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sc,ribblesn Lqhe"ls, qnd srnries
The Role of Drawing in the Deveroprnent of writing

Marcia Baghban

The firrst'graders are in an uproar.about a percelved injustice.
11,::_::iln_* l:. T*lg.r a weil.t nre nti o nlJ tJac ner,s a i oe,maoe carrot muffins with two first grade ctasses She hadenoug.h targe mul?in.pan tiners rriirrv 

"ifi-r.Ji. 
The secondcla.ss had to use smail liners, so the muffins they baked andgot to eat were smaller. nt tuircfrtime, if,. on-ilUril, in tf,.second class are ourra 

_g1alq:9r.ei3irirg. iiey rro*n, putlheir hands on their hipi, and kick their heirs onihe ftoor.
Jlev share their opinioni *iir,'"r. ,;"tiil; ffi voices.when the buzzins, stomqgl rrg i6piaining'io'not srop,
ll.jl j?r.t,?l sussesrs trat tre crrirorei wiiieilir". reepeeabout how they feet.

Used to their roles as daily composers, the chlldren .ag.rtyfind.paper and wr.fling tmprementslirr";ffi #; access rowritin g marerials, and- their teactrei ir"liiiJJ iigrrin g, posttive
feedblck some, tirte rmily, orawiaft-;';; i'il*, r.nngte.ars to _express sadnesi ii rraving a.s-mrlrli ;uriin,o .rt.orhers, tike Justin, rrorr.. .nt.i.-Hr;;ilidffiyon hard,
l_ol3: lir body risid, ano mutte.'rs ,oeai';;ri; ovJr and overas he draws.

The children's words com.e lrom lheir own imaginations, theclass word wail, picture dictionaries, rno on. rnoir,.r. when they
I'lilllh" chitdren sather to,take r"ir.,#irg'iirjiirtt.rr. rnrtlvolunteer one after another, hotding up tf,ri, fip."'and talkingabout theirwork,
The other chil-
dren ask ques.
tions about what
they see and
hear. Under the
teacher's guid.
ance, the children
compare and
contrast their
drawlngs and
writings with one
another. ' , ',

Emily explains
that as she was
writing she felt
angry. When she
had finished
wrlting, though,

Yr rudr,Jr,
Mf,ul

she felt "more iad than mad,,,so she added the tears to her
l:ryllq, Juslin says that he'has r,i.iJ;io, aii ieaa mrar,,on cartoon shows, and he and tris urorheis if,oui it at onr-another all the time. He emphasizes f,it:"f,in f,i was drawinghe was reauy furious anu wanteJio ;;t',[;';;s.,,The
l'::l::.i:f,him why he rhinks rre lsnlt;;;di now, andne answers that he always tikes to talk about tri-s hrawings.Afler each chitd has a tuin, the t.rrf,ei,oifr.is-tie retters anoagrees to give'them to Mrs. Teepee. . ----,"'

.. . . .
These children's experiences support Vygotsky,s ([1 930_3S]1978) observation that chitdren,. eirfy a-rr,*i,rg, fr-pitrtirc on

lgttlion,that ls, their talk surrounds and supplementsdrawlng events. often, children,s rirritrit, .riJrg.'as Lbeb,captions, and short stories that tfrey use to cfaiiil,.orpf.tr,i,acc.ompany drawings; early on, driwing is more'cominant thanwritlng. The children's letters io nfri. i..pr. irn*o trorndrawings wnh a few tabets ro , prg. oi *;ii;;;il no arr*.ings..Each chitd depended on ttre iroces. ii.ii:r'i. ,orrohandle at the time.

MarciaBaghban,EdD,isa,professorofe|ementaryandear|ychi ldhood"
and directs the master or science pios;;'i;';H throusn ;s; ;i; rii";;;yl'sn" i" o"rt rr"*" r"-.ie-,. noor our Daughter Leams toRead and Write.

ql
Young Children, January 2007



:arIifir-t\gt _

{1
l :

I

CunoREx DRAw prcruREs AND lvRrrE
to organize ideas and construct meaning
from their experiences. They read their
pictures and writing in order to under-
stand their experiences @owell &
Davidson 2005). To create or to compre-
hend depends on an understanding of €
both the visual and verbal characteris: E
tics of each process. In the lg80s and .!
1990s, research on children's writing 5
development flourished flrVhitmore .t 

"f. 
!

