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ABSTRACT
Early writing—a valuable early literacy skill—begins to develop prior to
kindergarten. Young children participating in preschool benefit from
writing opportunities facilitated by teachers. Writing opportunities, how-
ever, are often limited in preschool settings. It is important to understand
teachers’ beliefs and practices for promoting early writing, because tea-
chers’ beliefs inform their practices of this valuable skill. Thus, this study
examined ways in which preschool teachers talk about and enact prac-
tices to support children’s writing. Thirty-two preschool teachers partici-
pated in structured interviews about their beliefs and practices for
promoting writing and were observed using the Writing Resources and
Interactions in Teaching Environments assessment to examine reported
and observed practices. Qualitative coding organized teachers’ interview
responses into conceptually meaningful categories. Results indicated that
teachers’ reported and observed practices generally aligned but repre-
sented a limited set of pedagogical approaches. Although teachers
reported and were observed providing materials and enacting strategies
for guiding children’s handwriting, few identified strategies to support
children in writing for meaning (i.e., composing) or in a manner that
supported other literacy skills (e.g., letter-sound knowledge).
Programmatic structure, curriculum, and teachers’ background character-
istics were not associated with teachers’ beliefs or practices.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 31 May 2017
Accepted 23 February 2019

Writing is a critical component of young children’s early literacy development and is predictive
of later reading achievement (National Early Literacy Panel [NELP], 2008). Longitudinal
research has found that kindergarteners’ writing predicts literacy skills in first grade (Shatil,
Share, & Levin, 2000), spelling in second grade (Aram, 2005), and narrative writing in third
grade (Kim, Al Otaiba, &Wanzek, 2015). Also, preschool children’s writing is related to their
letter knowledge (Diamond, Gerde, & Powell, 2008; Justice, Invernizzi, Geller, Sullivan, &
Welsch, 2005), word recognition (Molfese et al., 2011), and phonological awareness (Blair &
Savage, 2006). Position statements (IRA/NAEYC, 1998) and practitioner literature recom-
mend a balance of child-initiated and teacher-led activities for supporting writing in preschool
(Copple & Bredekamp, 2009; Neuman, Copple, & Bredekamp, 2000; Schickendanz &
Casburgue, 2004). Instructional practices for early writing include those focused on letter
formation (i.e., handwriting), those that draw attention to print and spelling, and early
opportunities for meaning-focused writing (i.e., composition).

Yet, recent large-scale observational research has found there to be limited opportu-
nities to write in preschool classrooms (Bingham, Quinn, & Gerde, 2017; Gerde, Bingham,
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& Pendergast, 2015); preschool teachers provide a variety of materials for writing, but
offer little intentional modeling or scaffolding to promote children’s writing development.
Understanding preschool teachers’ beliefs about supporting early writing may help to
explain preschool teachers’ limited approaches to writing pedagogy (Scull, Nolan, &
Raban, 2012). Understanding teachers’ beliefs about writing is also critical to informing
the design of preservice and in-service teacher education opportunities, particularly if
teacher beliefs and practices do not align with current research-based recommendations
for supporting writing in early childhood classrooms.

Teachers’ beliefs relate to their practice for literacy broadly (e.g., Fenstermacher, 1994;
Richardson, Anders, Tidwell, & Lloyd, 1991; Scull et al., 2012); however, we know very
little about how preschool teachers view writing and which practices they believe
support young children’s writing development. Survey work examining a few researcher-
identified strategies in writing found that preschool teachers vary in their beliefs about
these specific strategies (Hindman & Wasik, 2008). However, to date, it remains unclear
how preschool teachers conceptualize the importance of writing, including child interest
in and enjoyment of writing, and which practices they consider important for promoting
early writing. Thus, the purpose of this study was to describe preschool teachers’ beliefs
about early writing and their reported and observed writing instruction.

Comprehensive theoretical framework for early writing

Examining teachers’ potential influence on children’s writing is valuable because early
writing develops within a social context in which adults (e.g., preschool teachers) and
children use writing to communicate (Vygotsky, 1978). Specifically, considering ways
teachers prepare the environment for learning and offer guidance for writing aligns with
this theoretical approach (Vygotsky, 1978). In addition, this study employs
a comprehensive theoretical framework for early writing development such that early
writing comprises three domains: composition (i.e., the expression of ideas and meaning-
making), orthography (i.e., spelling), and handwriting (i.e., motor movements to form
letters) (Berninger, 2009; Kaderavek, Cabell, & Justice, 2009; Puranik & Lonigan, 2014).
Although children’s development of these skills varies (Puranik & Lonigan, 2011), com-
ponents in each area begin to develop well before formal schooling commences and prior
to children’s ability to form specific letters (Berninger, 2009). Thus, understanding how
preschool teachers support children’s development of skills within each of these domains
is important (Puranik & Lonigan, 2011; Vygotsky, 1978).

Teaching practices for early writing

High-quality teaching practices can promote children’s achievement in both writing and
reading (Graham & Hebert, 2011; Hall, Simpson, Guo, & Wang, 2015; Hall, Toland,
Grisham-Brown, & Graham, 2014; Hofslundsengen, Hagtyet, & Gustafsson, 2016).
Guidelines for best practice and the research literature on children’s writing suggest that
quality writing instruction includes establishing an environment that contains a variety of
writing tools (Calkins, 1994; Copple & Bredekamp, 2009; Neuman & Roskos, 1992), and
providing a multitude of opportunities for children to see and engage in meaningful writing
(Aram, 2006; Gerde, Bingham, & Wasik, 2012; King, 2012; Mayer, 2007), including in
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children’s play (Bingham, Quinn, McRoy, Zhang, & Gerde, 2018). Writing instruction should
involve scaffolded guidance following the developmental sequence of writing (Puranik &
Lonigan, 2011) and intentional teaching of writing strategies and scaffolding of ideas for
composing (Calkins, 1994; Dyson, 2013; Quinn, Gerde, & Bingham, 2016). Attention to letter
formation, literacy skills underlying orthography, and composing supports a comprehensive
view of early writing (Kaderavek et al., 2009; Puranik & Lonigan, 2014).

Letter formation
Children’s ability to form letters accurately and quickly (i.e., handwriting fluency) is
important for later writing quality (Connelly, Gee, & Walsh, 2007). As such, it is
appropriate for early childhood teachers to draw attention to letter formations,
including lines, circles, curves and letter shapes. However, requiring well-formed
letters may inhibit children’s composing efforts and should not be the sole focus of
writing instruction (DeFord, 1980; Ferriero & Teberosky, 1982). Instead, early oppor-
tunities to explore writing in meaningful ways without strict adherence to precise
letter formation are optimal (DeFord, 1980). General support of fine motor skills is
essential for writing development, because young children who struggle to develop
motor skills often have difficulties writing (Delano, 2007; Lienemann & Reid, 2008).

