they want to write about, and we write before and they can write. (LJ)




Then we started with a Calendar. Every Friday we talk about the week, what we have done. Why we did it? And then they write something, yes something they remember from the week. (LL)



Some teachers are doubtful about the importance of stimulating and encouraging children’s emergent writing: “No, not this year. Perhaps we will introduce it gradually. Because now they have the book, there are actually a few pages left. When we have finished the week’s letter.” (LH).

Another didactic strategy to develop children’s writing abilities is for the teacher to encourage writing in meaningful contexts and situations. By encouraging children to draw pictures, write picture captions and use different artefacts, they are given the opportunity to explore writing based on their own life experiences and interests:


We allow them to write from the first moment. During the autumn, we visited my place on one occasion. They were then asked to write about it. We prepared a collage, we have pictures and write under them. We encourage them to write in all situations. When they’ve been on a school trip, about their Christmas holidays, about memories. We use the booklet to write in. We now have a bring-a-toy day. They draw the toy they’ve brought with them and then write about it. (LF)



The second approach that emerges from the analysis involves the teacher primarily focusing on technical abilities, such as spelling, pronunciation and phonological awareness. The analysis shows that the majority of the teachers interviewed work with the alphabet, but in different ways:


We go through the alphabet. We start with letter A. We take them in order. Then the children have a booklet, they can write the letter, draw something to the letter, big and small letter letters. Then we talk about something that starts with that letter. (LG)




We go through the alphabet from A to the end. One letter each week and there we present primarily how they sound, we want to emphasize that. Then we look at the “letter Train” a small film where they tell a story about the letter. How to write the letter and how words are written that begin with that letter. Then the children have a workbook that they work in. We do this every week. (LH)



The analysis also shows that all preschool class teachers work with language games in their teaching to develop children’s phonological awareness, but that they use them in varying degrees. Some teachers work daily with language games, while others work less frequently: “Every day determined. The fun thing about language games is that you can do it as a game but aim to make them learn sounds and letter.” (LC).

It appears from the analysis that teachers make use of both approaches regarding children’s own writing, that is, they focus on technical skills and encourage children to write their own according to their interest, experience and level of knowledge:


Then we work a lot with syllables, when you stand there and write in the writing workshop. We have practiced all the letters, how to write them, and I show on the board and then they get to practice. We have work sheets with both large and small letters. You write and see you can listen for letter sounds. // Word to picture. For every word, everything I draw, I can write something. I can write about the cupboard. The writing method is intended to get things started quickly and write about the tiniest detail. It need not be anything important. In this way I think you learn to read by writing a great deal. (LD)



Teachers support strategies

The analysis shows that teachers use various scaffolding to support and guide children in their own writing. One method is to support and guide the child by asking them questions that challenge their writing attempts: “Write about a dream you had. What did your monster look like? What was it called?” (LF). Teachers who actively participate in a child’s emergent writing by asking questions are able to contribute to the child’s interest in writing: “And you write about what you’ve drawn? So, I think that we’ve captured their interest in writing. At first, we see some who say: I don’t want to!” (LE).

Another method of supporting and guiding children is to ask them to copy words written down by the teacher, or to try to imitate the teacher’s writing. Children’s ability to copy words is dependent on their level of knowledge and need for support: “We can then write first on a piece of paper; some want to, some write after, some already can. It’s Lego, TV, Barbie. That’s what they’ve written themselves.” (LF).

The analysis shows that digital tools are used to support writing. One teacher allows children to use computers as writing tools in order to increase motivation and interest in writing:


It seemed to me that they had no joy in writing with a pen. They can form and write with the pen. But then it’s, I’ve written two lines now. That will do! I’ve written my story and drawn an accompanying picture, but when I brought out the computers, they were asking: “Can we write tomorrow as well?”. Now there’s an interest in continuing. I want to continue my story. (LJ)



Another teacher describes her strategy to encourage children to write captions for pictures they have drawn, by asking them questions about their drawings. By allowing children to interact together in various social and educational contexts, they can also inspire one another to write: “Then they draw, one can say! But their friends see this and begin themselves. Then when we have a free period, many choose to sit with paper and pen and draw.” (LE).