2005),. but the necessary role of drawing !
at particular junctures in the develop- @
ment of writing was overlooked or
underemphasized. Drawing provides people and objects
that need labels, motivating children to learn the vocabu-
lary with which to write; it also serves as a prompt for
story writing when the writer is blocked or lacks sufficient
writing skjlls. A partnership in the development of drawing
and writing is clear (see Short, Kauffmann, & Kahn 2000;
Sidelnick & Svoboda 2000; Powell & Davidson 2005).

Scribbles

Childrenfs earliest productions are scrdbb/es, a term
appropriate to both drawing and writing. Because
scribbles have been found in Neolithic cave dwellings
(Marshack 1972), Cibson and Levin call scribbling,,a
Iundamental graphic act" (1925, 235). Rhoda Kellogg
(1979) collected two million pieces of children's art from
30 countries. She argues that children have an innate
desire to mark smooth surfaces.

When using their fine motor skills to rub a crayon on
paper or to make
Iines in sand or
across a lrosted
window, toddlers
Iearn that they can
Ieave marks on
these surfaces
through their
actions. Toddlers
are pleased with
their abilities and
motivated to con-
tinue exploring
scribbling. When
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researchers gave paper and writing tools to children l5
months to 18 months old, the children laughed and
babbled as they saw the marks they made on paper. When
they received tools that did not make marks, the children
stopped talking and scribbling (Gibson &yonas 19Zg).

A child's comprehension of the relationship between
motor activity and the use of a specific object (in this

case, a writing tool) repre-
sents considerable cogni-
tive awareness (Gardner
I 980): While.initially
children may pay more
attention to the activity of
making marks, they will
eventually stop and exam-
ine the product of their
actions. Awareness that
they can produce some.
thing is critical to chil-
dren'S development of a

sense of self. When adults show appreciation for a child's
products, they affirm both the activity;ndThe chiid's
personhood.

From about age one to two-and-a-half years, children go
through a random scribbling stage in which scribbles are
primarily a result of the pleasurable physical action of the
hand pushing and pulling a crayon or other writing imple.
ment across various surfaces. Eventually, children deter-
mine appropriate surfaces for scribbling and understand
that the marks are meaningful. In the next stage, con-
trolled scribbling, children appear to have visual and
physical control over where they make their marks. With
more time and scribbling experience, they become aware
that marks on a page can stand for objects or people, but

ii:&i
1 ?r$
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Awareness that
they can produce
something is criti-
cal to children's
development of a
sense of self.
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they are often unsure of what their own marks repre
sent. For example, children may scribble for a time,
appearing to have an intent in mind, but after looking at
the scribble may ask an adult, "What did I draw?" or
"What did I write?"

A fourth scribbling stage follows in which children
continue to ask the names of the marks they are making
and then, eventually, name the products themselves.
For example, a child might say, "l made a flower." How
ever, to an adult the scribble may not look like a flower.
This naming scribbling stage is important in children's
development of abstract thought because it indicates a
shift from a focus on physical control to a clear under-
standing that the
marks made on
paper are sym-
bols for real
things.

While experi-
menting with
scribbling, chil-
drpn between the
a$Bs,of tweand-
a-hdif and three
years art begin-
ning to separate
drawing and
writing @rown
1977; Harste,
Burke, &Wood-
ward 1984).
When asked to
draw a picture or write a letter, by age four most chil-
dren produce the appropriate product, but it may be
some time before they name their product "drawing"
or "writing." However, adults can distinguish the differ-
ence in their products even though children are not
drawing or writing in a standard sense @urrows 1994).

Labels

communicate idees and
feelings. By age three,
Baghban's daughter
drew a picture of
"grandma" and wrote a
label for it @aghban
1984). Grinnell and
Burris (i983) note that
Phillip, a child they
were studying, also
combined both writing
and drawing on the
same sheet of paper at
about three.and-a-half
years of age. Other
researchers note that

children who have extensive experience with graphic
materials such as markers, chalk, pens, paintbrushes,
crayons, and so on, often include letters in their drawings
and paintings (Kellogg 1979; Zepeda-de-Kane 1980).

