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Abstract

This article describes the processes and outcomes of a research project exploring children’s motivation to write, undertaken
by four pre-primary teachers in Western Australia. The teachers adopted a sociocultural theoretical framework using child
centred participatory methodology, in which 109 children aged between five and six years shared their views of writing
in conversation with their teacher. Thematic analysis in conjunction with statistical analysis indicated that the majority of
children were motivated to write. They had a positive attitude towards writing, evidenced by their self-efficacy and were
developing aspects of self-determination evidenced by their sense of ownership and control of the codes of writing. They had
some understanding of the value of writing as a means of supporting reading and securing a positive future, thus enhancing
their motivation to write. However, a small group of children indicated that they did not like writing, found writing hard, and
did not know how or what to write. In addition, few children mentioned writing as a means of communication. The absence
of purpose and audience in the children’s responses, was partly explained by the teachers’ focus on the codes of writing,
potentially impacting on children’s motivation. This prompted the teachers to re-conceptualise their writing program in ways
that engaged children in authentic writing tasks, while continuing to scaffold their understanding of the codes of writing.
This collaborative approach to research, in ways that privilege children’s voices, has implications for informing pedagogy

across a range of early childhood contexts and curriculum areas.

Keywords Motivation - Emergent writing - Children’s voices - Teacher reflection - Purpose and audience

Introduction

This article describes a research project undertaken by
four early childhood teachers, exploring the motivation of
emergent writers. During the past two decades, an increas-
ing number of studies have identified motivation as a key
component of learning literacy which is mediated through
the context in which learning occurs (Bruning and Kauff-
man 2016; Magnifico 2010; Mata 2011; Nolen 2007). This
research draws on a sociocultural theoretical framework
which suggests that there is a powerful relationship between
teacher pedagogy and practice and children’s motivation to
learn literacy (Bingham et al. 2017; Bogner et al. 2002). The
concept of motivation is complex and multifaceted involv-
ing many different but interrelated components, drawn from
different theoretical frameworks (Nolen 2007; Troia et al.
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2012; Schunk et al. 2008). In relation to writing, the most
frequently used motivation construct to explore writing is
self-efficacy (Troia et al. 2012). Self-efficacy includes an
individual’s perception of themselves as a writer, their per-
sistence when a writing task becomes challenging, and uti-
lization of productive strategies (Boscolo and Hidi 2007,
Pajares and Valiante 2006). Self-efficacy is closely aligned
to self-determination theory in which an individual’s sense
of choice, ownership and control of the text influence their
motivation (Magnifico 2010; Marinak et al. 2012; Putman
and Walker 2010). These two constructs, self-efficacy and
self-determination are mediated through the individual’s
level of interest and enjoyment, which relates to the situa-
tional context in which learning occurs, the link to home and
community writing experiences (Mackenzie and Petriwskyj
2017), and include for example, characteristics of a writing
task (Hidi and Renninger 2006). These aspects of motiva-
tion are central to early childhood learning and develop-
ment in general, and to writing in particular, thus providing
a sound methodological framework for the investigation of
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motivation in emergent writers within a sociocultural theo-
retical framework.

Research Context

The Association for Independent Schools, Western Australia
(AISWA), invited early childhood educators in Western
Australia to take part in a program of professional learn-
ing across a year. This professional learning aimed to grow
the expertise of early childhood teachers in the field of
emergent writing and in turn, enhance the learning experi-
ence of emergent writers in their schools. The professional
learning program was designed and facilitated in partner-
ship with early childhood literacy academics from Edith
Cowan University (ECU), in Western Australia, based on a
collaborative reflective practice model of learning (Brown
and Englehardt 2016; Opfer and Pedder 2011). Twenty-four
early childhood teachers attended the professional learning
program to explore an aspect of emergent writing through
planning, implementing and evaluating a research project in
their classroom context.

