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So you’re child’s home, seemingly forever. You’ve found a bajillion “activities” online, though none seem 

to engage your child for more then six minutes. After the 62nd activity of the day, they finally fall asleep 

for nap time. It dawns on you, “How on earth do teachers do it?” I know – teachers are amazing. Not 

only do teachers know how to engage children, they also know how to embed early, emerging 

academics in their activities. I’d like to outline so of our teacher knowledge-base about early writing for 

you to use during your day at home. 

The development of literacy, like all subjects for young children, relies first and foremost on intrinsic 

motivation. Children will learn to read and write when it is made personally relevant to them. As John 

Dewey wrote a century ago, “there is all the difference in the world between having something to say 

and having to say something.” That is where our literacy instruction is grounded: the belief that is 

children “have something to say” then they will intrinsically be motivated to develop the tools of 

literacy. Whereas, if we tell a child he “has to say (or write) something”, the skill becomes divorced from 

context and is sapped of any intrinsic motivation. So, our starting point for literacy is what children are 

already doing – playing with blocks, running around, making train tracks, playing dress up.  

John Holt, a celebrated public school of 30 years, wrote in that in teaching literacy, “we do things 

backwards. We think in terms of getting a skill first, and then finding useful and interesting things to do 

with it. The sensible way, the best way, is to start with something worth doing, and then, moved by a 

strong desire to do it, get whatever skills are needed. If we begin by helping children feel that writing 

and reading are ways of talking to and reaching other people, we will not have to bribe and bully them 

into acquiring the skills; they will want them for what they do with them” (How Children Learn, 1967). 

To “teach literacy” at home, then, your first step is to make tools of literacy easily accessible throughout 

the house in areas that your child frequents. Make a small “literacy bucket” (or cup, tray, etc): a few 

crayons (stay away from markers for the preschool set – the friction of crayon on paper gives the young 

writer helpful feedback in their hands), a couple pencils, maybe a pair of scissors and tape if you’re up 

for it, and a small notepad or small scraps of loose paper (index cards work great). Leave the bucket next 

to their train tracks, Legos, dolls, or dress-up – any high-frequency area. 

Then, sit near them as they play, and grab hold of words they use frequently that seem important in 

their play – “big”, “fast”, “don’t touch”, “stop” – and gently offer to write those words down with the 

crayons. Offer them the slip of paper while saying the word out loud and pointing to it. You might add 

something like, “You can put this sign that says “big” next to the “super big humongous bad guy” you 

are playing with.” As they recognize that crayons + paper = words-that-matter-to-them, they will be 

drawn to using the tools for themselves.  

Literacy happens where children are, in activities they are already doing; it is not an isolated activity 

removed from the rhythm of their play. 

Now that we’ve embedded literacy within play, we can turn to the actual skill set involved. Literacy is 

not a “light-switch”: it doesn’t suddenly “turn on” one day. It grows, quietly yet steadily, from the 

earliest days of life. Lev Vygotsky, a psychologist foundational to many early childhood theories, wrote 

that the gesture – the infant’s act of pointing to something – is the “acorn” from which the “oak tree” of 

writing grows. Every intentional act of symbolic communication is part of the emergence of literacy. All 



the talking, pointing, imagining, and pretending you and your child do is already part of their literacy 

education. 

I’ll skip over the earlier, proto-linguistic elements such as gestures and get right to making marks on 

paper. I’m going to zoom through these, as if your child was learning them all while you are reading this. 

Don’t sweat: Depending on where your child is in this journey, these stages will take many years to fully 

develop. Take it slow, don’t worry about future steps for now. Just focus on where your child is and 

respect their pace. If they’re slow to this, let them be slow; if they’re fast, fly with them. Don’t rush a 

child who is not ready – you and they will both regret it. I cannot stress this point enough. Don’t push 

your child to write: the more you push, they more they will push back, and the starting line will be 

further and further away. Just keep offering the “literacy bucket” and one day, in the just the right 

context, they will grab it and off they’ll go. 

If you’ve been in my office this year you may have noticed this large frame of children’s writing: 

 

 

These were each drawn/written by three and four-year-old children my classroom several years ago. I 

saved and arranged them, left to right and top to bottom, to illustrate how scribble-scrabble (blue, top 

left) becomes writing (“RUBY”, bottom right). If your child is currently scribbling like the top left blue 

marks, congratulations – they are well on their literate journey! Encourage them to keep scribbling. 