What do children choose to draw? Children first draw
people and objects meaningful to them, Initially they may
not necessarily specify which house, tr€e, flower, or
person they are drawing (Gardner 1980). Jasmine's draw-
ing (age six) is an example of a generic person simply
Iabeled as such. However, Baghban (1984) finds that
children's first pictures of people are of themselves and
farnily members, and Durkin (1966) and Stine (1980) affirm
that children's first written words are typically the names

of familiar
people (see also
Millard & Marsh
2001; Haney,
Bissonnette, &
Behnken 2003).

Younger
children tend to,
find it easier to
draw than to
write. The
frequent pre-
dominance of
drawing in
development is

important because drawing promotes the first writing, and
this writing becomes the fiist reading materialthat chil-

.dren themselves author. Moreover, practice with labels
and captions-at first with adult help-gives children the
vocab\rlary for their written stories. Moving beyond a
simple label, Katie (age 6) provides an example of a cap
tioned picture that is actually the beginning of a story.
After climbing on rocks during a hike and tumbling several
times, she writes in her journal, "Dear journal, I had a
tough day," and puts the experience in a scene.
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Once children
realize that drawing
and writing are
distinct processes,
they start to draw
and write on the
same page. At this
stage they begin to
understand that
drawing and writing
are related-they
are both used to

Drawing promotes

the first writing, and
this writing becomes
the first reading
material that children
themselves author.

I



Stories

When children want to express more with their writing
than labels and captions for drawings, the act of drawing
itself provides a usefu! scaffold to story writing. Drawing
helps children organize their ideas for expression in story
writing in several ways.

Drawing can spark revision before a story begins.
Andrea's teacher suggests that the six-year-old first draw
her Halloween story so she can think about what she will
write (Calkins 1986). Phillip, just past four.and-a-hali years,
turns an I around and over to make a Z, then turns it over

again to make an
f. He then turns
the E around to
rnake a ll{ which
he says becomes
both "a window'
and "the letter
urndou starts
with" (Grinnell&
Burris 1983). Kurt

(age six) draws a treasure chest under the ocean and a
diver looking for a treasure chest. He adds a shark and

Drawing helps children
organize their ideas for
expression in story
writing in several ways.

_\4,laifinst_

gives the diver a spear. As he augments and revises his
story, he discovers new directions and dimensions that he
will use when he writes (Palmer & Coon 1984), For all these
children, their revisions in drawing help their writing.

Drawing may serve as a rehearsal for text (femple,
Nathan, & Burris i982; Zalusky 1982), When Calkins asks
five-year-old Chris what he will write, he responds, "How
should I know? I haven't drawed it yet" (Calkins 1986, 50).
Calkins then n6tes that Chris's version of rehearsal is not
the same as an adult's. He begins in the present, and the
drawing prompts his story. When he gets involved in the
mechanics of writing and forgets his story, he studies his
picture and then continues to write. After he writes, he
embellishes his drawing and organizes his thoughts.
Temple, Nathan, and Burris (1982) and Dyson (1982)
document this movement between drawing and writing in
the children they studied. Calkins calls the switching from
drawing to writing "a move from the relief and stability of
one medium to the challenge of another" (1986, 56).

Children may continue to confuse the terms for drawing
and writing until seven years. Throne observes that
Ronald (age six) expressed this confusion about the link
between drawing and writing by asking, "What am I going
to write a picture of?" (1988, 13). Dyson says Damon (age
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Meet the new Rid on the block!
This colorful, new monthly magazine is bursting with fun activities, stories and

puzzles geared to the emerging literacy skills and abilities of youngsters in early
childhood. lt's great for preschools, day care centers, family day care and homes.

*tishtisht$Uh fiue-
e Helps stimulate a young child's social and emotional

growth, cognitive development, language acquisition
and physical well being.

. Features a high-quality mix of engaging stories and
poems to read aloud, plus puzzles, finger plays and
other activities.