This article is about the research undertaken by four pre-
primary teachers who identified a common concern about
children’s motivation to write at the beginning of the profes-
sional learning program. In Western Australia, pre-primary
is the first full-time compulsory year of schooling which
children begin when they turn five by the end of June. There
were a small group of children that the four teachers were
particularly worried about in relation to their apparent lack
of motivation, in addition, they identified a “general lack of
enthusiasm” for writing by many other children. The teach-
ers’ perceptions were based on two sets of evidence col-
lected at the beginning of the professional learning program.
The evidence included observations of the children engaged
in writing and samples of writing. The teachers shared the
data with each other and although the children’s attitudes
and practices varied across time and to some extent in rela-
tion to the writing task, they jointly identified a continuum
of attitudes and practices towards writing, ranging from
positive to negative.

Their initial concerns about a small group of children,
which mainly consisted of boys, were confirmed, reveal-
ing an apparent lack of motivation. This was evidenced by
reluctance to begin and lack of perseverance in completing
writing tasks, the apparent carelessness and desire to finish
a task quickly, sometimes resulting in “scrappy” work which
was often discarded in frustration. In addition, some of these
children did not want to share, display or take their writ-
ing home. The teachers noted that although not reluctant to
write, there were a substantial number of children that exhib-
ited some of these characteristics, often in relation to the
purpose of the writing task, and level of support provided.
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One teacher also mentioned that some children appeared to
be “bored” or “lazy”, suggesting that they were complacent
about learning to write. At the other end of the continuum
a small group of children were mainly enthusiastic about
writing and engaged with determination and perseverance.

The teachers felt that the data provided enough evi-
dence to warrant their concerns. They expressed anxiety
that children as young as five appeared to take little enjoy-
ment in learning to write, and already had a negative atti-
tude toward writing. On the basis of their findings the four
teachers decided to make motivation to write the focus of
their research.

Literature Review
Children’s Attitudes Towards Writing

Children’s attitudes towards writing evolve from their beliefs
about themselves as writers, which is a crucial component of
motivation to write (Bruning and Kauffman 2016; Marinak
et al. 2012; Mata 2011; Nolen 2007). The concept of belief
is derived from self-efficacy theory (Bandura 1977), which
relates to an individual’s belief about their ability to com-
plete a task or be successful in specific situations. In writing,
children develop self-efficacy through engaging in texts that
are meaningful to them, align with their development and
are self-satisfying (Grainger et al. 2003). Emergent writers
who experience writing in this way learn to expect to be suc-
cessful at writing, therefore fuelling motivation to engage in
writing (Mata 2011). Pajares and Valiante (2006) propose
that a confident approach to writing tasks is essential to skill
improvement and Bruning and Kauffman (2016) suggest that
the relationship between writing efficacy and writing skill
is reciprocal, arguing that the advantages of promoting skill
development for high efficacy writers include “lower anxi-
ety, greater persistence, and higher toleration for frustration
in writing tasks” (p. 28). Conversely, a fear of making mis-
takes may be an indication that there are expectations com-
municated to children about what is an acceptable attempt
at writing, and that, for some children, these are perceived
as unobtainable, creating a diminished sense of motivation
(Rueda 2011).

Children’s Sense of Ownership and Control
of Writing

Research suggests that having a sense of ownership and
control, or agency, is also integral to motivation to write
(Mata 2011). These constructs are part of self-determination
theory, which include the learner’s sense of competence,
connection and autonomy (Wigfield et al. 2015). Children’s
motivation to write becomes intrinsic when given choice



Early Childhood Education Journal

and ownership over the content, process and outcome of
their writing, and freedom to create texts about what they
see as important (Kissel and Miller 2015; Magnifico 2010).
Where children believe they have significant influence over
what they are writing, greater effort and persistence in writ-
ten tasks is also observed (Marinak et al. 2012). A sense of
control is accompanied by positive emotions related to self-
determination and a sense of independence, self-sufficiency
and competence (Putman and Walker 2010). Rog (2011)
argues that providing choice of content and context for
learning empowers children to become independent, which
fosters a sense of authorship and confidence, motivating
children to learn and grow in their writing.