Writing and early literacy
The act of writing fosters children’s understanding of print concepts and the knowledge
that print has meaning (Clay, 2001; Rowe, 2008). Teaching practices that draw children’s
attention to print and encourage children to write letters support children’s writing
development (e.g., Lonigan, Farver, Phillips, & Clancy-Menchetti, 2011; Neumann,
Hood, & Ford, 2013). Children who write letters tend to know more letters (Diamond
et al., 2008). When children use invented spelling, that is, writing the sounds they hear in
words (Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton, & Johnston, 2008), children develop an understand-
ing of the alphabetic system (Read, 1975).

Writing for meaning
A primary purpose of writing is to communicate meaning (Graham & Hebert, 2011).
Supporting children to generate and share their thoughts is a critical part of developing
composing skills (Dyson, 2013; Graves, 2003). Children develop an understanding that
writing has meaning as they engage in authentic writing experiences including composing
(Duke, Purcell-Gates, Hall, & Tower, 2006). Writing requires children to think about what
they want to communicate, develop connections between illustrations and text, and assign
meaning to marks (Rowe & Wilson, 2015). Oral language plays an important role in
children’s writing development. In fact, talking with children about their drawings in
terms of ideas, details, and organization can help children develop an understanding of
word-based written composition—an understanding that lays a foundation for letter/
word-based composing (Culham, 2005). Supporting children to communicate about
their writing can introduce new ideas into children’s writing and extend children’s
thinking about writing processes (e.g., revising), resulting in more complex compositions
(Kissel, Hansen, Tower, & Lawrence, 2011).
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Current understanding of teachers’ beliefs and practices about writing

Studying teachers’ beliefs is critical because teachers are more likely to use recommended
practices when they align with teachers’ existing beliefs about best practices (Bingham &
Hall-Kenyon, 2013). Beliefs include teachers’ thoughts and assumptions about an area of
development or pedagogy (Charlesworth et al., 1993). For preschool teachers, value is
placed on their use of curricula in alignment with children’s interests and enjoyment
(Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). Thus, understanding teachers’ beliefs about child interest
and enjoyment of writing is important as it may influence their practice.

Previous studies identify teachers’ beliefs to be the driving force behind their pedagogical
decisions (Fenstermacher, 1994; Richardson et al., 1991). For literacy, some studies document
that in-service teachers’ beliefs relate to how teachers allocate instructional time
(Cunningham, Zibulsky, Stanovich, & Stanovich, 2009) and their general literacy practices
(Scull et al., 2012; Stipek & Byler, 1997), while others have found a lack of associations
(Hamre et al., 2012; Sandvik, van Daal, & Ader, 2013). Discrepancy between teachers’ beliefs
and behaviors is more likely to occur in studies attempting to link self-reported beliefs and
observed classroom practices (McMullen et al., 2006); therefore, to be rigorous, the present
study examined self-reported beliefs and practices in addition to observed practices.

Studies with preservice teachers indicate that they bring to their education preestab-
lished—and often negative—beliefs about writing, based on their own school experiences
(Hall & Grisham-Brown, 2011), which inform their pedagogical approaches to writing
(Ng, Nicholas, & Williams, 2010). These beliefs tend to target a narrow scope of writing
that includes transcription skills like letter formation and spelling, but excludes ideas
about writing for a purpose (Colby & Stapleton, 2006). Fortunately, intervention work has
found that preservice teachers’ beliefs about writing are malleable (Hall, 2016); coursework
targeting writing can enhance beliefs and practices for early writing (Hall, 2016). Thus,
understanding in-service teachers’ beliefs about writing may help to inform preservice
instruction and in-service professional development approaches.

Previous survey research demonstrates that in-service teachers’ beliefs vary on children’s
writing development and how to support young children as emerging writers. On average,
teachers did not “strongly agree”withmany established best practices for writing development
and instruction (Hindman & Wasik, 2008). For example, one third of Head Start teachers
believed that young children should be required to use accurate spelling when writing
(Hindman & Wasik, 2008), though research does not support this practice (e.g., Aram,
2006). This work clearly demonstrates the disconnect between teachers’ beliefs and research-
based practices. However, due to the use of survey methodology, teachers responded to
researcher-identified beliefs, which may have influenced findings. The present study sought
to overcome the limitations of researcher-created categories for writing beliefs and practices
by asking open-ended questions and using an inductive approach to elicit a broader range of
beliefs and practices that might guide teachers’ pedagogy (Chamaz, 2000).

Recent research demonstrates that the opportunities teachers provide children relate to
children’s writing development. For example, a large-scale observational study of 68
preschool classrooms, used multilevel analyses to identify that even beyond the positive
effect of providing writing materials, engaging in writing interactions was a unique
predictor (effect size .19) of children’s writing development across preschool (Gerde
et al., 2015). Unfortunately, results indicated that teachers focus their practice on
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providing a variety of writing materials but not on modeling or scaffolding writing (Gerde
et al., 2015) reflecting a narrow range of practices.

To understand this lack of alignment between research recommendations and teachers’
observed pedagogy, it is critical to ask teachers themselves about their beliefs and instruction
for early writing. This study expands on previous work in three important ways. First, we utilize
both qualitative interviews and quantitative observations to describe teachers writing practices.
This approach leverages multiple perspectives to provide a fuller picture of practices than would
be captured from researcher observations alone. Second, by interviewing teachers, we were able
to examine their beliefs about writing without the researchers creating a framework that might
have artificially narrowed or inflated teachers’ responses (McGillicuddy-DeLisi, 1992). Third,
this study involves teachers from a variety of preschool programming models which represent
varying philosophical, organizational, and funding structures. Teachers were purposefully
sampled from various programs in order to provide a broad picture of preschool teachers’
beliefs and instructional practices. The study addressed the following research questions:

(1) How do preschool teachers support writing instruction in their classroom?
(2) How do preschool teachers describe their beliefs on writing pedagogy? Do teachers’

beliefs about writing explain the observed or reported instruction?
(3) How do teacher background or program characteristics relate to teachers’ beliefs?

Methods

Participants

Thirty-two lead teachers (all female) participated in the study. Teachers represented varied
preschool programming: Head Start, state-funded Pre-K, university preschools, and nonprofit
early childhood centers. Teachers were diverse in ethnicity and varied in their educational
background and experience teaching preschool (see Table 1). All classrooms included one lead
and one assistant teacher, and on average, classrooms served 18.7 children (range 15–20)
ages 3–4.

To recruit teachers, invitational letters were mailed to directors of five early childhood
programs who then distributed letters to all preschool teachers in their programs. Directors
were invited because their programs reflected the variety of preschool programming available
in the research area. Next, the authors contacted all lead teachers to invite participation and
schedule an interview and observation. The response rate was 88.8%; nonresponding teachers
did not differ from responding teachers in education, experience, or ethnicity. Teachers
received a gift card to thank them for their participation.

