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How kids 
learn to 
write 
Writing is one of the most 
demanding skills your child 
can acquire, and it’s also a 
core area of the primary 
curriculum. Education expert 
Robert Watts explains how 
it’s taught – and how you 
can help at home

W
hile the ‘3Rs’ have 
long been seen as 
the building blocks 
of education, many 

children still struggle to write 
independently and concerns over 
standards in writing have not 
abated.    

DfE statistics published in 2012 
revealed that, while four in five seven-
year-olds achieved expected standards 
in reading, far fewer succeed with 
writing. ‘pupils performed less well 
in writing in comparison to the other 
core subjects’, the report noted. Out 
of children achieving the expected 
level in reading, only 51 per cent 
achieve the same level in writing.   

The average under-seven, in other 
words, is twice as likely to be a reader 
as a writer. Should we be surprised? 
after all, writing is harder work than 
reading (i can assure you it took me 
a lot longer to write this article than 
it will for you to read it!) learning 
to write is a huge and complex 
challenge, and the more parents 
understand about it, the better placed 
they will be to provide much-needed 
support at home.

So what should children be 
expected to achieve by the age of 
seven? how is writing taught in 
today’s classrooms and how do current 
methods compare with those of 30 or 
50 years ago? and how can you help 
your child to learn to love writing?    

Great expectations  
The new National Curriculum for 
England identifies two key writing 
strands that children must develop: 
transcription and composition. 

  Transcription refers to spelling 
and handwriting. Children should 
develop their understanding 
of phonics – the relationships 
between letters and sounds – and 
learn to spell and write  words 
quickly and accurately. 

  Composition describes the 
process by which children 
articulate their ideas and 
structure them in ways that 
readers can understand.



emphasis on accuracy at such an early 
age. Fiona collins, literacy consultant 
and recently retired principal lecturer 
in English Education, warns that some 
children may be intimidated by the 
demands for accuracy. 

‘There is more emphasis now on 
punctuation, grammar and spelling, 
and on the technical side of writing,’ 
she says. ‘But there are issues with 
children feeling they always have to 
get it right. Sometimes you get children 
who are very worried about whether 
they are spelling words correctly and 
their written vocabulary is limited to 
the words that they feel they can spell 
correctly.’ 

The curriculum’s demands for 
accuracy, she argues, should not 
overshadow children’s desire to write. 
‘children have a richer oral vocabulary 
than they do in their written work. 
Teachers need to encourage children to 
use the full range of their vocabulary 
and have a go at spelling.’ 

Then and now 
as a parent, you may well recall a 
couple of shifts in the approach to 
teaching writing from your own school 

Writing is essentially about 
communication. ‘Writing down 
ideas fluently depends on effective 
transcription,’ says the DfE document. 
‘Effective composition involves forming, 
articulating and communicating ideas, 
and then organising them coherently 
for a reader.’ 

When children struggle to construct 
a word or compose a sentence, 
teachers will often remind them of 
the purpose of the task – to share 
their ideas with others. This is where 
classroom displays of children’s writing 
play an important role in helping kids to 
visualise their ideas being understood 
by a wider audience, and to appreciate 
that clarity, accuracy and legibility make 
their ideas more accessible. 

it’s also why, however much children 
may think that writing involves tapping 
on a screen or keyboard rather than 
controlling a pen or pencil, handwriting 
continues to be important. There is 
no substitute for developing the fine 
motor skills that enable a child to 
communicate effectively on the page.

While educationalists agree on 
the importance of writing as a 
communication tool, some question the 

days! Thirty years ago, primary teachers 
had more freedom to choose their own 
teaching methods, and young children 
had more freedom to learn. There was 
a widely held belief in the benefits of 
a child-centred learning environment, 
in which children were allowed to use 
writing to explore their own interests. 

Fiona explains: ‘in the eighties, there 
was something called “emergent” 
writing, when children were encouraged 
to write about what they were 
interested in, without being heavy 
handed with spelling and punctuation.’ 
With less pressure to produce perfect 
prose, children were more prepared 
to take risks with their writing ‘The 
emphasis was very much on expression, 
content and getting children to write 
and having the confidence to write.’

as a result, Fiona explains, many 
primary classrooms were transformed 
into mini-publishing houses producing 
budding authors with a desire to 
learn to write. ‘There were Writers’ 
Workshops in classrooms when children 
would write about anything they were 
interested in,’ she says. ‘The teacher 
would act as the editor and they would 
“publish” books. it was a creative time 
in terms of actual book publishing 
and children were working towards 
publishing their own books as well. So 
it was the process as well as the product 
that was important.’ 

Today’s literacy lessons offer fewer 
opportunities for children to explore 
creativity. although national test results 
suggest that writing standards are 
rising, innovation and individuality 
are less easy to measure than spelling 
and grammar. Some educationalists 
are concerned that there is too much 
emphasis on the spelling and grammar 
side of things.

SPAG on the menu
in 2016 seven-year-olds will, for the first 
time, find SpaG on the menu. anyone 
anticipating an exciting new range of 
italian dishes for school dinner are in 
for a disappointment, as the recipe 
for SpaG boils down to Spelling and 
Grammar. 

most people would agree that 
although SpaG is important, it probably 
wasn’t their most favourite thing at 
school! When did you last stick a 
spelling test to your fridge door? 