The strategies employed by educators subtly communi-
cate beliefs about their confidence in the child’s capacity
for independent learning (Bruning and Kauffman 2016).
Teaching practices identified as more controlling, in which
children have little access to making decisions, have been
associated with lower self-determination and motivation
(Nolen 2007). In addition, the range of strategies children
have for writing independently and for managing challeng-
ing aspects of their writing have also been found to impact
on their sense of control and consequently motivation (Brun-
ing and Kauffman 2016; Schunk and Zimmerman 2007).
Furthermore, Marinak et al. (2012) argue that what children
learn as valuable skills and content for writing, are commu-
nicated through the feedback they receive and impacts what
they will focus on during the writing process.

Children’s Views of the Purpose of Writing Tasks

Self-efficacy and self-determination are mediated through
the classroom context, prior experiences of writing and the
purpose and nature of the writing task (Troia et al. 2012).
Research suggests that writing tasks that communicate what
literacy is, why it is important and what it can do, are central
to motivation as children learn about the value of writing
(Magnifico 2010; Putman and Walker 2010). Meaningful
writing experiences have been identified as those with an
authentic communicative function, shaped by purpose and
audience (Mata 2011). Writing tasks have greater meaning
when they are responsive and immediate to events relevant
to the writer, and this purpose is amplified when the com-
municative intent is made clear, engaging children’s interest
(Bahlmann and Myers 2019; Barratt-Pugh 2007). Bruning
and Kauffman (2016) suggest that authentic writing tasks in
which children have a sense of ownership and control create
motivation, as they give children the opportunity to express
and refine their voice. In addition, Hiebert and Raphael
(2013) argue that when children are engaged in tasks that
have a communicative purpose they are more likely to derive
a high level of interest, enjoyment and a sense of achieve-
ment. In contrast, Bingham et al. (2017) point out that when

educators emphasise the codes of writing, at the expense of
the communicative message, students will become overly
focused on this aspect of their writing, interrupting their
flow of ideas and ultimately demotivating them. Further-
more, writing tasks that are essentially about mastering the
codes of writing provide little motivation for emergent writ-
ers (Hass Dyson 2010).

Children’s Perceptions as a Means of Informing
Practice

While research about the perceptions of children toward
writing explores the views of primary and secondary chil-
dren, few teacher-initiated projects have investigated the
views of children in the emergent stage of writing, particu-
larly in relation to motivation. There is increasing recogni-
tion of the importance of children’s perspectives as a means
of informing pedagogy as educators reflect on their beliefs
and practices (Dockett et al. 2011; Fern and Kristinsdéttir
2011). Indeed, evidence from numerous studies exploring
the perspectives of young children suggests considerable
benefit to listening to children in order to enhance the con-
text of learning, and that children’s participation and input
are vital to the ongoing reflective practice of educators
(Harris and Mantakis 2013). Evidence indicates that young
children demonstrate wisdom and authority when present-
ing views reflecting their own experiences and are capable
of providing insight which is highly relevant to the teach-
ing and learning process (Dockett et al. 2011; Ruscoe et al.
2018).

Methodology

The teachers adopted a sociocultural theoretical framework
which suggests that “experience, knowledge, and learning
are dependent on a child’s environment, context, and interac-
tions with others...” (Bingham et al. 2017, p.36), using child
centred participatory methodology. The teachers believed
that by exploring the children’s views of writing, using the
constructs of self-efficacy and self-determination in conjunc-
tion with children’s understanding of the purpose of writ-
ing, they would begin to uncover children’s motivation for
writing. This would lead to insights about their pedagogical
practices and ultimately more effective outcomes for their
children. Thus, the teachers decided to explore the following
questions though informal, but carefully constructed conver-
sations with their children:

1. What are the children’s attitudes towards writing?

2. What sense do children have of ownership and control
of their writing?

3. What are the children’s views of the purpose of writing?
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The teachers debated creating their own conversation
questions, but after a literature search, decided to use a
survey developed by Byrnes and Brown (2007) to identify
young children’s orientation to literacy which was piloted in
a national six-year project, titled, “Young Learners’ Project”,
funded by the Australian Research Council. The survey con-
sists of four parts related to children’s knowledge of concepts
of print, perceptions of reading, and writing and literacy
activities they enjoy. Part 3 of the survey “What do children
think about writing?” aligned with the teachers’ three major
questions and would allow other teachers to use the same
schedule and enable comparison between studies. The fol-
lowing questions were taken from Part 3 of the survey, with
permission from Byrnes and Brown (2007):

1. What are the children’s attitudes towards writing?

e Do you like writing or having a go at writing things?
(Yes, no, not sure).