Procedures

Observations
Preschool teachers were observed on a typical day (i.e., no field trips) and were aware of
the observation. Observations occurred from October to November, and lasted for the
entire school day, approximately 3.5 hours; all programs provided half-day preschool.
During this time the observers completed an observation of writing supports and inter-
actions and teachers completed a demographic survey.
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Writing supports and interactions
The Writing Resources and Interactions in Teaching Environments (WRITE; Gerde et al.,
2015) is an observational assessment of the material resources and teacher practices to
support writing. The measure includes 41 items organized into five subcategories: Writing
Environment, Environmental Print, Teacher Models Writing, Teacher Scaffolds Writing,
and Independent Child Writing. The measure has evidence of internal consistency and
content and predictive validity (Gerde et al., 2015). For each material item, observers
recorded whether the writing material was available; for interaction items, observers
recorded the frequency of the event (e.g., instances of each type of interaction).
A writing event was any instance that included teacher and/or child writing (including
drawing, scribbling, use of letter-like or letters to convey a message), or discussion of
writing materials, tools, content, or processes. Each observer identified these events with
high accuracy (92% reliability for double coded classrooms). For writing materials, the
duration of availability was recorded in minutes. For each writing event, the duration of
the event (in minutes) and initiator (i.e., 1 = teacher, 2 = child) were recorded.

Observers had earned MS or PhD degrees in child development and held specialized
expertise in early writing development and pedagogy demonstrated by a track record of
research/publications. All observers had at least one year of preschool teaching experience.
Observers were trained to reliability on the observational measure by scoring five training
videos. Observers were considered reliable when they scored two consecutive videos at
90% accuracy with the master codes, developed by the authors (across all coders k = .93).
To obtain interrater reliability, 25% of classrooms were observed by two observers on the
same day (interrater reliability = 92%).

Interviews
As a companion to the observational measure, a teacher interview was created to
inquire about teacher beliefs and reported instruction. Prior to use, the interview was

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Participating Teachers and Classrooms.
Background Characteristic % of Teachers Mean Range

Ethnicity
African American 19.3
American Indian 9.3
Asian 6.2
Caucasian 61.8
Latino 6.2

Education
High School + CDA 9.3
AA 33.2
BA/BS 44.7
MA/MS 14.6

Preschool teaching experience in years 9.07 1–26
Classroom composition
Number of children per classroom 18.7 15–20
Number of paid staff per classroom 2 2

Classroom curriculum
Creative Curriculum 61.8
High/Scope 12.5
Tools of the Mind 11.7
Teacher developed 11.7
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reviewed by preschool teachers for face validity. Interviews permitted the teachers to
identify all writing practices they use, including those that may not have been observed
or identified by researcher measures or perspectives. Trained researchers interviewed
teachers in person, following the interview protocol (see Appendix), and sessions were
audio-recorded then transcribed. In all instances, interviews occurred on the same day
as the classroom observation (see above). Interviews took place after the observation,
during a time the teacher was not responsible for children (e.g., after school). On
average, interviews lasted 12 minutes and ranged from 9 to 17 minutes. Researchers
used only approved prompts to elicit further information about teachers’ responses,
but regularly asked if a teacher had “anything else to add” before moving on to the
next question.

Data analysis

The above procedures resulted in securing data from three data sources: a demographic
survey, a qualitative interview, and a quantitative observation. To describe the observed
teaching practices for supporting writing in preschool classrooms, we used the event
frequencies and a dichotomous variable for each event (1 = present, 0 = absent) to identify
the percentage of teachers providing each material or utilizing each writing practice across
all teachers. We used the quantitative frequency of events and the duration (in minutes) to
describe children’s independent writing experiences.

Text analysis of the interview transcripts was conducted to examine teachers’ beliefs and
reported practices (Ryan & Bernard, 2000). Content category development began with
established categories based on our definitions of writing and writing pedagogy, but also
allowed new ideas to come from the interviews. This was an important expansion from
previous work that permitted responses from established categories only (e.g., Hindman &
Wasik, 2008). Inductive coding techniques were used to generate themes, identifying which
beliefs and practices existed for supporting writing in preschool (Chamaz, 2000). We were
interested in all possible ideas; coding included all beliefs or practices, even when they
occurred only once (Miles & Huberman, 1994).

To establish themes/categories of teachers’ reported practices and beliefs, a constant
comparative analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) was employed. The authors generated
thematic categories by independently reading all responses for one question and high-
lighting key ideas. We used open coding strategies of creating a list of potential themes
reflecting the key ideas that occurred repetitively and teacher quotes that illustrated
each of the views of that theme (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Next, the authors met
together to compare the themes and discuss illustrative quotes for each theme
(Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Few differences were found between individual interpreta-
tions of themes. For example, one author identified two categories for teachers’ beliefs
on child interest (i.e., “yes” and “I think so”); the other coder identified one (yes)
group. Upon closer review, all teachers’ responses coded as “I think so” went on to
include clear affirmation that children find writing to be interesting. Conflicts were
resolved by examining the illustrative quotes. Next, we compared our frequency counts
for each theme to confirm the accuracy of each authors’ independent scoring of themes
for each question. There were no disagreements in these scores. Based on this process,
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the thematic categories for each interview question were established which included
a set of participant quotes to illustrate each theme.

Interview responses of reported practices were summarized using the method of
enumeration (Miles & Huberman, 1994), a process of quantifying data by counting the
number of times a category/practice was represented. Teachers were counted when their
responses reflected each category, creating frequencies for these categories.

To understand more about these findings, we examined teachers’ beliefs or practices in
terms of the programmatic or background characteristics of participants derived from the
demographic survey.We created amatrix (Miles&Huberman, 1994) that organized categories
of practice by program type, curriculum, teachers’ highest level of education, and teachers’
experience to identify patterns. We followed the same procedure for teachers’ beliefs.

To answer questions about alignment between teachers’ beliefs and reported practices,
we organized teachers into belief categories (e.g., Conditional Perspective), which emerged
from the coding. Then, for each belief category, we identified each practice in which those
teachers engaged. We also examined whether particular practices were reported by
teachers with particular beliefs by identifying all teachers who reported a particular
practice and then examined their patterns of beliefs. Findings were then considered in
terms of research-based recommendations for early writing.

Trustworthiness of the data
Steps were taken to ensure the credibility of the interview data. A written report of study
findings was e-mailed to participating teachers who were asked to review and comment on
study results, a well-established member checking process for ensuring credibility of the
data (e.g., Oktay, 2004). We received several contacts, all of whom provided confirmation
of the accuracy of the report.