Joint writing

The analysis shows that the work of teachers during group writing activities is characterised by modelling, for example, when the class have circle time and work thematically in the fields of nature, technology and society. The thoughts and experiences of children are also the point of departure when teachers model group writing.

It is very common to model group writing when its circle time; for example, this may involve the teacher writing that day’s timetable on the whiteboard. According to teachers, modelling how the spoken word can be written down promotes the communicative function of writing, as well as letter recognition: “We have circle time each day where we write the date, then we might write something about the day, or write Monday; which letters are included? What letter is this?” (LL).

One didactic strategy for modelling Joint writing is when the teacher writes words associated with the current field of study on the board. On these occasions, children are challenged to make their own writing attempts, for example when writing in their own exercise books:


We also have a book linked to our science and social sciences work. There they can write down certain things depending on the subject we are studying. I have recently been working on the field of emergency services, ambulance and police. Then everyone is asked to write down certain words and if anyone wants to write more, then they can do so. (LI)



The thoughts and experiences of children can also be the point of departure when teachers model group writing. By finding out what children understand about a given subject and writing down their thoughts and words in the form of a mind map, the teacher can model how spoken words can be written down:


Whenever we begin a theme. When we started with anatomy in November. Now we are going to look at the body. What do you think about when we say ‘body’? They say this; they say ‘ears’. It’s a bit like a mind map. (LK)



In the following example, teachers express how a common experience is used as the point of departure for group writing; the teacher models and demonstrates how a narrative is constructed by asking the children questions and, together with them, writes down a story: “Do we have a problem? How can we solve it? Let’s go through it and write together. They tell me what to write. How does a story end?” (LC).

Teachers’ support strategies

The analysis shows that teachers use various forms of scaffolding to support and guide children in Joint writing. For example, in the classroom, group writing exercises on the whiteboard may be reinforced image support to written word. One teacher describes how image support is initially used as scaffolding but that over time it becomes unnecessary:


We write down the daily timetable. Previously, we have used image support for example a picture and the word ‘break time’. We have recently taken away the image support and simply write instead. Because they are now familiar with the routine, everyone knows and we have no one who is particularly dependent on image support, so now we can write instead. (LL)



Another support strategy is for teachers to use artefacts in conversation with children. By adapting the lesson to the child’s zone of proximal development and using guided discussion, the teacher is able to develop the child’s knowledge of written language through phonemic analysis:


We sit with them and try to help them sound out words. How does the beginning sound? Do you hear (mmm). Do you know what that letter looks like? And we also have small cards with the letters of the alphabet to which they can point. I have one who can clearly hear the sound of the letters, he knows exactly which letter sound it is but doesn’t know what the letter looks like. So, he was able to make the sound and I could then say yes, and this is what the letter looks like. (LL)



The analysis of group writing and themed work also shows another form of scaffolding offered to pupils by teachers, when teachers write words on the board for children to copy when they are unable to write them themselves. Prewritten examples of words from which the children can copy are also used as scaffolding:


I have recently been working on the field of emergency services, ambulance and police. Then everyone is asked to write down certain words and if anyone wants to write more, then they can do so. And I either write on the board so that everyone can see, or I hand out small notes that they can copy from, or they can ask a friend. (LI)



This quote demonstrates that it is not only adults that provide support. More competent children can also be a source of support.




Discussion

The purpose is to deepen knowledge of how teachers in Swedish preschool classes describe their work to promote children’s early writing. The preschool class has been criticized for not making the intended transition clear enough to children and impacting negatively on their reading and writing skills (Sandberg et al., 2015). Swedish studies have shown that preschool class teachers display an ambivalent attitude to the importance of developing children’s early writing (Fast, 2007; Sandberg, 2012). The current study align with the referred studies, showing same kind of ambivalent attitude to working with writing activities. An additional result in this study stresses teachers’ different approaches to teaching concerning writing.