¢ Do you think you are good at writing? (Yes, no, not
sure).

e Do you think learning to write is easy? (Yes, no, not
sure). Why do you think that?

2. What sense do children have of ownership and control
of their writing?

e Do you like to choose the things you write? (Yes, no,
not sure).

e Do you need to do anything special to help yourself
learn to write? (Yes, no, not sure). Can you describe
the things you do?

e What do you do when writing gets hard? Can you
describe the things you do?

3. What are the children’s views of the purpose of writing?

e Do you think it’s a good idea to learn to write? (Yes,
no, not sure). Can you tell me why do you think this?

e What kinds of things can you write?

e What kinds of things do you like to write?

Out of the nine questions, three required the children to
respond with “yes”, “no” or “not sure”. The six remaining
questions were expanded to give children the opportunity to
provide further detail and three of these included an initial
response of “yes”, “no” or “not sure”. This gave the teach-
ers both quantitative and qualitative data to explore. The

analysis of this data is described in the following section.
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Classroom Context

The four pre-primary classes were located in the metro-
politan area of Perth City. Two were identified as having
high socio-economic status and two as having middle socio-
economic status (Australian Bureau of Statistics Socio-
Economic Indexes for Areas 2016). At the beginning of
the professional learning program the teachers were asked
to described the key features of their writing program. In
Western Australia, the pre-primary literacy curriculum is
informed by the Western Australian Curriculum and Assess-
ment Outline (School Curriculum and Standards Authority
2019). Writing includes creating short texts using beginning
concepts about print, sound—letter and word knowledge and
punctuation, and adopting correct posture and pencil grip, as
well as participating in shared editing of students’ own texts
for meaning, spelling, capital letters and full stops (School
Curriculum and Standards Authority 2019). The teachers
described their children as being in the emergent stage of
writing, which is defined as a period of developing under-
standing of the way in which writing is used as a means
of communication, in conjunction with the codes of writ-
ten language, including phonological awareness, alphabetic
knowledge, concepts about print, word recognition, spell-
ing patterns, and handwriting and punctuation (Hall 2010).
The teachers described their program as providing a strong
foundation in the codes of writing, involving daily writing
lessons, based on explicit teaching involving the whole class.
These were teacher directed and interactive, often with chil-
dren gathered around an interactive whiteboard on the mat or
siting at tables of five or six children. Lessons included mod-
elling, scaffolding, copying, and completing the sentence
exercises, such as “On the weekend, I ........ . Following
the lesson, children completed writing tasks independently
and were encouraged to “have-a-go at spelling” by “sound-
ing out the letters” and using the environmental print which
included word walls, alphabet posters and word and/or letter
of the week charts. The teachers acknowledged the impor-
tance of the communicative function, but felt the need to
focus on the codes of writing as a foundation for being able
to write for a communicative purpose.

Participants

Given the range of attitudes and practices identified by the
teachers in relation to writing, the teachers decided that by
eliciting perceptions from all the children they might gain
further insights into children’s motivation to write. In addi-
tion, they did not want to single-out individual children
who already appeared to be lacking in enthusiasm for writ-
ing. Thus, they decided to talk with all of their pre-primary
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children. A total of 109 pre-primary children (46 girls and 63
boys) aged between five and five years six months took part
in an informal conversation with their pre-primary teacher,
in their classroom, about their views of writing. The data
was collected over a five-week period in Term 2, when the
children had attended pre-primary for approximately one
term (10 weeks). Each teacher decided to talk with one
child at a time, in the familiar context of the classroom. The
conversations were presented to the children as a means of
jointly investigating views of writing so that writing could be
better supported. The teachers decided it would be too oner-
ous to audio record and transcribe each conversation, so they
used a hard copy of the questions for each child and wrote
the child’s responses under each question. The conversation
took between ten and twenty minutes. The teachers were
mindful of each child’s response, (particularly those chil-
dren who appeared to be reluctant writers) and used alter-
native sentences to enable each child to fully understand
the questions. If a child appeared to become uncomfortable
or disinterested, the teacher completed the interview at a
later time or abandoned it altogether. Interestingly, the teach-
ers reported that the majority of children were enthusiastic
about taking part in the conversation and all children com-
pleted the interview.