Results

Supports for writing in preschool classrooms

Observations identified a variety of materials and interactions to support writing in pre-
school classrooms; practices focused on providing children with an array of environmental
supports and opportunities to practice handwriting. One goal of interviewing teachers
regarding their practices was to ensure all practices were captured, not just those identified
or observed by researchers, leveraging both teacher and researcher perspectives on early
writing. In general, teachers’ reported practices reflected researcher observed practices. In
many cases, teachers reported variations of the same types of practices that were observed
(e.g., the teacher reported, “We write in pudding, shaving cream, and corn meal”, and
writing in sand was observed). We counted the number of teachers who discussed each
practice to understand its prevalence across classrooms (see Figure 1).

All teachers interviewed described environmental supports for writing in their class-
rooms and observations identified that 93.7% of classrooms included writing materials
(see Table 2) corroborating the interview data. Nearly all classrooms provided writing
surfaces and tools for forming letters (e.g., stencils). On average, these materials were
available to children 56.0 minutes during the day (range 0–90 min.). Teachers provided
designated space for children to write; 71.8% of teachers were observed (68.5% of teachers
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reported) having a writing center available to children. While teachers described the
availability of materials, there was limited discussion of how children were taught to use
these materials. Only 21.6% of teachers reported placing writing materials in other areas of
the classroom or allowing children to bring writing materials into other play centers:

Figure 1. Teacher reported supports for writing in preschool classrooms.

Table 2. Percentage of Classrooms Observed Providing Writing Materials or Environmental Print.

Writing Materials
% of

Classrooms Print in the Environment
% of

Classrooms

Pencils 71.6 Labels on materials 88.3
Markers 83.3 Teacher-made posted print (e.g., birthday sign) 88.3
Crayons 78.3 Posters with words (commercially produced) 55.0
Colored pencils 70.0 Posted alphabet (complete) 60.0
Whiteboard/markers 36.6 Posted child writing 51.6
Stamps/ink 31.6 Group writing (e.g., “Our Favorite Ice Cream”) 26.6
Pens 45.0 Word cards 5.9
Chalk/chalkboard 46.6 Word Wall 23.3
Magnetic writers 16.6 Sign-up for computer/area of classroom 1.5
Lined paper 60.0
Unlined paper 70.0
Colored paper 78.3
Envelopes 28.3
Notebooks 30.0
Post cards 3.3
Graph paper 5.0
Letter stencils 30.0
Plastic letters 38.3
Letter shape tracers 15.3
Letter cookie cutters/dough 6.2
Computer/electronic writing devise 36.7
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We provide small clipboards. Usually I have one in here. And we have thirteen or fourteen of
‘em and they have the big pencils with ‘em so the kids can take them anywhere they want.
Usually they end up in the house area playing doctor or writing grocery lists. Sometimes we
have ‘em in the block area where they’re being firefighters and writing down stuff so, they can
take those anywhere.

Similarly, observations did not systematically identify writingmaterials in other learning centers:
31.2% of dramatic play spaces, 15.6% of science areas, and 6.3% of construction/block centers.

Teachers described a print-rich environment, mentioning signage, labels, and books in
the classroom as support for children’s writing. Likewise, 96.8% of classrooms were
observed to include print in their environment (see Table 2). Overwhelmingly, the focus
of interview responses was on environmental setup and not on instruction or use of
materials. During observations, only 6.2% of teachers used the environmental print to
support children’s writing. These observations and interviews suggest that one of the
primary ways that preschool teachers support writing is by making writing materials
available to children during free choice times.

Practices to support letter formation
Teachers reported a range of handwriting activities: having children practice writing or
tracing their own names (56.2% of teachers) and using a variety of tools to practice letter
formation (56.2% of teachers). One teacher explained:

We also have dry erase boards that we put out during the day for the kids to practice their
names on. We have their names written in dots to start tracing and then straight lines for
them just to do all the tracing so eventually they can write it on their own.

To corroborate, the most widely observed handwriting activities included teachers
reminding children to write their name on their artwork (40.6%), writing letters for
children to copy (31.2%), describing the procedure for creating a letter (e.g., “M, that is
up, down, up, down, M” 34.3%), signing-in (18.7%), or tracing their names (12.5%).

Seven teachers discussed activities they used to develop children’s fine motor skills or
“strengthen their hands” in preparation for handwriting. One teacher said:

In the first part of the year we really try to just develop those muscles that are in the hands
and so Play-Doh is a big one that we use a lot, [and] other manipulatives like in the sensory
table, we use all sorts of things in there as well.

Therefore, while the interview question was open-ended, “Tell me about anything you do
to support writing in your classroom,” and did not focus on handwriting, the majority of
teachers reported supporting writing by engaging children in handwriting practice.

Even when teachers were specifically prompted to describe the strategies they use to
support individual children to write (i.e., “If you were working with an individual child,
what strategies would you use to help that child to write?”), 87.5% of teachers identified
specifically supporting handwriting. For example, 21.8% of teachers were observed using
hand-over-hand assistance to help children form letters:

For a specific child, I know the child that we really focus on now. For him, I kinda hold on to
his hand and I give him support so when he writes, he’s able to use his fingers and form
shapes. I also develop vast activities to support fine motor skills, because if children do not
have good fine motor skills, I could imagine there’s no way they can write.
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Themajority of teachers’ observed and reported practices were focused on letter formation. In
fact, all teachers in the sample discussed either handwriting or materials in their responses.

Writing to promote literacy skills
Only three teachers identified practices to support other literacy skills such as phonological
awareness or print concepts. For example, “I’ll do other activities that work with left to right so
that they knowwhen they’re writing, that’s the direction they should be writing”. Observations
confirmed this gap; just 15.6% of teachers were observed asking children to verbally identify
the name or sound of letters and only 9.3% of teachers drew attention to the writing process
when modeling writing for children. Rather than discussing letters within the context of the
writing (e.g., “The first letter is /j/,/j/, j, that’s the letter that starts your name.”), most reported
and observed activities had a clear focus on letter formation and were often without meaning,
typically focused on handwriting for the letter of the week (e.g., “Each week we do a letter and
they’re writing the letter of the week, every week”). Thus, although teachers engaged children
in writing letters, interviews and observations both identified little intentional use of writing
activities to support children’s development of other literacy skills.

Writing for meaning
Interviews revealed that few teachers promoted children to write to communicate (18.8%).
Teachers who did promote meaning-making, reported supporting children’s interests, asking
children to talk about what they want to write, and providing opportunities for “writing with
a purpose.” One of the few examples we have of this includes a teacher who described that:

Last year I had a boy who had no interest in writing at all, not even with his name so
I actually had to go and I started using the words and, please forgive me on this, Halo, Xbox,
X-men and, instantly, he loved writing… I had to find something that really pertained to
what his interests were at the time.

One other rare statement coded as writing for meaning illustrates “writing with a purpose.”

I say to children, let’s make a list of the things you want from your family for Christmas. Let’s
write down the things you need if you’re going to pretend to make pizza. You know, writing
with a purpose I would say.