The result shows that preschool class teachers express how they work to promote both individual and group writing. It reveals two different approaches regarding guiding children to develop their writing skills. First approach emphasises on working to develop creative and functional writing based on the child’s own interests, life experiences and level of knowledge. The second approach is primarily characterised by working on technical abilities; forming letters of the alphabet and developing the child’s phonological awareness. It was also found that there are teachers who use both approaches in their teaching.

Regarding the Children’s individual writing, the study reveals various examples of how teachers develop creative and functional writing based on the child’s own interests, life experiences and level of knowledge during day-to-day teaching activities. One teacher models writing using the Writing Workshop method, with the intention of getting writing started at an early stage. Certain researchers advocate this method because some children learn to read by first writing (Chomsky, 1991; Ehri & Wilce, 1987). Studies have shown that the method can be successful for children who require additional support and structured teaching (Behymer, 2003; Dennis & Votteler, 2013; Jasmine & Weiner, 2007). The study offers examples during day-to-day teaching activities of how children are stimulated to write based on their life experiences and interests in their Monday Book or when they evaluate the school week in their Calendar. Other studies have shown that when children are allowed to write from their own life experiences they are more motivated to write and to develop their imaginations and language skills (Behymer, 2003; Dennis & Votteler, 2013; Eriksen Hagtvet, 1990; Jasmine & Weiner, 2007). One didactic strategy revealed in the study is when teachers encourage children to draw pictures and add written words or captions based on their own level of knowledge. Researchers have shown that children who are allowed to draw pictures, invented spelling and/or write letters of the alphabet develop awareness of the communicative function of words, something that can positively affect their reading development (Barton, 2007; Chomsky, 1991; Clay, 1991; Gerde et al., 2015; Hofslundsengen et al., 2016).

The second approach is characterised by working on technical skills such as letter recognition and sound and phonological awareness. The study reveals how teachers primarily work with technical abilities. Researchers, including Eriksen Hagtvet (2006), have identified advantages to working didactically with technical abilities to increase children’s motivation and interest in writing. Research results demonstrate the importance of phonological awareness to ongoing literacy development (Hagtvet, 1997; Lundberg, Frost & Petersen, 1988). Also the importance to work in a structured way to develop phonological awareness in children at risk of having future reading and writing difficulties is stressed (Spear-Swerling, 2015).

The teachers engaged in this study place an emphasis on either creative and functional writing or technical abilities, but it appears from the analysis that there are teachers who use both approaches in their teaching; they work with both children’s technical skills and with developing their own writing. Conversely, some researchers, including Hagtvet (2006), have demonstrated that it is necessary to base teaching on the fact that writing consist of a number of variables (writing = encoding ´ conveying a message) and have highlighted the importance of balanced instructions that recognises these variables, i.e. using several of the above mentioned approaches. Swedish studies have shown that preschool class teachers display an ambivalent attitude to the importance of developing children’s early writing (Fast, 2007; Sandberg, 2012). Alatalo et al., (2017) mention the possible connection between this attitude and the fact that preschool class teachers lack competence in the field of literacy development. According to Hermansson (2013), teachers in preschool classes have an important role in guiding children and developing their writing through meaningful, text-creating activities.

With regard to Joint writing day-to-day teaching activities, the study reveals that, among other things, teachers model writing when the class have circle time and during theme work. Other studies show that children’s writing skills develop in a social context in which adults model writing and use written language in a context that is meaningful to children (Dennis & Votteler, 2013; Gerde et al., 2012; Wasik & Hindman, 2011). Other didactic strategies include when teachers in the study use the thoughts and experiences of children as a start for Joint writing day-to-day activities in order to increase awareness of the difference between spoken and written language. Other researchers have demonstrated the importance of adults, in their interactions with children, taking the child’s thoughts as a starting point in order to make them aware of the difference between spoken and written language and the communicative function of the latter (Barton, 2007; Eriksen Hagtvet, 1990; Vygotsky, 1978).

