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Abstract
The purpose of this paper is to look at Kindergarten students and understand how they move from writing for themselves to writing for an audience. Kindergarten students are still young children and have difficulty taking on the perspectives of others. For this reason, it is hard for them to write so that someone other than themselves can read their writing. However, during the Kindergarten year students experience a shift in perspectives that makes writing for an audience possible. Students move from writing for themselves to writing for an audience. This paper examines the journey that Kindergarteners go through as they move from writing for themselves to writing for an audience.   

Introduction

As a graduate student at Vanderbilt University studying Elementary Education, I have become familiar and learned about many common practices used in today’s elementary classroom. Perhaps the most learning I have witnessed, however, happened in a Kindergarten classroom at a private school just off Vanderbilt’s campus. I spent the whole school year with these Kindergarten students, learning their personalities and watching them grow. As the school year progressed, I was intrigued by watching the students write during their daily Writer’s Workshop. This spawned an investigation into how Kindergarten students change over the course of the school year and how they develop into writers. 


According to the Theory of Mind concept, children experience a shift in how they see themselves and others around age three or four (Fodor, 1992). The Theory of Mind concept is the ability of people to attribute mental states to oneself and to others, and to take on and understand beliefs different than one’s own (Wikipedia). Very young children see others in their world, but they are the center of their world. Starting at around age four, children start to see how others interact in the world around them and how those interactions can have an effect on themselves. This development of self continues during the Kindergarten year. For this reason, many Kindergarteners still see the world from their own point of view and expect others to understand that perspective. This paper looks at how students change their writing as they begin to understand that they are writing for an audience. That is to say, their writing must be clear enough for another person to read and understand what they wrote.


In her book Already Ready, Katie Wood Ray (2008) gives an example of a young writer, Sean. Sean writes a book about flamingos that no one else can read except him (Wood, 2008). This example of a young child’s writing demonstrates a child before they have gone through this shift of perception. Sean is still writing only for himself; he will soon learn to write so that others can read and appreciate his writing. As a Kindergarten teacher, I have had students come up to me to show me their writing. To an outsider, it looks like a bunch of scribbles and a picture that might resemble an airplane. But to a young writer, it is a story about jets and planes and how they want to become a pilot. At some point in their Kindergarten year, these young students experience a shift that makes them aware of a reading audience. These students stop writing only for themselves and begin writing so that others can read it. 


This paper examines the journey that Sean and other young writers take as they move through the writing process and being to understand what it means to write for an audience. Young writers move through several stages on the way to writing for an audience. This paper examines the movement from prewriting to writing, and the movement through various spelling stages (prephonemic, semiphonemic, phonemic). Included are writing samples taken from two Kindergarten writers in Nashville, TN. The four samples include work from the beginning and end of the school year. These samples help illustrate the concepts and ideas discussed in this paper.  


This development of learning to write for an audience can be broken down into four sections: Learners and Learning, Learning Environment, Curriculum and Instructional Strategies, and Assessment. Each of these areas relates to various modes of development for young writers and how teachers can help their young students become more aware of themselves and others around them. 

Learners and Learning

This area of learners and learning aims to examine who young writers are. It is important to understand these students and their intellectual and developmental capabilities in order to help them explore the writing process. Before I began teaching Kindergarten, I read books and articles to try to understand my young students and what they would be thinking. It was important for me as a teacher to be able to understand my students so that I could know what to expect from them. 


Wellman and Bartsch (1989) say that even children as young as three years old act based on their beliefs and desires. This means, for teachers of Kindergarten children who are around five years old, that young students act based on what they need and want. Kindergarten children may not be ready yet to act based on reason. They are not able to act based on what they should do; they act based on what they want to do. The ability to act based on reason hinges upon when children experience a theory of mind (Wellman & Bartsch, 1989). Kindergarten children are still young and learning how to act based on reason rather than based on desire. 


This relates to how these students approach their writing. Because Kindergarten students are still exploring their reasoning, they begin writing for themselves. Just as Sean wrote a book about flamingos that only he could read, many Kindergarten children start out writing for themselves. They are the center of their own world and to them there is no such thing as an “audience”. Then, as they move through the theory of mind (Fodor, 1992), they are able to see others around them and write for an audience. Later on in the Kindergarten year, they are able to understand that there is a world outside of them, and they begin seeing themselves in that world. 