Observations confirmed that teachers provided few opportunities or activities focused on
supporting children’s composing. For example, only a few teachers (9.3%) included
journaling time for children. Further, few classrooms included evidence of meaningful
writing such as using interactive writing to create a message together (9.3%), creating
class-made books (21.8%), or making a chart or graph (3.1%).

In contrast to the detailed discussions of handwriting and the classroom environ-
ment, in all cases, teachers provided limited description of composing activities. For
example, “We do lots of journal time.” Or “Usually every couple of weeks we have
some kind of book extension in our small groups where they have to write and draw
about a question we had at the end of the book.” Teachers did not describe how they
scaffolded children to engage in these writing activities or the particulars of what
children were expected to do. Likewise, observations indicated that few teachers
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modeled writing for children (37.5%) or wrote children’s dictated words (28.1%). While
one teacher explained, “I do a lot of writing in large group in front of the kids just to
show modeling writing,” this was one of very few responses that focused on purposeful
and planned writing instruction.

Interestingly, observations indicated that 80% of writing experiences were initiated
by children. Interviews provided one explanation for this finding as teachers discussed
writing for meaning only when this was initiated by a child, “We’re spontaneous in
writing if a child is doing something and wants me to write words I’ll write them and
read them back.” Children were observed writing independently in 53.1% of class-
rooms. Independent child writing occurred in the writing center (34.3% of classrooms)
or in play contexts (46.8% of classrooms). However, in most classrooms, only 1–2
children were observed to write independently and independent child writing occurred
on average for 5.54 minutes across classrooms (range 1–30 min).

While all teachers focused on handwriting or environmental supports, there were
limited reports and observations of providing opportunities to write for meaning
(teachers n = 6). Therefore, we were interested in whether teachers who encouraged
writing for meaning had similar background characteristics or programmatic sup-
ports that might explain why their approaches to writing instruction were dissimilar
from the majority. Data indicated that these teachers varied greatly in (a) curriculum
used, (b) program type, (c) educational background, and (d) experience teaching
preschool (see Table 3). No pattern of background characteristics or program factors
emerged to explain the focus for these particular teachers; it seems to be teacher
specific variance.

Table 3. Programmatic and Teacher Background Characteristics of Teachers Who Identify Writing for
Meaning or Composing (n = 6).

Programmatic and Teacher Background Characteristics Frequency Mean (SD) Range

Program Type

American Indian/Alaska Native Head Start 4
University Laboratory School 2

Head Start 0
State Pre-K 0

Nonprofit, state supported 0
Curriculum
High/Scope 1

Creative Curriculum 3
Teacher-generated curriculum 2

Tools of the Mind 0
Years of Experience Teaching Preschool 11 (5.58) 4–20

0–5 1
6–11 3
>11 2

Educational Background
High School diploma 0

AA 3
BA/BS 1

MA/MS 2
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Curriculum for writing instruction

To understand whether curricular materials support the teaching of writing in preschool
classrooms we asked whether teachers followed any specific curricula when teaching children
to write. All classrooms reported utilizing a developmentally appropriate, research-based
classroom curriculum (e.g., Creative Curriculum, High/Scope) or a teacher-generated curri-
culum based on developmentally appropriate practices, which aligned with state standards.

One group of teachers reported, “No” they did not use a specific curriculum when
teaching children to write. Others reflected a holistic approach to children’s development
rather than identifying a specific curriculum. One teacher reported:

In this school we focus on the whole child. So, what we do is we focus on children’s
development in all areas and, we emphasize children’s interests and we kind of tie family
relationship into this.

Some teachers referenced their general classroom curriculum as supporting writing:

We have our teaching strategies [Creative Curriculum] and we just kinda follow the child,
where the child’s at and bring them to their next level,

providing few details about specific curricular supports. Other teachers reported that their
curriculum had few supports for writing. For example, one teacher stated:

We have our teaching strategies gold curriculum [Creative Curriculum] that we do. It aligns
with state standards and everything. But, there’s only one objective on there that’s about
teaching children to write. So, it doesn’t give us a whole lot of guidance there but I mean,
I use what I’ve seen work in the past, and, you know, kinda go from there.

This reflects the teacher perspective that there is a lack of guidance for teaching children to
write, even within highly regarded, research-based curricula.

A small minority of teachers utilized a handwriting curriculum (n = 7), Handwriting
Without Tears (Olson, 2008) as a supplement to their general classroom curriculum. This
curriculum is an active approach to handwriting development, which supports children to
utilize a variety of materials (e.g., chalkboard/chalk, wooden letter pieces) to form letters.
However, teachers reported using the curriculum in inconsistent ways, rather than as pre-
scribed, and did not engage in such instruction regularly. It is of note that this interview
question inquired about teachers’ curriculum resources for writing in general, not hand-
writing specifically, but these teachers only mentioned their use of a handwriting curriculum.

Identifying a specific writing curriculum did not explain teachers’ writing practice. Teachers
who subscribed to a handwriting curriculum (i.e., Handwriting Without Tears), reported both
handwriting strategies and materials-based supports for writing. In fact, two of the seven
teachers identifying use of a handwriting curriculum reported meaning-making strategies as
well. Further, teachers who reported no specific writing curriculum also reported writing
strategies across categories including handwriting, providing materials, and meaning-making.

Teachers’ beliefs about writing

We identified teachers’ beliefs about writing for young children as a way to explain their
use of the reported and observed practices identified above. When asked about children’s
interest in writing, teachers overwhelmingly (98%) reported, “Yes, they love writing”.

338 H. K. GERDE ET AL.



When asked whether children find writing to be a fun activity, the coding of teachers’
responses resulted in three categories, Affirmative Response (n = 12), Conditional
Perspective (n = 12), Teacher Support Perspective (n = 8), which are described here:

Affirmative response
This group indicated that children find writing to be fun (n = 12). Responses coded into
this category included “Yes, they write all the time.” When asked how they know that
children find writing to be fun, teachers’ responses were based on their observations of
children engaged in writing, “Yes, because they do it on their own”, or “They ask me to
write or say letters for them to spell, so I know they are interested.”

Conditional perspective
Another group of responses were “Some children do and some children don’t” reflecting
a conditional perspective—conditional on particular child factors—of whether children
found writing to be fun (n = 12). One teacher’s response illustrates this view well:

Most of them [find writing to be fun], I will not say all of them, um especially if their small
motor skills are not developed, it’s a real hassle for them.

Teachers cited a variety of child factors that may influence whether children find writing to be
fun or not including having less developed motor skills (e.g., “Not when they struggle with
motor skills”), child gender (e.g., “Girls [enjoy writing] more than boys”) or age, (e.g., “Older
children go to the writing center and write their names”).

