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There are many paths to  
literacy…

When does his 
scribble/drawing turn into 
trying to write?



An historical perspective

“Between the years 3500 BC and 3000 
BC, some unknown Sumerian geniuses 
invented a system for storing and 
processing information outside their 
brains, one that was custom-built to 
handle large amounts of mathematical 
data…The data processing system 
invented by the Sumerians is called 
“writing”.”

p. 122, Sapiens ,Hurari, 2014



But what about this?

“Cave art, generally, the 
numerous paintings and 
engravings found in European 
caves and shelters dating 
back to the Ice Age (Upper 
Paleolithic), roughly between 
40,000 and 14,000 years 
ago.”

https://www.britannica.com/art/cave-painting



Drawing, offers many gifts and opportunities
• Intrinsically motivating 

• Self-extending

• Contributes to 
development of motor 
control, coordination and 
“graphic language”

• Thinking/communication 
tool

• Vehicle for social 
interaction

• A pathway to literacy



Intrinsically motivating

“The impulse to make marks 
seems innate. Babies and toddlers 
discover by themselves the 
suprises of mark-making with 
fingers in split food, water and so 
on, but it’s when the use a crayon 
or a stubby felt-tip pen on paper 
that their graphic adventures 
really take off.” p. 9



Self-extending

“The more they see something 
happening on paper, the more 
seductive the experience 
becomes. And so play with a 
marker starts: getting the “feel” 
of it, finding out what it can do, 
and learning to stay on the 
paper.”

Kolbe, 2005, p. 9



Development of motor control, coordination 
and “graphic language”

“If you save several drawings made 
by one particular child, you will 
often find that he is working to a 
basic plan…he produces the same 
pattern or schema again and again… 
the child has learned a plan of 
action…This gives the child enough 
control over pencil and paper to 
play with variations, which often 
leads to new discoveries.”

Clay, 2015, p. 50



Thinking Tool: Marks to Meaning

“…a child sees something that 
perhaps reminds her of a feature 
of her experienced world. Finding 
meaning and making connections 
is often how representation in 
drawing begins.” 

Kolbe, 2005, p. 10



Thinking Tool: Representing

“….children use drawing as a 
powerful tool for thinking. In 
different ways and at different 
rates, they develop a range of 
mark-making skills and strategies, 
and use drawing for various 
representational purposes in 
their quest to make sense of 
themselves and their world.  

Kolbe, 2005, p.10



Thinking Tool: Representing

“I thought it was just a scribble. 
But it isn’t – if you understand 
what it is you’re looking at!” 

Clay, 2010, p. 6 



A Thinking Tool: Fantasy Play in action drawing

• Drawing can serve as a tool for play 
in which children are able to play 
with experiences and events in order 
to create new scenarios or stories.

• Drawings are not always 
representational, in this case it may 
just be scribbling, or some other kind 
of mark making and talking that 
result in the creation of these 
“stories”

…the beginning of story



Thinking Tool: response



Thinking Tool: thinking deeply and exploring widely 

“I look up to see five children drawing 
mice: and by some unspoken 
agreement they are following a new 
curriculum.” Paley, 1997, p. 6

“Reeny insists we need a Frederick 
poster, “like in the museum” Paley, 
1997, p. 8

“We need to give the child freedom to 
explore and learn on his own…The 
child is self-stimulating and self-
starting provided conditions are right 
for him.”

Clay, 2015, p. 61



Social Interaction: oral language development



Social Interaction: children with children

“ ‘Hey you forgot to draw her 
hair.’ says four year old Mimi, 
watching her friend Peggy, draw 
the head and torso of a girl. Mimi 
is in a good position to give 
advice, having just drawn the girl 
herself, complete with hair.” 

Kolbe, 2005, p.17



Social Interaction: adult with child

“By working alongside a child letting 
him do all that he can but 
supporting the activity when he 
reaches some limit by sharing the 
task she is more likely to uncover 
the cutting edges of his learning.”

Clay, 2015, p.67



Pathway to literacy: from drawing to writing

“The five year old finds himself with opportunities to draw and paint and 
look at books. He is encouraged to talk about these activities. The teacher 
puts some marks on his drawings and these carry some message. The room 
is full of signs and messages among which he is sometimes able to locate a 
familiar one, his name. 

‘That says Douglas Homes’ said one boy, triumphantly, after writing a capital 
H.

He is encouraged to make marks with chalk or pencil and soon finds that if 
he adds his name or some other marks to his drawing his teacher seems to 
be pleased with him. She may ask him what he has written. In doing this the 
teacher is using writing activities to help the child attend to print.”

Clay, 2015, p.96



Pathway to literacy: from drawing to writing

How might this occur?



Pathway to literacy: from drawing to writing

When writing does emerge:

Questions to guide the analysis of early writing samples

• List the real letters the child knows or forms correctly. Count them.

• Did he say anything about letters, such as ‘That’s for ball’

• Sum up. Does the child know very few, about half or most of the letters 
of the alphabet

• How does the child work on the page (left to right, right to left)?