. Makes the most of those precious early childhood
years when fun and leaming are synonymous.

r Comes from Highlights for Children@- a trusted
source of fun and learning for over 60 years!
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ings until the children say otherwise, even if the products
have more text than picture.

For both teachers and parents, looking to see what
children are doing and listening to hear ihut .hitdr.n roy
they are doing, while giving neutral leedback such as_lI-'*.,".,'Htnnii.*n*,,,'m;*n,il.:T::i#;H[:'T::ii::.Tlil'"|,:ll",."
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six) explains that although his parents write, he "just the sign function of language itself: ".porder skirmishes,write[s] houses and stufi'(1982,373). In the 22 interviews between art and writing, whtch ariseJ,s;l;;iilof nefotia-' of children in a multicultu'it ttinae,gurten in a southwest- tion, may in fact be a key to both our and the child,sern city, Dyson (1982) finds that children's writing fre_ understanding and growth in literacy,, (p. 65).quently mixes with drawing in a nonthematic
way. vygots[y (t1934] 1g62) claims that lor
children to write, language must become an when a teacher in- precautions
objectofref lect ion,andhelaterstatesUi| l9| |qtEcu|
([930-35i 1978) that the close association of vites children to write The story of Emity and Justin,swriting and drawing represents an important and some children classroom demonstrates strategiesdevelopmental transition from drawing things that can help children use drawingto "drawing" language without uny grulhi. " draW it is important i"l."1"ra early writing efforts. Theillustration to provide context.

For young chitdren, print information is 
that the teacher treat :ll'd:"" 

had easy access to a vari-

mixed withltner communicative systems, the drawings as writ- r"if:,}:il:ffi*:::tj:i#""'''''
such as mathematics' art, music, movement, ings until the children teacher encouraged writing andand drarna, as wavs to think about the worrd 

;:;:'::::: 
- "- -'-" drawing every day and gave sup-(Harste, Burke, & woodward 1984; short, tell the teacher that ;;;;; feedback without overpow_Kauffman' & Kahn 2000)' with developing they are not. ering them. By cetebrating thecompetence, children can make decisions 

v rrv!' 
children,s artistry and authorshipabout the forms they use within one field in and allowing them time to talk aboutrelation to other forms alieady developed or to be devel- their pieces, the teacher demon-oped-(vygotsky [1930-35] 1978). In the openingstory of strated that she valued theii work. stre atso poin[l 

"*Mrs' Teepee and the first-graders, Emily ieliedlnor" on t u, the art and print in their environment and read picturewriting ability, adding her weeping face for emphasis, books to them every day because such books clearly showwhile Justin relied more on his driwing ability and sitnply not orly that most stories have a beginning, middle, andlabeled the tombstone to carry his exclamatiln. end, but also that both pictures and words can tell stories.Harste, Bu?[e, and woodwaio 6rss4 uru-ii" ,"r* Until about ugu ,"rr"r1 young chi]dren may perceive thenegotiation to describe children's free rnovement across difference between drawing and writing but still draw whencomiirunication systems. Th.ey state that negotiat;;;;y askedto write and speak in ambiguous ways about whetherbe central to an understanding of how childien aircou"i" their drawing is writing or whether any product is writing.
Thus, when a teacher invites children to write and some

ffi il#[riit#i',:ffi..ffi"lir.;li!*i"
' iru*{*-$.ff i#ilff idraw,thechildren'sproductsshouldbetreatedasdraw-
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Approximate
Age Range'

3 mos.-l year

1-2Yzyears

18 lnos.-3 years

18 mos.-3 years

DrawingMriting Stage

Observation of writing Develops the idea that writing tools can mark surfaces'

and drawing bY others

Random scr ibbl ing

Local ized scr ibbl ing

Uses writing tools to mark PaPer,self,shoes, walls, windows.

Distinguishes the appropriate surfaces for making marks. Makes
no pattern when scribbling on paper; understands that people

make marks

Controlled scribbling scribbles in controlled patterns, rnost often large congested circles

or small separate circles.

Named scr ibbl ing Asks "What did I write?" "What did I draw?" and starts to name

products.

Drawing and writing
understood as seParate
processes

Can produce a specific letter or object on request.

Production of own name writes a version of his or her name. From this, begins to understand

the alphabet.