Data Analysis

As a result of the large amount of data collected from the
conversations, the learning facilitators from ECU entered
both the qualitative and quantitative data into Qualtrics,
a survey tool to help analyse data (Qualtrics 2005). The
quantitative data, (responses to the closed questions) were
disaggregated according to gender, as a means of identify-
ing differences between girls and boys, entered individually,
summarised and displayed as statistical summaries, in the
form of tables. The qualitative data, that is the children’s
comments elicited from the open-ended questions, were
again differentiated according to gender and written under
the associated question in Qualtrics. Although Qualtrics
is not used to code comments, this gave the teachers easy
access to the children’s comments and corresponding results
of the closed questions. The comments were thematically
analysed by employing the phases of analysis outlined by
Braun and Clarke (2006). The phases involved reading and
re-reading the children’s comments in relation to each ques-
tion, noting down initial categories and collating these into
themes aligned with the three research questions. The learn-
ing facilitators worked with the four pre-primary teachers
to identify and compare the themes from each classroom
data set and discuss the findings across the qualitative and
quantitative data.

The most difficult set of children’s responses to catego-
rise came from the final two questions in which children
were asked “what they could write” and “what they liked
to write”. The teachers identified a difference between
responses that related to writing individual words and
responses indicating a topic or genre. Although not always
easily differentiated, the teacher’s knowledge of the child,
the response and subsequent conversation helped to make
this distinction. The following examples help to illustrate
this distinction. Responses classified as aspects of the
codes of writing included: a sentence indicating a single
word, “I can write “mum”, single named words “my, and,
the”, sounded out words “s-u-n”, single sounds, or simply
“words”. Responses classified as a topic or genre included:
the preposition “about”, “about my new puppy”, a plural
indicator “dinosaurs, butterflies”, or a specific genre, “sto-
ries, books, birthday cards”.

Findings

The teachers explored the data to consider individual chil-
dren, trends in whole class responses and similarities and
differences across the four pre-primary classes. The findings
from each class were very similar and these are presented
under each research question, creating an overview of the
perceptions of writing from all 109 children. The number
of comments do not add up to the total number of girl and
boys, because some children made several comments in
response to a single question and these were counted sepa-
rately. Quotes from the children are included in the following
sections to illustrate children’s responses: “g” indicates a
response from a girl and “b” indicates a response from a boy.

Q1. What are the Children’s Attitudes Towards
Writing?

Most Children Liked Writing, Believe They are Good
at Writing and that Writing is an Easy Task

In contrast to the concerns identified by the teachers at the
beginning of this project, the majority of children (91%)
indicated that they liked writing. This contrast may be
somewhat explained by the finding that 100% of girls liked
writing, while only 85% of boys held this view, with 15%
giving a resounding “no” in answer to the question “Do
you like writing or having a go at writing?”. Even though
15% of boys did not like writing, 90% of boys and all
girls, believed they were good at writing, however, again
10% of boys indicated they were “not good” or “not sure”.
Almost all girls (87%) and two thirds of boys thought the
process of learning to write was an easy task. Out of 78
comments about why writing was easy (40 girls and 38
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boys) both boys and girls gave responses that suggest that
they were confident in their approach to writing tasks.
For example, over a third of girls and almost 20% of boys
explained that they “try hard”, “learn”, “remember” and
“think” and almost a third of boys stated that writing “is
easy” or that they “know how to do it” or simply that
“I just do it”. A similar number of girls (22%) and boys
(18%) mentioned that because they could write words,
write letters, and match letters to sounds, writing was easy,
“because I learn the alphabet” (g), “because I am good at
letters” (b) and “because I can spell” (g). A further 22%
of girls and 12% of boys explained that learning to write
was easy because someone helped them or provided some-
thing to copy. A group of children (14% girls and 3% boys)
explained that learning to write was easy because they
practiced and 5% of girls and boys explained that writing
was “fun”. Eight percent of boys related writing to read-
ing, “easy ‘cos helps... me to read” (b) and a few children
mentioned that writing was easy because they could cor-
rect mistakes, “because I can rub it off” (b).

