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Preschool Through Grade 3

Understanding Writing 
Development: Catie’s Continuum 

Holly Hullinger-Sirken and Lynn Staley

Developmentally appropriate writing experiences 
and the skills children attain as young 
writers can greatly impact children’s literacy 

development. Children generally progress through 
a series of small steps as they develop the fine 
motor skills to produce letter and word formations. 
Additionally, children acquire knowledge regarding 
the writing process and its steps. Early writing 
development is seen as a continuum of writing 
progression, as young children work through the steps 
toward conventional writing. Many researchers, such 

as Marie Clay (1975) and Teale and Sulzby (1986), agree 
that there are various stages, or steps, to early literacy 
writing development. These include, among others,

›› Understanding that print has meaning 

›› Writing through a series of representations

›● Drawing

›● Scribbling

›● Creating letter-like forms

4 years, 6 months

Catie’s early scribbles contain a 
variety of letter-like line segments 
and circular scribbles. Note the 
letter C, the first letter of her 
name. She intends her scribbles to 
communicate a message—writing 
has a purpose.

4 years, 8 months

The letters L and V begin to appear; 
these are the sounds Catie hears 
when she says, I love you.

4 years, 10 months

Catie learns the letter R and 
continues to practice L. She 
experiments with many letters. 
She writes from left to right and 
from top to bottom, but there are 
no spaces between the letters.

Pre-phonemic Stage Early Phonemic Stage

Continuum of Catie’s Early Writing Development
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Early Phonemic Stage

›● Stringing letters together to form words

›● Reproducing common words, e.g., friend, play

›● Using invented spelling to form words

›● Following conventional spelling to form words 

It is the responsibility of early childhood educators to 
be purposeful in planning for the development of young 
writers. According to Copple and Bredekamp (2009), 
being “an excellent teacher means being intentional” 
(33). Catie’s continuum (see “Continuum of Catie’s 
Early Writing Development,” p. 74) illustrates the tiny 
but important steps of her early writing development. 
While it focuses on one child’s writing journey, it also 
demonstrates the general progression all children 
follow to master conventional writing.

Copple and Bredekamp (2009) emphasize the 
importance of the early years as children develop early 
literacy skills. Learning to read and write depends on 
the support of caring adults who daily model literacy 
in authentic ways and provide materials to encourage 
experimentation and exploration. Clay (2000) agrees 
that reading develops long before formal entry into 

school. As children begin to observe and participate 
in authentic literacy events, they learn about concepts 
of print: (1) print differs from pictures (writing differs 
from drawing); (2) printed words tell a story; (3) print 
is read from top to bottom, left to right, and front to 
back; (4) print is comprised of letters that together form 
words; and (5) there is a relationship between written 
words and oral speech (Clay 2000). Authentic literacy 
activities can include writing personal messages or 
letters and using words to describe significant events in 
one’s life or experiences.

This case study, Catie’s continuum, is designed to assist 
teachers in their understanding of young children’s 
literacy development by providing writing samples 
of one child, often writing the same thing, over three 
years and eleven months. It is important for early 
childhood educators and primary teachers not only to 
value a child’s early literacy skills but also to recognize 
the minute details of such development in order to 
support further progress. For example, some of the 
first meaningful writing experiences young children 
have are with writing their own name and the names 
of other significant people in their lives (Haney 2002; 
NELP 2008). The writing samples within Catie’s 

4 years, 11 months

Catie is still experimenting with 
letters but has learned how to spell 
Mom and Dad. A random number of 
letters represent I love you. Notice 
that she does not yet understand 
the concept of separation of words 
in the sentence. 

5 years, 2 months

Here Catie is stringing letters 
together to form words. She has 
her common word dad, which she 
is confident in writing. You can see 
that she is attempting to write the 
word “love” with the letter string 
consisting of i, L, and U. Note that 
uppercase and lowercase letters 
are strung together. Catie has 
inserted a dot between love and 
Dad, separating the two words.

5 years, 5 months

Catie begins to leave spaces 
between her words. She learns 
how to spell love. According to 
Clay (1975), common words can 
allow children to create meaningful 
sentences.

Letter-Name Stage Transitional Stage
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continuum highlight people who are important to 
her. Likewise, the samples are indicative of Catie’s 
early writing progression as she reaches various 
developmental milestones. 

This chronology of Catie’s writing development makes 
it easy for teachers to see those significant but subtle 
changes that take place as a child’s writing skills 
develop. It is our hope that all teachers can scaffold the 
small steps of children’s writing progression according 
to each child’s continuum.  

Teaching practices to support  
the small steps

Below are some classroom practices that educators can 
facilitate in teaching the small steps that help young 
children develop their early writing.

›› Model that print talks by pointing to words when 
reading aloud.

›› Introduce children to a variety of print (books, 
magazines, labels, lists, poetry, restaurant signs) and 
purposes for writing.

›› Provide children with repetitive exposure to letters in 
kinesthetic (making letters with bodies, building letters 
or words with magnetic letters and manipulatives), 
auditory (songs, chants), visual (representations of 
letters provided around the classroom), and tactile 
modalities (writing letters in shaving cream, creating 
letters with clay or other materials), to build a 
foundation of letter knowledge.

›› Discuss children’s drawing and writing with them.

›› Display children’s names around the classroom.

›› Showcase written words that are familiar and 
meaningful to the children, such as mom and dad, 
around the classroom as environmental print and in 
daily lessons; teachers and students can collaboratively 
build a common word wall of words that are 
meaningful to them.