Makes wavy lines in either direction to fill in forms, writes grocery

lists, tells stories; begins to include letters with the lines.

Labeling or caPtioning
drawings

Writes and drawg on the same Page.

Prephonetic sPelling Writes with no correspondence to sounds; includHs letters and

numbers equallY.

Phonetic spelling writes according to how words sound; uses sounding out to choose

consonants, occasionally attempts vowels.

Drawing as insPiration or
help for longer stories

Writes, stops to draw on separate paper, returns to the story.

Writing long stories 8 years on writes stories, rarely illustrated, with more conventional spellings;
becomes a visual speller through reading.

*These age ranges are general guidelines only. stages may overlap and a child may enter a stage earlier or later than others based on

factors such as individual variation, time spent with a proficient language usei contact with books and reading interactions that provide

examples of print and pictured, and availabil ity of other reading and writ ing materials"

Linear gxpansions
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The following list is adapted lrom Danclng wjtfi thte :
Pen: The Leamer as p Writer (New ZealanJ Ministrv ot
Education 1992) aqd describes some olthe character_, ,
istics of emergen! Writlrs. . . . lt would not be. qpprOpri_
ate to expect all students to exhibit all of these-chaifc- il
bristics. While some prekindergarten or kinderoarten , l
shrdents might not yet exhibit ail otthe charactJri.iii" I ,
kd, others mat 

liie 
ready to go beyona yem_, ,,,,, , i

Attitrdestowardwriting . : : i i,,. i;. . ' .i ::, ' ' 'v'
.ls eagerto play 

ltwriting 
, 
, 

, 
:i .: :., .. :l

. llas confidence th at personal experience'is ex_
sessed with meaning in own writiig ",t::l- 

'- lir , ',.
. h encouraged by own suCcess to wiite agdin ' '
. Fqec*s writing to be enjoyable '

- fuids witing rewarding , i

-&pects own wrifing to belong to self , l; . , '. ,

lhdrrstandings aboutr.rriting ' 
,, ,-, '. ' 

: : i

t f r ful t  hotds meaning :  ' ,  '  , '  ' , . , r .  i  l , r , , , : '  , i  , , , , ; , ;
r$orhs can be written down ' ,. . , ; ., 

: ' :. ',: '-, ':-
.l*il'ngndl Can'be Written dOWn , ., .l.j . r, ; ., ',i,:,;,, .
rWrrffirg can be read over and overagainll
rfu4irs m understand that thoughts cari be wlittgn Cown 

l
rrfinrmsporsible foiown topicsa-no tearnlng 

i 
,,1., 

li ,, '

mnum DLfrt- Matteson & D.K. Freeman, Assessrng and Teach-
ilffiWm@nrnnmry Writers: Every picture Tells a Story.As adapted
flflfur Owilntug with the pen and reproduced by permission of

; . ls developing an understanOing oihow bgoks and
,r . ,stor ieswork ,  , ,  '  ,  r ,  .

. ; . ' i .

' ,, rr. ls leafning to write by watching the teacher,s models
and from ov.vn knowledge of familiar texts

, . Expects lhg teacher i9 l..rglp in developing text
,.., r Begins to realize that words are always spelled the same' '1  

-  .1:  :  . : .  .  :  
-F-

', Behaviors as writers , ,
i:'l Orients { Oage to gtart writing .

-r Develops some knowledge of directionality, spaces
', between words, upper and lower case letters

. Uses own experiences for writing ,
';i. ls'beginning to locate ieferences, such as students'
names
. Centers topics largely in own world

, r Draws pictures and scribbles to generate and ex-
"Presgideas : ' " -

,1,,,i Exp$ins orafly aboui own pictures : :
. ls able to make correctio4s when text is read back by

, the teacher : i

.,.i Arkg questions about others'stolies
r Adds on !o own story

'.,Experiments with letter shapbs to arrive at consis-
tency ol'letter form
. Us'es pictures as a basis for writing
I !s prgpared to attempt the spelling of unknown words
by taking risks

ffi4puMmtnrmr. Leaming Media Limited, Wellington, New
Cqpyrtlht @ Crown, 1992. Available from NAEyC.


