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Overview

• Introduction

• Gifts of Drawing

• Approaches to instruction



What are your 
thoughts/questions 
when you look at this 
drawing?

My own initial thinking/questions

• 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

• Intrinsically motivating 

• Self-extending

• Thinking tool

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

• Vehicle for social interaction

• A pathway to literacy



Intrinsically motivating

“The impulse to make marks seems innate. Babies 
and toddlers discover by themselves the surprises 
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



Thinking Tool: Marks 
to Meaning

• What value do we ascribe to scribbling?

• Young children imitate the gesture that they see 
adults make- to receive adult attention 

• Translation of objects as elements of dynamic 
events; the affective quality of the object

• Longobardi et al.,2015

https://twowritingteachers.org/2019/09/25/the-scribble/

https://twowritingteachers.org/2019/09/25/the-scribble/


Thinking Tool: Marks to 
Meaning

“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 



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: Marks to Meaning

“….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



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, 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: Creating & 
exploring imaginary worlds 

• “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



Development of motor 
control, coordination 
and graphic language

In the absence of representational 
drawings, it’s important to remember 
what is there:

• exploration of straight and curvy lines.

• strengthening of fine motor skills and 
eye-hand coordination.

• development of meaning-making.

Kelsey Corter, Twowritingteachers.org

https://twowritingteachers.org/2019/09/25/the-scribble/

https://twowritingteachers.org/2019/09/25/the-scribble/


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



Social Interaction: Oral Language Development



Social Interaction: child to 
child

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



Social Interaction: adult and 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

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

“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:  from drawing to 
composing

The Fox and the Star.pdf


Drawing offers many 
gifts

• Intrinsically motivating 

• Self-extending

• Thinking tool

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

• Vehicle for social interaction

• A pathway to literacy



Powerful Possibilities

“I see every reason to assume that a 
teacher’s call to construct a response, 
whatever form that response takes, 
requires the child to relate, link, 
remember, call up, relearn, monitor, 
problem-solve, and all those other 
powerful mental activities that help 
children and adults adapt and create 
solutions.” (p.205)



Thinking about drawing in the instructional 
context

“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



Instructional Approaches: 
Talking Drawing, Writing

Working with the whole group using an OLM approach

Teach children:

• How to tell stories

• How to draw stories

• How text is another way of recording stories

Children apply and extend this learning independently 
using their personal Drawing and Writing Books



Instructional Approaches: 
Interactive Writing

• Use the picture to compose the story

• Work together to write the story allowing the 
child to participate in any and all ways he can



Instructional Approaches: 
Guided Writing

Language 
Experience 

Model

shared 
experience

talk about it/ 
explore in depth

Write about it

Read about it: 
student created 
writing during 

purposeful 
literacy  activities





Instructional 
Approaches: Play

https://www.naeyc.org/resources/pubs/yc/nov2017/emergent-writing

Reaching ALL Writers – Ms. Baker’s K.pdf
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/pubs/yc/nov2017/emergent-writing


Possible Reasons for Scribbling What to Look for Ways to Support

Emergent 
Writing

The writer is in the 

scribbling stage of 

emergent writing and not 

yet able to 

independently produce 

representational 

drawings.

The writer is imitating print 

with scribbles in linear 

patterns, identifies print 

with intent, shows 

difficulty drawing shapes 

and lines.

•Small group interactive drawing (share 

the pen), focusing on lines and shapes

•Visual and kinesthetic reinforcement of 

handwriting

Planning The writer has not 

generated an idea 

before writing, or has not 

planned across all 

pages.

The writer does not 

express intention when 

asked about work.

Writing includes 

representational 

drawings on some pages 

and scribbles on others.

•Small group shared writing (with a focus 

on planning)

•An individualized chart for planning (i.e. 

idea generation lists, visuals for “touch 

and tell” or planning across fingers)

Elaboration The writer began with a 

representational drawing 

and used scribbles as an 

attempt to convey 

action or moments of big 

feelings.

Identifiable pictures are 

present, with scribbles on 

top of pictures or 

surrounding.

Child adds scribbles with 

excitement and 

imagination.

•Study a mentor text together (i.e. books 

by Mo Willems).

•Small group interactive drawing, 

focusing on ways to show action with 

words and pictures

Motor-Sensory Scribbling is a form of 

motor activity. Children 

are gratified by the visual 

sign of the release of 

emotional, physical, 

mental, and/or physical 

energy.

The writer is focusing 

intently on work, applying 

pressure with drawing 

tool on paper, and may 

be repeating movements 

in a circular or linear 

shape.

•The child can warm up with scribbles on 

a single sheet of paper or by using a 

sand tray for two-three minutes (using a 

visual timer)

Created by Kelsey Corter for #TWTBlog

But Scribbling is all I see!



Instructional Approaches: Visual Thinking 
Strategies (VTS)



Other ways to harness the potential of 
drawing as a thinking tool…



A picture really is worth 1000 words and so much more! 

hproulx@sjsd.net
@HelenProulx2

mailto:hproulx@sjsd.net

