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Guide to Understanding Writing

What is Writing?
Writing is complex! First, the young person needs to generate an idea by activating knowledge from their long-term memory or their environment. Once they have an idea, they need to put it into words and then put these words into an order that makes sense. Then the young person needs to write these words down, drawing upon their spelling and handwriting skills as they progress. 

The task of writing becomes more complex if the young person is writing more than one sentence due to needing to create coherence. This means that the sentence they are writing must make sense and in some way link to the sentence they have just written and/or are about to write next. This requires working memory skills, such that the young person must hold in mind: the sentence(s) they have written; the sentence they are currently writing; and the overall idea they are trying to convey. As the young person becomes more proficient, they also need to monitor and revise what they are writing as they go.

Component skills of writing
Writing is underpinned by many of the same skills as reading. However, the skills are used in a different way. There are six key factors that are important for successful writing (Based on the work of Juel (1988) and Hayes (2012))

· Motivation.  The young person’s reason and drive to write. 
Motivation impacts on both, how much a young person writes and, what they write (i.e. quantity and quality). Writing motivation determines the goals the young person sets in terms of the type of planning and preparation they will do, what they will write and how they will review this. 

· Handwriting.  The ability to graphically represent words with letters. 

Handwriting requires motor, cognitive, language and hand-eye coordination abilities. In order to write the young person needs to be able to visually represent the sounds and words they are thinking of. In developing their handwriting skills, a young person first needs to be able to mark make. Initially, the young person’s marks will be a series of lines and circles. Over time, these will begin to look more letter-like as the young person makes pre-writing shapes. 

· Spelling.  The ability to hear a word and produce the combination of letters needed to represent it visually.

Spelling is closely linked to the skill of decoding in reading.  There are five stages of spelling (see Table 2). A young person’s writing may reflect more than one stage (e.g. one word might be semi-phonetic whilst another, more familiar word, might be phonetic or correct).  As with reading decoding, the ability to successfully spell is underpinned by a young person’s phonological awareness and letter knowledge.  

Stages for spelling 
The stages given below are research-based; note that the ages of each stage are overlapping, therefore different stages may be found in the same piece of writing by the same young person. The national curriculum expectations (see end of Key stage 1 assessment framework and End of key stage 2 assessment frameworks) may differ slightly from these research-based stages, such that more advanced writing may be expected from an earlier age.
	1. pre-communicative (around 3-5years) 
	Some letter-like shapes may be seen, but there are no letter-to-sound correspondences and so the writing cannot be interpreted by an adult. 

The young person will be able to tell you what they have written.
At this stage, the young person may be able to write some very familiar, visually distinct words accurately. This will be done through visual recognition and replication only. The young person will have no knowledge of the individual sound-to-letter correspondences within the word.

	2. Semi-Phonetic (around 4-6 years)
	Some sound-to-letter correspondences may be seen. However, these may not be conventional. For example, the young person may represent a whole word with one letter.

	3. Phonetic (5-7years)
	Letter-to-sound correspondences will be used for all of the main sounds within a word. Words can usually be accurately read by an adult (i.e. be ‘phonetically guessable’), although they may not be ‘correct’.

	4. Transitional (6-11years)
	Spellings show some awareness of the basic conventions used in English Language spelling and awareness of some of the irregular letter patterns – i.e. the young person starts to use visual as well as auditory information. This stage is thus heavily influenced by the young person’s reading skills and exposure to irregular spelling patterns.

	5. Correct (10-11years and over)
	The young person has the strategies to spell most words, even those containing irregular spelling patterns, and to check their spellings. Errors may still be made for words with highly irregular spelling patterns.




· [bookmark: _Toc13038211]Oral Language Skills.  Skills necessary to create a spoken sentence.

Oral Language skills mirror those language comprehension skills in reading. Instead of being used to understand a sentence, the skills are used to create a spoken sentence. Therefore, the same skills are involved but may be utilised in a different way. Skills most influential to the writing process are:

	Component Skill
	
	Explanation

	Sentence Construction
	
	Putting a number of words together, so that relevant features are included (e.g. subject, verb, and object) and words are presented in the correct order to convey the intended meaning.  This skill requires vocabulary and activation of background topic knowledge in addition to knowledge of grammar.


	Vocabulary
	
	Vocabulary can vary in terms of breadth – i.e. how many words a young person knows the meaning of – and depth – i.e. the extent to which a young person can elaborate on the meaning of a particular word.


	Creating Coherence
	
	The connection of sentences and ideas in a meaningful way, and which spans across as entire text. To be coherent, the production of any one sentence must be easily associable to any previous sentence.  


	Activation of Background Knowledge 
(Idea Generation)
	
	The activation of knowledge of an idea or topic from the young person’s long-term memory.  This knowledge may relate to personal experiences, things they have read or seen on the television, or information shared by the class teacher or other children. Ability to activate background knowledge is key to idea generation.

	
	
	




· Planning and Revising

Planning and Revising – When writing, the young person engages in a range of planning, self-reflection and editing behaviours in order to produce a cohesive and coherent text. This thus requires reading comprehension skills such that the young person needs to be able to read back and understand what they have written. Executive functions are also key to planning and revising.

· Executive functions/ cognitive processes

Working Memory. When learning to spell the young person needs to match sounds to letters, hold these in mind in the right order, along with the motor pattern needed to visually produce the letter, therefore working memory skills are essential. Until spelling is automatic, a large proportion of working memory capacity is thus allocated to the spelling process. 
Inhibitory Control.  An important skill in order to inhibit being overwhelmed by multiple ideas and to focus on the one the young person is writing about. 
Cognitive Flexibility. As highlighted in the reading section, a young person with limited cognitive flexibility may struggle to attend to the letters long enough to distinguish between visually similar letters (e.g. P and R). They may also struggle to learn irregular word patterns or digraphs (two consonants together) or a vowel and consonant combination pronounced as a single sound) with multiple associated sounds, because they can find it difficult to shift between the different representations. This will thus impact on the young person’s ability to spell words.
See next page for graphical representation of key component skills for writing

Domain knowledge for writing

· Handwriting
· Spelling
· Oral Language Skills
· Planning and Revising







Motivation for writing:

Motivation.  The young person’s reason and drive to write. Motivation impacts on both, how much a young person writes and, what they write (i.e. quantity and quality).
Executive Functions for writing

· Working memory (important for spelling)
· Inhibitory Control (e.g. to inhibit multiple ideas and focus on one to write)
· Cognitive Flexibility (e.g. for learning and using irregular words)







Domain knowledge/skills


Motivation


Executive Functions


3

image1.jpg
widy, "
= Routes to Inclusion