It is also important to understand the developmental milestones for young writers when examining their writing. It is not realistic, for example, to expect a five year old to write with perfect penmanship. They do not have the fine motor skills necessary to write neatly. Chip Wood discusses the developmental milestone markers of children in his book Yardsticks (Wood, 2007). 


According to Wood, four-year-old children are working primarily in prephonemic spelling (also called inventive spelling) and their writing is heavily reliant on drawings (Wood, 2007). The beginning of the year sample from Student B (see figure 3) clearly shows a student’s “writing” that is reliant on drawings: there are no words. This student came into Kindergarten as a very young five-year-old and at first her writing was all drawings. However, as she moved through the school year, she began to add actual writing. By the end of the school year (figure 4), she was writing complete thoughts that could be read by an outside reader. She began the year writing only what she could understand and by the end of the year was writing for an audience.


At five years old, when most children enter Kindergarten, children begin using initial consonant labeling (see figure 1) and forming sentences (Wood, 2007). Jean Gillet and Lynn Beverley give an example of this type of writing with Leslie, a five-year-old student. She wrote “IDSAVCWLS,” meaning “ideas for quilts” (Gillet & Beverly, 2001, p. 42). Leslie’s writing is an excellent example of typical five-year-old writing. She uses long vowels and consonants to express her ideas. By the end of her Kindergarten year (six years old), Leslie and other Kindergarten students will move to using phonetic clues in their writing and have moved from inventive to more traditional spelling (Wood, 2007). 


These developmental milestones tell us a lot of information about Kindergarten writers and who they are. Knowing when students are more apt to use traditional spelling versus inventive spelling, for example, helps teachers change what they teach and when. This also ties into the area of assessment. When teachers know what their students are capable of developmentally, they can accurately assess their school performance. Understanding Kindergarten students’ emotional and physical development can also aid in setting up the learning environment. 

Learning Environment

The learning environment is a crucial aspect to Kindergarten writing. Many researchers and well-known authors discuss the importance of exposing children to many forms of writing starting at a young age. Their reasoning is that the sooner children are exposed to writing, the easier it will be for them to begin writing. 


Jean Gillet and Lynn Beverly discuss the importance of the environment for writers in their book Directing the Writing Workshop (2001). In their book, they discuss the significance of the writing environment for children as young as infants. Babies are often seen using toothbrushes, paint brushes, anything they can grasp with their hands that is “pen-like” to “scribble” words in the air. As children get older, they then experiment with paintbrushes and water, examining how the water looks when applied with the brush. Gillet and Beverly suggest that an environment open to writing encourages even the youngest children to “write” (Gillet & Beverly, 2001). 


Gillet and Beverly are also proponents of exposing children to the meaning behind writing. Adults use writing as a form of communication; we write something down to convey a message from one person to another. Similar to how parents deliberately talk to their babies to encourage their speech development, Gillet and Beverly suggest being deliberate in writing. They suggest that when adults are deliberate in their writing (writing a grocery list, a note to a friend, etc.) they expose the children around them to more print. This then helps these young children see and understand the meaning behind writing. 


Equally important to early exposure as a young child is exposure to writing in Kindergarten. Nancie Atwell (1998) suggests setting aside regular, frequent times for students to sit and write. Frequent writing, she says, helps students develop their small ideas into larger concepts and produces a greater quality of writing. My Kindergarten students wrote every day for 30 minutes, and would have written longer if allowed. At this young age, they were very eager to express on paper their thoughts and ideas. 


Atwell is also a proponent for setting up a physical environment that is conducive to writing (Atwell, 1998). Her classrooms have bookcases and shelves stocked with paper, pencils, staplers, hole-punchers, and any other tool a student might possibly need to write. At the Kindergarten level, this area would also include colored pencils, crayons, markers and construction paper. Young students, because they are just learning to write, benefit from using lined paper. I found in observing a Kindergarten writer’s workshop, that students enjoyed choosing from a selection of papers; they chose the type of paper that worked best for them. This choice, although small, gives young writers a sense of ownership over their writing which in turn will hopefully encourage them to write more.