Scribbling is writing, plain and simple, from an educator’s viewpoint. Scribble-scrabble is when a child 

uses their shoulder and/or elbow to control the writing implement. Eventually, as children learn proper 

grip (moving from a “fisting” grip high up on the utensil to “pincher” grip with thumb opposed by first 

two fingers, almost near the tip of the utensil) and their fine motor skills strengthen, they begin to use 

their wrist and fingers to control the writing implement instead.  

All of that seemingly fun, trivial work we do in nursery school is directly connected to strengthening fine 

motor muscles to allow children to become literate: playdo, beading, stacking, etc. Generally speaking, 

the smaller the object the child is playing with, the better it is for their literacy development. So, at all 

stages – even for your scribblers! – offer authenticity and meaning to their writing: “Wow, I can tell you 

worked really hard on that – what does it say?” Or, if they hand you a paper with scribbles and they say, 

“trains”, you might respond, “Fantastic! You wrote a sign that says “Trains.” Let’s tape it onto your train 

bucket. That way your brother will know that these are trains.”  



While the development of fine motor skills is a big part of writing, there are also many specific stages 

within literacy development to consider. Some concepts children will develop after scribble-scrabble are 

left-to-right, up-to-down, and letter-like shapes. The first two are grouped together and termed 

“directionality.” You can highlight this for your child when reading any story by simply using your pointer 

finger to follow the text. Remember – they don’t know where your eyes are when reading – just 

following your finger will offer them repeated exposure to the idea that words start on the left/up, and 

proceed right/down. They will mirror this in their writing (and reading!) soon.  

Letter-like shapes will emerge not only as their fine motor settles in but also as they grasp some basics 

of geometry (which is why block play is fantastic for so many early skills, including literacy). All English 

letters can be de-constructed into four shapes: a big line, a small line, a big curve, and a small curve. 

Encourage your child to recognize these shapes throughout their day, and then, use the same words 

while reading together: “I noticed the B has one long line here, and two small curves here” or, “Wow 

look at that, the O is two large curves connected, just like the frisbee we played with earlier!” As your 

child starts writing, remind them they already know all the shapes they need: “You want to write a T? 

OK great – you’ll need one long line going up, and one small line going across.” Head to the park and 

practice this with sticks – just make a collection of straight sticks and curved sticks and you’ll have 

everything you need to begin making letters. 

Gradually, their letter-like shapes (with loads and loads of practice) will become real, authentic letters. 

During this stage, they’ll become “alphabetic” –the concept that a letter is discrete and particular 

(notice the top half of the frame from my office has long, unbroken horizontal lines – those children are 

not yet “alphabetic”). Encourage this by pointing out specific letters in words you notice (the first letter 

of your child’s name is always a good one to start with). Around this time children will also develop 

phonemic awareness. This is the concept that sounds are used in reliable patterns to compose words: a 

“B” will always start the word Book and also the word Black. Again, all those fun, seemingly trivial 

activities we do in nursery school help promote this concept: making up alliterations (“Wacky 

Wednesday”), singing nursery rhymes (“Willaby Wallabey Woah, an elephant sat on Noah / Willaby 

Wallabey Warci, an elephant sat on Darci”), and a general playfulness around sounds (“Did I say Maddy 

and Dommy? So silly! I meant Mommy and Daddy!”). 

If they’ve grasped most of the above, they’re ready for inventive spelling. This is the idea that children’s 

“mistakes” in spelling are actually “inventions.” Encourage them to use their phonemic awareness 

(“Well, what letter makes /B/? Sound it out and write down the letter you think of”) instead of relying 

on adult-spelling. Here we are asserting that they are competent authors equipped with the necessary 

tools of literacy. Recall Dewey’s words from the start: what matters most is that the child “has 

something to say” and our job is to help them get it out. Don’t worry about the spelling (or letter size, or 

neatness, etc) at this point. Just encourage them to write and keep writing. 

Most importantly, keep it fun and relevant to the what the child is doing. Laugh a lot. Smile at your child. 

Hug them (seriously, the warm intimate moments are like steroids to your child’s cognitive 

development). Spend time alongside them as they learn to write. You matter to them more then 

anything else in their whole world. The best way to make it relevant is to show your (fun, light-hearted) 

interest in what they’re doing. And after your 85th activity of the day, you’ll still be exhausted, but you’ll 

have embedded the foundational steps of writing into your child’s day at home. 