When children 
struggle to 

construct a word 
or compose 
a sentence, 

teachers will 
often remind 
them of the 
purpose of 
the task – 
to share 

their ideas 
with others
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Emma Valler, mother of Nathan, seven, finds the 
expectations of parents to help with writing is quite 
high. ‘Certainly compared to what I remember my 
parents doing when I was Nathan’s age,’ she says. 
‘My parents are really surprised at the levels expected 
and the requirements compared with when I was 
at school. These days, children definitely get more 
support with their writing and spelling than when I 
was a child.’ 

When it comes to transcription skills, Emma believes 
there’s no substitute for practice makes perfect. 
‘There’s been a lot of focus on letter formation and 
handwriting, and a lot of learning through repetition. 
From a young age they go straight on to ‘joined-up’ 
handwriting, when they trace individual letters that 
already have the little flicks ready for joined-up writing. 

 ‘We’re fortunate as Nathan has beautiful handwriting! 
He enjoys sitting down, tracing letters and putting 
words together. I got him and and his brother to write 
out their Christmas lists over and over – partly because 
they wanted to, but it was also a way for them to spell, 
copy and improve their handwriting so they could 
practice over and above what they do in school.’ 

Some parents may remember writing in ‘rough books’ at 
school, an opportunity to fill a few pages with personal 
writing not necessarily intended for teachers. Happily, 
this is a practice that some teachers still encourage. 

‘Nathan’s very imaginative and at school they 
sometimes do free writing,’ Emma explains. ‘Children 
have books in their trays that they can just write 
whatever stories in they want without worrying – the 
spellings can be interesting!’

Experimenting with writing informally gives kids the 
confidence to continue with their ideas at home: ‘I’ve 
found pieces of paper with little stories written on,’ 
Emma says. ‘For Nathan it’s something he enjoys and it’s 
really nice.’

Nathan is growing up in an age when traditional 
writing skills are threatened by new technologies, so 
Emma is keen to foster his enthusiasm. ‘With so much 
texting and auto-spellcheck, I worry that we will lose 
basic skills. The younger generation is relying too 
much on computers. Nathan’s learning to type on the 
keyboard, but I don’t think that’s taking away from him 
learning to write.’

HOW NATHAN LEARNS TO WRITE  



writing, whether it’s in the form of 
thankyou cards, shopping lists or notes 
to the milkman. 

as Fiona collins says: ‘The more 
children write, the more they 
understand writing and the written 
word – and the more confident they 
will be about their own work.’

words they might want to include in 
their writing. 

Give them time to draft their story 
independently before reading it 
through with them. Encourage them to 
return to their writing, to re-read and 
reflect on it. Finally, look for everyday 
opportunities to get your children 

Fiona believes that the key to getting 
kids to take SpaG on board is to 
integrate it with composition skills. 

‘The mechanics of writing need 
to be learned alongside the broader 
process of writing – transcription and 
composition skills need to be learned in 
harmony and teachers must make sure 
that one does not interfere with the 
other,’ she says.

Practice makes perfect
The challenge facing young writers is 
to make their writing both accurate 
and legible, and interesting to the 
reader. as parents we should aim 
to provide a balance of support for 
children. Yes, we should point out 
ways their writing can be made more 
accessible, but we should also try to 
encourage a little creativity, expression 
and individuality. 

Encourage your child to take 
inspiration for their writing from real 
life – many children struggle to start 
writing because they feel stuck for 
ideas. remind them that even routine 
activities such as playing outside, going 
for walks or visiting friends offer useful 
starting points.  

Suggest to children that they begin 
writing by quickly getting their ideas 
down on paper without worrying 
too much about presentation, then 
help them to ‘map’ their ideas into a 
coherent sequence. Next, encourage 
them to be ambitious with their 
vocabulary by suggesting interesting 
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More info 
The primary national curriculum for English, which features detailed guidance on the vocabulary children 
should learn to write, can be located online.  Search for ‘English programmes of study’ or try the following 
link (the document is best viewed online as it includes a number of useful links).

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/335186/PRIMARY_national_
curriculum_-_English_220714.pdf 

The 2012 DfE report on recent research into the standards of children’s writing can be found at: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/183399/DFE-RR238.pdf  

Sample papers for the 2016 SPAG test for seven-year-olds can be found at:
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/2016-key-stage-1-english-grammar-punctuation-and-spelling-
sample-test-materials-mark-scheme-and-test-administration-instructions 

Robert Watts is a senior lecturer in education at the University of Roehampton, London.

Learning

By seven, children should:
  Develop competence in transcription (spelling and handwriting) and 
composition (articulating ideas and structuring them in writing).

  Learn how to plan, revise and evaluate their writing.

  Develop their knowledge of the relationships between sounds and 
letters.

  Form, articulate and communicate ideas, and organise them 
coherently for readers.

  Write with clarity, be aware of their audience and the purpose and 
context of the writing.

  Use an increasingly wide range of vocabulary and grammar.

 Use fluent, legible and speedy handwriting.