In addition to having the necessary supplies needed for writing, exposing students to other’s writing is also an important part of the learning environment. A report from the Center for the Improvement of Early Reading Achievement (1999) states that the types of texts children read can influence their writing. For this reason, teachers should be deliberate in setting out children’s literature they make available to students. Books should be made available to students (the class “library”) so that students have easy access to literature. Not only does this expose them to forms of print, reading and looking at books can also help develop students’ reading and writing abilities. 


After students have had multiple opportunities to write, it is important to expose them to their audience. Whether in an “author’s corner” time of the day, or having students read their writing to the teacher, it is important to remind students that they are writing for an audience. Ray and Glover (2008) suggest that more audience exposure leads students to a better sense of an audience. This is especially important in the Kindergarten year, as students are just becoming aware of an audience. Teachers can look for evidence that students understand the audience. Students who ask questions about their work, wanting to know the reaction of the listeners, are those who are developing a sense of audience (Ray & Glover, 2008). 


For young students, teachers should take care to construct an environment that is open to sharing writing pieces with the class. Young children are easily impressionable and the response of the audience could have either a positive or a negative effect on the student sharing his/her work. Bea Hamer (1992) suggests students be reminded that “writers need readers” (Hamer, 1992, pg. 34). However, care should be taken to protect students as they share their work. Donald Graves (1983) tells the story of six-year-old Sarah, who stopped writing after she realized her audience did not understand her stories.  While it is important to expose young writers to an audience, it is also important to consider the possible effects doing so may have on young students. 


The teacher plays an important role in the Kindergarten classroom. They have to set up an environment conducive to writing, and also decide upon the curriculum and instructional strategies that are to be used. Careful and deliberate planning can help teachers choose instructional strategies that will help students develop a sense of audience awareness.
Curriculum and Instructional Strategies

In order for young Kindergarten writers to develop their writing skills, they need to be taught how to write. This not only includes penmanship and handwriting, but also teaching students about the writing process. Educators in the field (Ray and Cleaveland, 2004) suggest teaching students that writing is a process; it is something that happens as we move through ideas and attempt to get them down on paper. Young students need to be directly taught how to take their ideas and adapt them to paper. For this reason, examining the curricula and varying instructional strategies used for instructing Kindergarten writers is critical.


The Kindergarten classroom I was in last year implemented the Writer’s Workshop (W.W.) curriculum using Lucy Calkins and Nathalie Louis’ Writing for Readers: Teaching Skills and Strategies (2003). This set of books goes in depth into what a W.W. looks like, how to conduct mini-lessons, etc. In W.W., the teacher is a key figure in demonstrating to students how a writer acts. During mini-lessons, the teacher is constantly thinking aloud and modeling for students his/her thought process. This allows students to understand how people think when they write, and begin to apply those strategies to their own writing. 


Marjorie Hertz (1997) follows a similar format for her Writing Workshop in her Kindergarten class each day. Her students move through six steps: drawing, “kid writing”, individual mini-lessons, whole group mini-lessons, sharing, and publication of work. The goal in her W.W. is to help students understand the end goal for writing. Their goal is to write something that can be “published” and shared with an audience. These deliberate actions to make students see the end result helps them become aware of the audience that will be reading their finished work. Student work that has been published can then be placed in the class library. This allows students to read work by their peers and helps aid in building audience awareness to the “authors”. 

As mentioned before, developing the environment for writing is very important when working with Kindergarten writers. Gillet and Beverly suggest that teachers should focus on the fact that young students are writing, and worry about the mechanics and details of the writing later (Gillet & Beverly, 2001). Their reasoning is to praise students for writing without immediately pointing out their mistakes. This might discourage young students who are generally very proud of their writing. Instead of immediately correcting students, teachers should encourage students to write often as they move through the various spelling stages.


As children move through the Kindergarten year, they become developmentally ready for increasingly difficult stages of spelling. Most students start the year with prephonemic spelling- writing letters, letter-like forms and invented letters (Gillet & Beverly, 2001). This reading is unreadable to both teacher and student. They write, “Each time they read their writing, however, the message is different” (Gillet & Beverly, 2001, p. 36). This suggests that very young students are not writing for an audience; they are still experimenting with the idea of writing. For these students, teachers should simply encourage the students to keep “writing”. As the children have more and more practice and exposure to print, they will begin to move into more sophisticated forms of spelling.