• Record any comments the child makes. Often he will tell you about a 
problem he had and how he solved it.

• Make a note about unusual things-layout on the page, or speed of 
working



Pathway to literacy: from drawing to writing

When writing does emerge:

• Was she copying?

• Was she using letters she knew to make new letters?

• Was she listening?

• Was she looking for shapes?

• Was she trying to control her writing hand?

• Was she inventing something new?

Clay, 2015, p.29-30



The Sign Concept The Message Concept The Copying Principle

The Flexibility Principle The Inventory Principle The Recurring Principle

The Generating Principle The Directional Principles Reversing the Directional 

Pattern

The Contrastive Principle The Space Concept Page and Book 

Arrangement

The Abbreviation Principle



Pathway to literacy:  from drawing to writing

“The activity of handwriting presents the two-fold 
challenge of physically forming the letters and words 
as well as composing the messages in the mind.”

Clay, 2015, p. 9



Pathway to Literacy: Attention to Detail

“Scribbling and drawing 
introduces children to the symbol 
recognition and formation 
required in later reading and 
writing.”

Luongo-Orlando, 2010, p.150



Pathway to literacy:  from drawing to 
composing



Pathway to literacy: from drawing to reading

Research has shown that children’s 
understanding of how print 
represents language develops over 
time. Children use pictures to help 
them compose their own stories 
about what they see. Over time 
they shift to using pictures as a 
source of information to help them 
problem-solve the messages in 
print. 

How might drawing facilitate this 
process?



Drawing, offers many gifts and opportunities
• Intrinsically motivating 

• Self-extending

• Contributes to 
development of motor 
control, coordination and 
“graphic language”

• Thinking/communication 
tool

• Vehicle for social 
interaction

• A pathway to literacy



What can/should we do?

In Becoming Literate, page 26, Clay points out that preschool teachers 
already:

• Create opportunities for learning of all kinds

• Relate frequently and personally to individual children

• Challenge children to talk, to think, and to learn

• Ask critical questions while listening to the child’s negotiations for 
meaning

• Act as a back-up resource and support system which allows the child 
to extend his own interactions with the world.



What can we do to help children with their drawing?

Ursula Kolbe (p. 105) offers the following suggestions:

• Help children find visual strategies to solve graphic problems

• The best sources of advice are often other children

• When children don’t know where to start try talking things through

• Break down the task into manageable parts

• Children who are unhappy with drawings can redraw parts of photocopies or 
use tracing paper

• Reinforce the idea of needing to several drawings- how artists work

• Help children by showing them how to hold a pen or a brush and other tools

• How to make marks- qualitative advice- press lightly, like a feather, etc.

• Avoid demonstrating/doing it for them*



What can/should we do?
• Read to children and make these books available. Encourage children to 

respond to books through drawing and looking closely at pictures.

• Draw/Write with children

• Talk with children as they draw/write.

• Make differences between writing and drawing clear to children. (DOS)

• Help children understand directionality when they attempt to write.

• As children experiment with letters, for example in their name, notice 
when they change the orientation of a letter and help them to develop a 
motor sequence to overcome this issue.

• Let the child see you engaged in writing and drawing tasks.

• Make writing/drawing materials widely available



Words of Wisdom from Clay
“My perspective is that children’s early writing experiences provide them with 
powerful learning opportunities that support the reading and writing instruction 
they will encounter once they enter school. As they write their earliest messages, 
children gradually make links between speaking, reading and writing. They may 
discover that: What I say, I can write. And, what I write, I can read.” (Clay, 2010, p.9) 

“If you understand a little about what the child is trying to do when he writes, 
you can celebrate with him and tempt him to explore a little more about 
writing…Any of a preschool child’s early attempts to write, however slight or 
fragmentary they may seem, are very beneficial for his ongoing literacy 
development.” (Clay, 2010, p.6)

“Give children opportunities to make their own exploration in writing…put 
together little writing kits…” (Clay, 2010, p.9)

“Having observed the changes [in drawing/writing/reading] and made some 
record, the parent, or teacher, can weigh up what new activities and 
opportunities may support the child’s ongoing development.” 



A Final Thought…

“Producing artwork gives children occasions for problem solving, creative 
thinking and self-expression as they make new discoveries, explore materials and 
cope with emotion.

Engaging in art activities, like early scribbling and drawing, lays the foundation for 
literacy by preparing children with knowledge and skills that will make it easier to 
read and write later on.”

Luongo-Orlando, 2010, p.150
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Links to Videos Used

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WVzgCCc3kro&list=WL&index=28

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zfDL6R-
LC88&list=WL&index=27&t=0s

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NWlTfczE-GU&list=WL&index=29

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pj2RO9c_kwA&list=WL&index=27

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WVzgCCc3kro&list=WL&index=28
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zfDL6R-LC88&list=WL&index=27&t=0s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NWlTfczE-GU&list=WL&index=29
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pj2RO9c_kwA&list=WL&index=27


Thank you! 

hproulx@sjsd.net