With regard to teachers’ support strategies, the study reveals how teachers offer support and stimulate children to make their own attempts at writing. Teachers offer both high-level and low-level support to children in their writing process. An example of high-level support is when the teacher writes words together with the child/children and highlights the connection between the sound and the letter. Other studies confirm the importance of working with phonemic analysis and the positive effect this has on children’s literacy development (Hofslundsengen el al., 2016). The study offers examples of high-level support for group writing activities, with a teacher using the Writing Workshop method to model narrative construction. Another teacher begins with a common experience to model how a narrative is constructed in dialogue with a class of children. Bingham et al., (2017) show how teachers primarily use low-level support and seldom model narrative construction. A common form of low-level support for Children’s individual writing is when teachers allow a child to copy words they are unable to write themselves, something also demonstrated in the current study. It has however been shown that copying has a motivational effect and plays an important role in the child’s language development linked to their zone of proximal development (Eriksen Hagtvet, 1990; Vygotsky, 1978; Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976). Some children need low-level support such as copying prewritten notes to motivate them to explore written language. Other children need high-level support based on their own zone of proximal level development to develop writing. There is no evidence that any level of support is preferred. Children are different and need different support depending on the level of knowledge.

The study reveals how different artefacts – such as visual timetable, drawings, exercise books, word written on the Whiteboard, prewritten notes or digital tools – function as scaffolding for the child’s writing process. Gerde et al., (2016) emphasise that the written word in the classroom environment is a useful tool for promoting children’s writing. Previous studies have shown that the use of digital tools for writing is motivational and develops children’s writing skills (Hultin & Westin, 2013; Gerde et al., 2012), something that is also confirmed by a teacher in the current study. On the other hand, some studies have demonstrated that digital writing tools may hamper children’s functional and creative writing (Skantz Åberg et al., 2014). Bingham et al., (2017) emphasise that a rich learning environment with access to various artefacts is not always sufficient for children to acquire written language skills. When the teacher actively uses both this rich learning environment and high-level support strategies, the children’s writing will develop.

Studies have shown that teacher competency is important to prevent children from falling into reading and writing difficulties later in the education system. Studies have also shown that teachers who acquire increased competency in reading and writing theories can better provide children with adequate support (Alatalo et al., 2017). Making the preschool class compulsory and introducing separate text sections, with clearer teaching assignments into the preschool class curriculum may create better conditions for all children to gain an equivalent education. Government initiatives to increase teacher knowledge in reading and writing development have also begun to raise teachers’ competency about theories of reading and writing development (Department of Education, 2015).



Limitations

This is a small-scale study and the result cannot be generalized. The twelve teachers who have participated in the study may be considered a narrow selection, given that such a large number of teachers declined to participate. The fact that the participants’ interest was weak, twelve out of 185 were positive to participate, raised questions whether there was a lack of competence or uncertainty concerning teaching writing. Among those not participating, some explained that they had difficulties such as time shortage and too few planning hours. An important factor for understanding the result is that the study is based on teachers’ statements about their own teaching and not studies of actual teaching.



Conclusions

This study constitutes a contribution to the discussion and questions regarding writing activities in preschool classes that lay the foundations for children’s ongoing literacy. Phonological awareness and letter recognition are essential skills for learning to read and write. The current study shows that two different approaches are applied to children’s individual writing, and that it is common to concentrate on developing children’s technical abilities in reading and writing. Some teachers seem not to know how to guide children and developing their writing through various text-creating activities. In all likelihood, this lack of awareness can be explained by their lack of knowledge regarding how literacy develops. The study offers examples of various didactic strategies and artefacts used in the learning environment to develop children’s writing, which may contribute to the discussion of how formalised and structured teaching needs to be. This study also offers an opportunity for teachers to reflect on the support strategies they offer and the levels of support required to meet different children’s needs. In addition, reflect on what different ways teachers can promote children’s early writing as writing, consists of several components, coding and conveying a message. The findings cannot be generalised to be valid for researchers in preschool class in general. Still there are some important findings that have implications for practitioners, politicians and researchers, concerning how to create pedagogical settings that provide optimal conditions for all children’s writing development.
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