›› Model using common words in writing sentences (“My 
best friend is  _____; I like to play_____”).

›› Illustrate how pictures can help readers understand a 
writer’s message through shared writing experiences. 
These shared writing experiences should allow the 
teacher and other peers to discuss what is happening 

6 years, 4 months

She learns how to spell you and 
Mommy. Note that she previously 
wrote Mom, but has progressed 
to using more letters to create 
mommy.  

6 years, 7 months

Catie’s letter and word knowledge 
is improving as she discovers that 
letters make up words, and words 
make up sentences. Notice her 
spelling of from—she knows the 
letters but switches the order. 

7 years, 1 month

Catie is remembering to leave 
spaces between her words and 
differentiate between uppercase 
and lowercase letters, as well as 
using invented spelling, as in the 
word favrit.

Transitional Stage
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Transitional Stage

in the illustrations and how that relates to the writing 
they create. 

›› Demonstrate that all writing—from scribbles 
to conventional writing—have a purpose—
communicating meaning.

›› Scaffold each skill gradually; instead of asking children 
to capitalize, punctuate, and represent concepts of 
print all at once, maximize instruction through the 
teaching of individual writing skill tasks.

Developmentally appropriate 
practice in writing instruction

Schickedanz (2013) embeds developmentally 
appropriate practice within the early stages of writing 
development by emphasizing that even children’s initial 
lines, scribbles, and letter-like formations convey a 
message. From a young age, children learn that making 
marks on paper has meaning as they make scribbles 
and create drawings. As students progress to the next 
step, a few isolated letters begin to appear within the 
scribbles. As children develop and become more precise 
with letter formation, the practice of writing letters 

and stringing them together to form words advances. 
Children also accompany the beginning letter/scribble 
formations with meaningful words that they already 
know how to produce (e.g., mom, dad, I). These are 
clearly evident in Catie’s continuum, as she gradually 
moves from scrawls to letter and word formation. She 
also uses words to express her thoughts about her 
parents, the most significant people in her life. Once 
students begin to use familiar words and letter/word 
formations to represent their thoughts, the writing 
process moves to invented and conventional spelling 
practices. Catie’s continuum is based on writing 
samples, collected by her mother (one of this article’s 
coauthors), from the time Catie was 4½ until she was  
8½ years old. The samples illustrate the developmental 
steps that occur throughout these early years of her 
writing development.

Implications for educators 

Catie wrote for a variety of purposes, both at home and 
at school. She chose to write about ideas that were real 
and relevant to her—important messages to share with 
her mom and dad, the significant people in her life. 

7 years, 3 months

Catie’s small steps are evident in 
this example of her developmental 
progress—moving toward proper 
capitalization skills and sentence 
structure. This is the last stage on 
Clay’s (1975) writing continuum.

7 years, 8 months

Catie takes a small step in her 
spelling precision and continues to 
work on her capitalization skills. 

8 years, 3 months

This final sample of Catie’s 
early writing is evidence of her 
acquisition of knowledge about 
writing processes over a duration 
of small steps. Here, Catie forms 
words from letters with spelling 
accuracy, leaving spaces between 
each word. She demonstrates 
proper capitalization and sentence 
structure skills. Catie’s writing 
will continue to improve as she 
develops further as a writer. 

Conventional Writing Stage
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She viewed herself as an average writer, using invented 
spelling and familiar words to express her thoughts. 

Catie’s writing samples are evidence of development 
over time. Notice that even over a span of just a few 
months, Catie’s writing greatly improved. From letter-
like squiggles to real letter and word formations, these 
small steps of writing development help children learn 
the meaning and purpose of writing. Catie’s progressive 
writing samples represent meaningful aspects of her 
life and writing with a purpose (“I love you”).

The small steps of writing development have many 
implications for teachers of young children. It is 
important for teachers to refer to Vygotsky’s (1978) zone 
of proximal development and the term scaffolding. The 
zone of proximal development allows students to work 
on developmental skills that are appropriate for their 
age and individual development. Teachers can support 
the writing steps within each child’s zone of proximal 
development. As early childhood teachers, it is essential 
that we capitalize on children’s strengths and provide 
support to scaffold them to the next stage of writing 
development. Presenting children with opportunities 
in which they can examine their writing and ponder 
what it says will increase their awareness of print (Clay 
2000).  As teachers become cognizant of each child’s 
individual writing development, they can present 
opportunities for students to evaluate their own writing 
and progress through the steps of writing development. 
Teachers can do the following to scaffold the early 
writing process:

›› Accept the very basic components of writing, such 
as scribbles, to affirm for the child that writing has 
meaning and conveys a message to the reader

›› Suggest that the child incorporate picture cues to assist 
in conveying the message

›› Work together on basic writing concepts, such as letter 
formation

›› Help the child, when he is ready, integrate letters and 
words into his writing

›› Model the construction of sentences using common 
words

These shared writing experiences demonstrate simple 
scaffolding, which supports children’s earliest writing 
and moves them along the developmental stages of 
writing (Clay 1975). 

Examining an early literacy and learning model, 
Elliott and Olliff (2008) state, “Teachers who designed 
activities, which enhanced the acquisition of emergent 
literacy knowledge and skills, possessed not only 
knowledge of emergent literacy but also sensitivity 
toward the individual needs of young children” (552). 
Celebrate the continuum that each child finds herself 
on and support the writing process as a whole so that 
she can climb the small steps of her writing trajectory.
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