Teacher support perspective
A third group of teachers indicated that children findwriting to be fun “when it is presented in
the right way,” that is, when teachers support writing in an engaging way writing is fun for
young children (n = 8). Teachers in this group overwhelmingly indicated that it was important
to “have the right materials” to make writing fun. One teacher reported that children love
writing, “…especially when you get the stickers out and the dry board erasers and stuff.”
Another reported writing to be fun:

…especially if you have more materials, like different kinds of papers, markers, crayons.
I have smelly markers, so when they write they can also smell.

One teacher expanded this perspective focusing on making writing a meaningful experi-
ence for children stating, “I think that when it’s meaningful they do [find writing to be
fun].” This was the only response to reflect the importance of creating meaningful writing
experiences for young children. All other responses were focused on materials, not
meaning-making.

To investigate whether teacher beliefs reflect programmatic or teacher background
characteristics, we organized teachers by belief category and examined the patterns in
the frequencies of each characteristic. However, across all three belief categories, teachers
varied in curriculum used, type of program, educational background, and experience
teaching preschool (see Table 4). No pattern of program factors or background character-
istics emerged to explain the beliefs that teachers maintained about writing for
preschoolers.
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Aligning beliefs with practice

We investigated the relation between beliefs and reported practices by comparing the
practices of teachers across each of the three belief categories. A pattern did not emerge.
Across all belief categories teachers reported that they addressed writing through hand-
writing and by providing writing materials. Only a small sample of teachers (n = 6) reported
meaning-focused activities. These teachers represented all three belief categories: Affirmative
Response (n = 2), Conditional Perspective (n = 1), Teacher Support Perspective (n = 3).

Discussion

This study is the first to (a) provide a detailed description of preschool teachers’ instruc-
tion for supporting writing using both observational and interview data reflecting both
researcher and teacher perspectives and (b) make connections between teachers’ writing
beliefs and instruction to understand whether these align with research-based practices.
Results indicated that reported practices aligned with but did not extend observed
practices, suggesting that the limited opportunities for writing and narrow focus of writing
instruction in preschool classrooms reported in previous work (Bingham et al., 2017;
Gerde et al., 2015) and in this study are accurate. Preschool teachers overwhelmingly
reported children to find writing interesting, but they used a limited number of pedago-
gical approaches for enacting early writing instruction. This is unfortunate because

Table 4. Programmatic and Teacher Background Characteristics of Teachers by Belief Category

Programmatic and Teacher Background
Characteristic

Belief Categories*

Affirmative
Response
(n = 12)

Conditional Perspective
(n = 12)

Teacher Support Perspective
(n = 8)

Program Type Frequency Frequency Frequency
American Indian/Alaska Native Head
Start

4 3 3

University Laboratory School 1 1 2
Head Start 2 2 1
State Pre-K 3 2 2
Nonprofit, state supported 2 4 0

Classroom Curriculum
High/Scope 1 2 1
Creative Curriculum 6 4 5
Teacher-generated curriculum 2 2 2
Tools of the Mind 3 4 0

Years of Experience Teaching Preschool
0–5 3 4 4
6–11 4 3 2
>11 5 5 2

Educational Background
High School diploma 0 0 3
AA 5 4 1
BA/BS 5 4 2
MA/MS 2 4 2

*Belief Category Definitions
Affirmative Response: A clear yes response that writing is fun (e.g., “Yes, they write all the time.”)
Conditional Perspective: Writing interest is contingent on particular child factors (e.g., child’s age and ability, particularly
fine motor ability).

Teacher Support Perspective: That under the right conditions (i.e., teachers providing interesting materials) writing is fun
for young children.
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providing high-quality instruction can enhance children’s writing development (Graham
& Hebert, 2011; Hall et al., 2015, 2014; Hofslundsengen et al., 2016). These findings may
be particularly useful to teacher education and professional development programs as they
consider ways to change preschool teachers’ beliefs and practices for early writing.

Teachers provide limited supports

The teachers in this study articulated that young children are interested in writing and find it to
be a fun activity, two important considerations for creating developmentally appropriate practice
(Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). Given evidence that teacher beliefs influence practice (Scull et al.,
2012; Stipek & Byler, 1997), even for preservice teachers (Ng et al., 2010), it is promising that
preschool teachers recognize children’s interest in the subject. Teachers, who expressed concerns,
worried that children’s interest in writing was conditional on child factors or teachers support—
motivated primarily by the type of writingmaterials available. Teachers cited poormotor skills or
young age as barriers andhave beliefs that alignwith thematurationist viewof child development
that a majority of preschool educators maintain (International Reading Association and the
National Association for the Education of Young Children, 1998). Other work has identified
a similar view for literacy skills such as alphabet knowledge (e.g., McGill-Franzen, Lanford, &
Adams, 2002). However, research and best practice guidance indicate that providing opportu-
nities and supports for early writing is developmentally appropriate in preschool (Aram, 2006;
Copple &Bredekamp, 2009; Gerde et al., 2012) and can promote children’s writing development
(Bingham et al., 2017; Gerde et al., 2015; Hall et al., 2015).

Despite teachers’ overwhelming view that writing is enjoyable for preschoolers, they used
and articulated only two primary pedagogical supports for writing: multisensory approaches
to handwriting and ecological supports for writing. These two approaches aligned with the
majority of teachers’ beliefs on writing. It is unclear whether these beliefs extend to writing
practices they did not use (e.g., spelling and composing). This limited range of writing
pedagogies that teachers used may be related to limited supports in their adopted curricular
materials, as reported by teachers in this study. Recent work examining widely used early
childhood curricula found that while curricula do provide guidance for early writing, the
supports were uneven across writing content; curricula did not provide supports for all areas
of writing including handwriting, spelling, and composing (Gerde, Skibbe, Wright, &
Douglas, 2019). Further, the curricular materials were vague and thus, may not provide
sufficient guidance to support teachers, particularly those new to the field, to implement the
practices in ways that promote children’s development. This is concerning in light of findings
that preservice teachers’ definitions of writing are narrowly focused on handwriting and
spelling only (Colby & Stapleton, 2006). As such, they may only enact curricular supports
aligning with this definition. Alternatively, it is possible that preschool teachers may not have
adequate knowledge of children’s developmental progression of writing or of a broad range of
effective pedagogical strategies for early writing. This hypothesis is supported by work
demonstrating that in-service teachers’ beliefs often did not agree with common developmen-
tally appropriate practices (Hindman & Wasik, 2008). Future work should (1) examine how
teachers utilize curricula to inform their writing practices and (2) investigate teachers’
definitions of writing and their knowledge in the areas of writing development and pedagogy
to identify how to improve curricular materials and/or develop teacher education opportu-
nities to build teachers’ understanding of how to support preschoolers’ writing.
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Teachers writing practice: handwriting and environmental support

Themost commonwriting practice in these preschool classroomswas a focus on handwriting.
Teachers described detailed, step-by-step instructional practices for guiding children as they
learned to write letters. Several teachers named specific curricular materials to support hand-
writing (i.e., Handwriting Without Tears), suggesting that these materials informed this
pedagogy. When observed, 80% of teachers used strategies to support writing. However,
much of the meaning behind their instruction was implicit; teachers rarely drew children’s
attention to the writing process or letter names/sounds. The intense focus on handwriting in
the absence of meaning or expressing ideas may squelch children’s writing attempts and
stands in contrast to research indicating that instruction should not focus exclusively on letter
formation (DeFord, 1980) but, rather, on meaningful opportunities for children to express
themselves in authentic writing experiences (Bingham et al., 2018; Duke et al., 2006). Children
may knowmuchmore about how writing and literacy work than their developingmotor skills
permit them to express, and expert recommendations support teachers in writing children’s
words and ideas for them initially so they can make connections between print and verbal
expression (Gerde et al., 2012; Neuman et al., 2000).