Later on in the Kindergarten year, students begin to use semiphonemic spelling- writing letters, single letters to represent words, and using the initial consonant sound to write words (Gillet & Beverly, 2001). Students at this point are beginning and emergent readers. They are ready for more direct forms of writing instruction. Katie Wood Ray and Lisa Cleaveland (2004) point out in their book, About the Authors, that children must understand that writing is a process. They write, “Writing workshop is a place where we want children learning to use a process to compose writing for an audience…” (Ray & Cleaveland, 2004, p. 61). Teachers need to help children understand how to take their ideas and form them into writing. There are many variations on the prewriting, draft, and revision process (Ray & Cleaveland, 2004, p. 60). However, they point out that teachers should help students find a process that works for them- there is no “magic formula” for writing. 


In addition to teaching students about the writing process, Ray and Glover discuss the importance of sharing books with each other. Direct instruction in handwriting, spelling and the writing process are important aspects of learning to write. However, it is also important to remind students they are writing for an audience. Ray and Glover write, “The more young children experience the response of real readers, the more they will develop the sense of audience that is so essential to proficient writing” (Ray & Glover, 2008, p. 80). The more students are exposed to and reminded of their audience, the more they will begin to write for an audience. 

The teacher plays a critical role in helping students develop a sense of audience. Many resources, including Dancing with the Pen, suggest that conferencing with students has a large effect on students’ writing development (Hamer, 1992). This New Zealand book offers several suggestions for teachers to help their students through the writing process. Asking questions such as “Who is going to read this?” or “Who are you writing this for?” can remind students that they are writing for an audience (Hamer, 1992, pg. 37). For young students who may still see themselves as the center of the world, these types of teacher-student interactions can be helpful in developing a sense of audience. 
Assessment

Upon first thought, it may be difficult to adequately assess Kindergarteners’ writing. How does one, for example, assess and judge a five-year-old’s work when the work resembles a bunch of gibberish and a drawing? However, there is much information out by well-known researchers that give teachers a way to systematically and appropriately assess Kindergarteners’ writing.


Katie Wood Ray and Lisa Cleaveland (2004) offer many suggestions to consider when beginning assessing Kindergarten writers. Their goal in looking at children’s work is to see evidence of the mini-lessons that were taught in children’s writing each day. In a sense, Ray and Cleaveland want to “catch students in the act” of using the information that they have learned. For example, if a day’s mini-lesson focuses on punctuation, a teacher should assess student’s work to find examples of properly placed punctuation. This allows the teacher to assure the students have absorbed the new information and are able to apply it to their writing. 


Ray and Cleaveland (2004) also discuss several other aspects of writing to look for when assessing student work. Part of the goal of writing in Kindergarten is to familiarize students with the concepts of print. To assess this, teachers look for students who follow the mechanics of writing: left to right orientation, using spacing between words, following common spelling patterns, etc. When looking at student work, teachers should look to find evidence of these writing conventions. Lack or misuse of writing mechanics guide teachers towards the topics of future mini-lessons (Ray & Cleaveland, 2004). 


The above discusses how to assess student writing samples. But how can teachers assess students who are just beginning to write? Kristen Ritchey (2006) gives examples of four tests that can be administered to assess students’ writing abilities. The first test, a letter writing test, shows the teacher if a student can write the individual words correctly. If a student struggles with certain letters, the teacher is notified to an area that needs more instruction. The second test, sound spelling, asks students to write down the sound a given letter makes. This test assesses student’s phonemic awareness: do they know the sounds that correspond to the letters? The results from these tests can guide teachers and help them see areas of weakness among students. Teachers can then use that information to guide their writing curriculum and help their students move forward.

Ritchey’s third and fourth tests assess students’ abilities to write simple, three letter words. One test asks students to write down real words (dog, cat). This not only tests student’s phonemic awareness, but also if they are translating what they read on the page to what they write down. The other test asks students to write down nonsense words (fim, gat) to assess phonemic awareness. The four tests that Ritchey discusses allow students to demonstrate their writing skills (Ritchey, 2006).


When assessing Kindergarten writers, it is important to remember that not all students will be at the same level. Students come into school demonstrating varying writing abilities. It is important, therefore, to get to know the students so that teachers can more comprehensively assess their performance. Compiling a portfolio of student work can help teachers see student growth over the course of a school year (Neuman et al., 2000). The examples of student work included in this paper were pulled from students’ writing portfolios. Looking at these examples, it is clear to see the growth that Student B experienced in her Kindergarten year. Figure 3, from the beginning of the school year, has no words. By the end of the year (figure 4), this student was writing complete thoughts using conventional print forms. 

