RESEARCH DIRECTIONS: TRANSITIONS
FROM EMERGENT TO CONVENTIONAL
WRITING

ELIZABETH SULZBY

Department Editor’s note: Until the last decade, re-
search on writing was eclipsed by reading. Similarly, in
schools, reading was emphasized; writing came later
and received much less attention. Furthermore, writing
was defined narrowly as spelling or creative writing
where teachers specified topics. Changing perspectives
on children’s cognitive and linguistic acquisition had a
powerful impact on writing research, Views of what
constitutes early writing, young children’s capabilities
and interest in writing, and the relationship of writing
to reading were broadened. The result of this shifting
perspective in schools has been great. Whereas at the
beginning of the 1980s the limited time that children
wrote was spent in paraphrasing or copying, oppor-
tunities at the beginning of the 1990s for children to
write in journals and create text on self-chosen topics
are much more frequent in many classrooms.

A comprehensive research program that contributed
to the knowledge base for these changing practices is
highlighted in this month’s column. Elizabeth Sulzby
describes the answers that have come from a ongoing
research program on young children’s writing. This
work illustrates a progression from descriptions of
children’s proficiencies to collaborations between
classroom- and university-based educators that are
aimed at increasing writing opportunities for children.
Educators who work with students at all levels will
find insights into writing development and the manner
in which questions about an area are answered through
continual question asking and information gathering.
(EHH)

The field of literacy is filled with paradoxes,
seeming contradictions between appearances
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across interpretative contexts. One paradox con-
cerns how difficult and complex early writing is
and how easily young children seem to learn to
write. By writing, I mean composing connected
written discourse, although even the mechanics
of handwriting and spelling appear to have devel-
opmental characteristics. On the practice level, a
tragic paradox lies between kindergarten class-
rooms in which children are treated as if they
cannot write except through handwriting drill or
copying from models, and those classrooms in
which all children, regardless of background, ar¢
writing freely and eagerly.

Similar attitudes toward students’ writing can
be found at all levels, but the practice paradox
seems most vivid at kindergarten level. At kin-
dergarten, most children are still using emergent
forms of writing such as scribble, drawing, non-
phonetic strings of letters, or phonetic (*‘in-
vented’” or ‘*creative’’) spelling, and few have
made the transition to conventional writing as
their preferred writing form. Most use some
conventional-appearing forms along with clearly
emergent forms, but the concepts that they hold
are not yet conventional (see also Ferreiro &
Teberosky, 1983). ,

This article reviews approximately 15 years of
exploration of children’s emergent writing and
the transition into conventional writing, covering
the period from infancy through first grade. It
focuses primarily on my own research and that of
my students, but I have sketched in the rela-
tionship between this work and that of certain
key colleagues during this period of intense fer-
ment in early literacy development. This research
has been conducted in U.S. classrooms in which
teachers used traditional ‘‘readiness instruction,”
child-centered instruction without encouraging
emergent literacy, literature-based instruction,
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