Second, teachers provide a multitude of writing materials and tools to support children’s
writing. Unlike with handwriting where teachers described instructional methods (e.g., first we
work on fine motor development, then we work on lines and circles), teachers discussed few
instructional strategies beyond preparing the environment. Therefore, while materials were
available, teachers rarely described modeling or scaffolding the use of the materials. Certainly,
results identified a view that children would write if the right materials were accessible.

Teachers’ focus on the environment reflects an early childhood literature that uses
features of the environment as one way to gauge aspects of program quality (Dickinson &
Sprague, 2001). Certainly, providing materials is important for supporting children’s
writing (Gerde et al., 2015; Neuman et al., 2000; Neuman, Roskos, Wright, & Lenhart,
2007). However, a well-appointed physical environment is necessary, but not sufficient for
supporting children’s writing development (Diamond et al., 2008). Rather, it is the
teacher–child interactions around these materials that are most highly associated with
child outcomes and program quality (Mashburn et al., 2008; McGill-Franzen et al., 2002),
including for writing (Bingham et al., 2017). Further, offering scaffolded support at each
stage of the sequence of writing development is essential (Cabell, Tortorelli, & Gerde,
2013; Puranik & Lonigan, 2011). As one example, although teachers provided a print-rich
environment, they did not direct children to this print as a resource. This is in contrast to
research finding exposure to print in meaningful contexts coupled with adult mediation to
contribute to children’s literacy skills (Lonigan et al., 2011; McGinty, Breit-Smith, Fan,
Justice, & Kaderavek, 2011; Neumann et al., 2013). Thus, teachers should intentionally
direct children’s attention to print in the classroom, using these materials as reference for
discussions of letters and print concepts (Gerde, Goetsch, & Bingham, 2016; Mayer, 2007).

Missed opportunities: orthography and composition

While several teachers prompted children to write letters, this was observed to occur
outside of a meaningful context. Further, teachers rarely discussed features of writing that
are associated with other literacy skills (e.g., print concepts). This stands in stark contrast
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to the research-base, which encourages early writing instruction as one way to support
literacy development (Diamond et al., 2008; Justice et al., 2005).

Similarly, few teachers described pedagogical strategies to support children’s writing for
meaning. This is concerning because meaningful writing opportunities, like composing,
provide a developmentally appropriate way to begin writing (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009);
all children have ideas to communicate. When teachers did mention these practices, they
provided few details as to what was expected of children or how to scaffold children’s
efforts. Therefore, it was difficult to determine how statements such as “we do journals”
might reflect children’s daily experiences in terms of frequency or quality of writing
opportunities, expectations, or instruction that children received to support these activ-
ities. Observations indicated that teachers in any context rarely used scaffolding strategies
considered to support children’s development of literacy skills or composition. High-level
supports, including asking children to expand on their ideas, were used by few teachers
and teachers were rarely seen assisting children in writing down their own ideas.

Further, both our observations and interviews included evidence that some teachers parti-
cipated in meaning-focused writing activities only when they were child-initiated (e.g., a child
asked how to spell a word), recognizing these practices as unplanned. This aligns with findings
from previous observations of writing practice (Gerde et al., 2015). The literature indicates that
in addition to being responsive to children, teachers should actively plan for meaningful writing
experiences (Duke et al., 2006; Gerde et al., 2012; Schickendanz & Casbergue, 2004), which are
integrated into their play across the curriculum (Bingham et al., 2018). Recently, early childhood
teachers have developed ways to engage children in writing workshop, an opportunity for
generating and writing their own ideas and sharing with their peers (Calkins, 2011; King, 2012;
Kissel et al., 2011; Rowe & Flushman, 2013). Clearly, preschool classrooms can provide children
with countless meaningful opportunities for engaging in expressive writing and should in order
to make this challenging task salient for young learners.

Interestingly, the six teachers who did mention writing for meaning or composing were
distributed across demographic characteristics and programmatic structures and thus, such
practices did not reflect a systematic program-level approach, curriculum, or teacher experi-
ence and educational background aligning with previous work (Hindman & Wasik, 2008).
Similarly, previous research indicates that teachers within a program vary as much, if not
more than teachers across programs (Rowan, Correnti, & Miller, 2002). The field of early
childhood continues to debate the influence of program-level and teacher-level characteristics
including education and experience due to research which often yields null results between
these variables and child outcomes (e.g., Early et al., 2007). This calls into question whatmakes
the difference in teachers’ beliefs and instruction. We recognize teachers have to make choices
and decisions about where to use their time. Understanding other teacher-level factors (e.g.,
content knowledge, pedagogical skills for scaffolding development, planning for writing
lessons, or effective child assessment) and program-level factors (e.g., training for curriculum
use, administrative goals, program requirements) may help to explain these behaviors.

Opportunities for teacher education programs and professional development

The present study extends previous work indicating a disconnect between teachers’ beliefs
and best practice (Hindman & Wasik, 2008) by identifying that teachers have embraced
some research-based strategies, primarily those focused on letter formation or providing
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writing materials, but do not enact others. Findings from the group of in-service teachers
in this study align with work on preservice educators documenting that they also maintain
a similarly narrow definition of writing, which focused on handwriting and spelling but
does not include the broad purposes of writing or attention to children’s composing
(Colby & Stapleton, 2006). Of concern was that this narrow definition drove teachers’
pedagogical approaches (Cross, 2009; Ng et al., 2010).