While often subjective, assessing Kindergarteners’ work is an important part of building an audience. If the teacher is unable to read a student’s work, it is certainly difficult (or impossible) for another to read what the student has written. By assessing students, teachers can see where students are academically and see what should come next. More comprehensive assessment techniques, such as portfolios, illustrate the growth that occurs over the course of the school year. Because Kindergarten is such an important year for developing writing skills, often portfolios show an immense amount of growth (as seen in figures 1-4). This drastic growth supports the concept that Kindergarten is the year that students begin writing for an audience.  

Conclusion



In conclusion, there are many aspects of school that play a role in helping Kindergarten students develop a sense of an audience. While there are certainly numerous features of school that play into this, this paper has looked at four areas in depth to help teachers and educators better understand what Kindergarten writers go through. A common thread though all the research is the role of the teacher. Whether it is setting up the physical classroom environment, conferencing with students, or developing the emotional classroom environment, the teacher plays a huge role in developing a sense of audience in Kindergarten writers.


When working with Kindergarten students, it is important to understand who they are. There are many developmental changes that occur during the Kindergarten year. It is up to the teacher to understand these changes so that he/she can create a learning environment for his/her students. Additionally, the type of environment the teacher sets up has a huge role in helping students develop a sense of audience awareness. Exposing students to many and varied forms of print and making writing available to all students are ways to set up a writing classroom. Students should also have multiple opportunities to share their writing with other students. Through sharing their writing, students become more aware that they are writing for an audience. 
Due to my experience in a Kindergarten classroom last year, this paper focused mainly on classrooms using a Writer’s Workshop writing curriculum. There are several variations by different authors, but most focus around mini-lessons and multiple opportunities for students to write. The teacher plays a crucial role in implementing this curriculum with success. While assessing students can be difficult when many students’ stories are pictures, thorough analysis of student work can guide the curriculum. Student work should show evidence of mini-lessons that have been taught. Through looking back at student’s work, a teacher is able to see where his/her students are academically and what should come next.


While the role of the teacher is important in developing a sense of audience, there is something larger happening. Kindergarten students are at an age when they begin to act based upon reason. As this happens, they are able to move beyond the center of their own world and see themselves and others around them. During the Kindergarten year, they begin to be aware of others around them. It is for this reason that the Kindergarten year is a crucial year for building audience awareness. Through careful planning and deliberate instruction, teachers and educators can help their young students as they move through the school year and begin to build an audience. 

Implications

As an educator, this research has a large effect on myself as a teacher and how I approach students. This paper began with me looking at my Kindergarten students and observing them over the course of a school year. I watched as they began the year unable to write and ended the year writing multiple page books that they “published” for our class library.


There are many conceptual understandings that I take away from this as a teacher. First, I take away the knowledge that knowing and understanding your students is one of the most important parts about being a teacher. A Kindergarten teacher, for example, cannot be effective if they expect their students to write using conventional spelling. Kindergarten students do not typically use conventional spelling, but as they move through the year they move closer towards it. 


Secondly, I take away the understanding that there is more to being a teacher than simply instruction. Teachers, especially those who work with young children, are coaches and guides for their students. This helps me see the big picture beyond teaching. When I was teaching Kindergarten last year, one of my goals was to impart wisdom on my students so that they would be ready for first grade. But another goal in my teaching now is to help my students as they move through various developmental stages in their lives. 


It is important then, not just for myself but also for all educators, to learn from this research and grow from it. Students are not the only ones learning in schools; teachers are constantly learning new strategies and practices in attempts to become better teachers. It is through learning and expanding our knowledge that teachers can serve students to the best of their ability. As a Kindergarten teacher, I will take this new knowledge and apply it to my next classroom, that I might help more young students become aware of the audience around them.  
Examples of Student Work
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Figure 1

Student A, beginning of year
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Figure 2

Student A, end of year

	“I went to recess with my friends”
	“I went home my tire…when we were going home we…my car had to get fixed”
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Figure 3

Student B, beginning of year
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Figure 4

Student B, end of year

	No words, but labeled in sequential order
	“Today I asked my ano (aunt) if she can come for lunch”
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