Because beliefs are malleable for both preservice (Hall, 2016) and in-service (Hamre
et al., 2012) teachers, identifying teachers’ beliefs in conjunction with their current
practice, particularly those that differ from research-based practices, can inform the design
of teacher education curriculum and professional development by recognizing necessary
content and practices to be included in these programs (Speck, 1996). Recent work, for
example, documents how preservice teachers can shift their belief of writing as “focused
on the physical mechanics of writing” to a focus “on the purposes of writing” by engaging
preservice teachers in coursework targeting early writing instruction (Hall, 2016, p. 149).
Therefore, findings from this study could be used to inform content for this type of
coursework. Findings from this study indicate that teacher preparation and professional
development content should focus on the importance of, and strategies for supporting
writing for meaning and writing to support other early literacy skills. In addition, in
alignment with previous recommendations (e.g., Bingham et al., 2017), it is clear that
teachers would benefit from more specific guidance on how to model and scaffold young
children’s writing (e.g., Quinn et al., 2016). Further, offering teachers ideas for providing
meaningful opportunities to write beyond the writing center seems critical for engaging
more children in writing experiences.

Despite the request from the National Commission on Writing (2003) to enhance
preparation for teachers of writing, university-level literacy courses focus primarily on
reading instruction with little attention to early writing development or pedagogy
(Grisham & Wolsey, 2011; Norman & Spencer, 2005). Writing instruction is complex
(Morgan, 2010); however, coursework specifically focused on preparing teachers to teach
writing exists at very few universities (Zimmerman, Morgan, & Kidder-Brown, 2014).
Based on the findings presented here, there is a need for teacher education programs to
introduce early writing practices in addition to early reading strategies. This approach is
further justified by previous developmental work identifying writing as a consistent pre-
dictor of later reading (NELP, 2008) and intervention work demonstrating higher literacy
outcomes for children who participated in a writing vs. reading intervention (Aram &
Biron, 2004; Hall et al., 2015; Hofslundsengen et al., 2016).

To effectively teach writing, it is vital for teacher candidates to learn that early writing is
developmentally appropriate (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009) but, like reading, should be
encouraged and supported (Ferrerio & Teberosky, 1982) in meaningful and authentic
ways (Bingham et al., 2018; Duke et al., 2006) by engaging in discussions and modeling
writing which make the purpose and process of writing explicit and public (Gerde et al.,
2012). Developing preservice teacher knowledge around these ideas is important because
teachers are more likely to utilize practices that align with their beliefs (Bingham & Hall-
Kenyon, 2013) and such knowledge can influence their self-efficacy related to teaching
writing (Hall, 2016). In addition, when preservice teachers are introduced to writing and
provided opportunities to practice effective strategies for supporting writing development,
their skills for promoting children’s writing improve (Hall, 2016; Zimmerman et al., 2014).
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Although teachers appreciate the developmental aspects of writing, their approaches to
supporting early writing were limited. The fact that they generally do not focus on writing for
communication (i.e., composing), but instead on handwriting, is something that needs to be
addressed head on in teacher education programs, particularly because many preservice
teachers enter education programs with beliefs which focus exclusively on handwriting and
spelling (Colby & Stapleton, 2006); such beliefs are in stark contrast to developmentally
appropriate recommendations (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). Promoting a comprehensive
framework of early writing (e.g., Berninger, 2000; Puranik & Lonigan, 2014) which acknowl-
edges the purpose of writing to be for communication is essential. In fact, encouraging
teacher candidates to begin writing instruction with opportunities for composing, rather than
handwriting, offers a meaningful entry into writing, because young children have so much to
say but often struggle to capture these ideas in conventional ways (Quinn & Bingham, in
press). Moreover, a critical part of early writing is to facilitate an understanding of the
connection between children’s oral language and print (Neuman et al., 2000; Rowe &Wilson,
2015). Intentionally scheduling time for composing, such as daily journaling or writing
workshop (e.g., Calkins, 2011; King, 2012), and planning for authentic writing opportunities
which are supported by teacher guidance (Bingham et al., 2017; Quinn et al., 2016), should be
articulated in literacy methods and curriculum development courses.

Limitations and future directions

Although our full-session observations are a strength of the study, we observed each
classroom for just one day. Therefore, it is possible that teachers engaged children in
writing experiences that were not observed on that day. However, interview responses
expanded these data by inviting teachers to identify all writing experiences they provide
for children throughout the school year. Interviews aligned with observed practices and
did not generate diverging practices.

Our participant sample is diverse in educational background, teaching experience, and
ethnicity, and represents a variety of preschool programs which vary in philosophy and
funding structures. Nonetheless, we cannot be certain that these views represent the views
of all preschool teachers. Interview responses across our sample do reflect both dominant
and alternative views and multiple repetitions of those views without the introduction of
new ideas. This suggests that saturation of ideas was likely met (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson,
2006) and member checking confirmed these results.

Making connections between teachers’ beliefs and children’s writing skills was beyond
the scope of this study. However, we recognize that identifying such connections is an
important next step in this line of research. It is critical to identify which of these teacher
practices effectively support children’s writing development.

Finally, while this study finds important areas where preservice and in-service pre-
school teachers likely need additional support, we did not specifically ask participants
about the details of their teacher preparation experiences around early writing. Future
research should focus on how best to design preservice and in-service professional
learning experience to enable preschool teachers to enhance their practice to better
support early writing. While some intervention studies have demonstrated effective
approaches to improving the skills of preservice (Hall, 2016) and in-service (Powell,
Diamond, Burchinal, & Koehler, 2010) teachers for promoting children’s early writing
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development, much more work in this area is needed. Specifically, it would be useful to
understand whether particular types of professional learning experiences are most likely to
support teachers in changing beliefs and practices.

Conclusions

Taken together, our findings indicated that while preschool teachers reported that children
were enthusiastic about writing, observations found that children experienced a narrow set
of early writing supports in their classrooms with few authentic opportunities to write for
meaning or intentionally develop other literacy skills through writing experiences. This
stands in contrast to a growing set of intervention studies (e.g., Hall et al., 2015) and best
practice guidelines (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009; Neuman et al., 2000) that support
a broad range of writing opportunities to promote early literacy development in preschool
classrooms. Therefore, there is a pressing need for enhancements to preservice education,
professional development, and curriculum offerings to ensure that this key area of
children’s literacy development is addressed effectively in early childhood classrooms.
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Appendix

Teacher Interview Questions—Writing

TEACHER INTERVIEW—WRITING PRACTICE
Hello XXXX,

My name is XXXX and I am a researcher from XXXXXXXXXX. I would like to ask you some
questions about how you typically teach writing to children in your classroom.

(1) Tell me about anything you do to support writing in your classroom.
(a) Acceptable follow-up: What kinds of activities do you use to help children learn to write?

(2) Do you support children to use writing in their play (free choice) activities?
(3) If so, how do you support children to use writing in their free play, choice, or independent

activities?
(4) Do you have any daily routines which support children to write (e.g., sign in, sign up for

computer, journal time)? Describe them.
(5) If you were working with an individual child, what strategies would you use to help that child to

write?
(6) Do you follow any specific curricula when teaching children to write? If yes, what curriculum?
(7) Do you think young children are interested in writing? How do you know?
(8) Do you think young children find writing to be a fun activity? How do you know?
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