A Small Group of Children did not Like Writing and Felt
Learning to Write was Hard

Out of the 22% of children who believed learning to write
was not easy, 77% were boys compared to 23% of girls,
including one boy who was “not sure”. Altogether they
made 26 comments (3 girls and 23 boys) which suggests
they were not confident in their approach to writing tasks.
Comments that included the amount of time and effort that
writing demanded came from boys (38%), “because it takes
a long time to write” (b) and the cognitive load, “because
it’s hard to spell words” (b) and “hard to think” (b). One of
the girls and 12% of boys suggested that they made, or might
make mistakes, and this inhibited them and made writing
hard, “Because you might mess up a letter” (b). Just over
ten percent of boys reported that they were still learning or
had not learned to write, and therefore, they felt they were
struggling, mentioning their lack of competence around the
codes of writing, “I haven’t learned to write words” (b) and
“because it’s hard to spell words” (b). Three boys and one
girl simply stated that they just could not write, explaining,
“I’'m just not good yet” (b) and “I can’t write by myself”. A
further two boys mentioned left-handedness as a potential
impediment to learning to write. The physical difficulty of
writing was also mentioned by one girl and two boys, “My
fingers get lost... with the pencil and it gets bendy” (g).
The remaining comments from the boys were about writing
being hard because they could not read.
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Q2. What Sense Do Children Have of Ownership
and Control of Their Writing?

Most Children Liked to Choose the Things They Write
and Had Developed Strategies to Support Their Writing

The majority of children reported that they like to choose
the things they write (95%), however, a small number of
both boys (3%) and girls (2%) indicated that they did not
like to choose or were “not sure” (boys 2%, girls 4%). Both
girls and boys identified a number of strategies to support
their writing in general and help them when writing became
hard, suggesting a developing sense of control. Perhaps it
is not surprising that the strategies the children mentioned
for both supporting their writing and helping them when
writing became hard were the same. Out of 196 comments
combining supporting and helping strategies (87 girls and
109 boys) almost a quarter of boys and 15% of girls men-
tioned some form of general cognitive strategy, “I think and
then I get it” (g), “sometimes I have to really concentrate so
I don’t end up with scribbles” (g), “listen to teachers when
they are explaining” (b), “be quiet and watch” (b) and “I
just have to try hard” (b). Over a quarter of girls and 18%
of boys talked about specific strategies related to the codes
of writing. These included reference to sound-letter rela-
tionships, “Say the sounds then put them together to say
the words” (b), “I have to learn the sounds of letters” (g),
learning sight words, “I learn from my sight words” (g),
and letters of the alphabet “learn my A B C” (b). Both girls
(15%) and boys (9%) mentioned practicing as a strategy,
often related to ongoing practice, “I practice all the days,
after school, on weekends and holidays” (g), and the place
of practice “I practice at home, in my room, by myself” (b),
and with support “I practice at home, my brother helps me
practice” (g). The nature of practicing was also mentioned
by some children in relation to the codes of writing, “prac-
tice sounding out...” (g) and “I spell the letters and practice
my sight words” (g). Comments related to strategies to sup-
port the physical aspects of writing particularly in relation
to pencil grip, were also included by 20% girls and 11%
of boys. These comments ranged from simply holding the
pencil correctly, to holding the pencil correctly in order not
to damage the paper, “perfect pencil grip and don’t tear the
paper” (b) and supporting letter formation “perfect pencil
grip, because “t” starts in the middle of the sky” (g).

In addition to the strategies identified above, four strategies
were mentioned mainly in relation to when writing became
hard. Asking for help was mentioned by a small number of
girls and 15% of boys. When children extended their com-
ments about asking for help, this was always related to the
codes of writing, “T ask the grown up the letter” (b). Eight per-
cent of girls and 6% of boys mentioned copying as a strategy in
relation to home and school, “T have to copy what my brother



Early Childhood Education Journal

writes” (b) and “I copy Mrs [teacher] words on the white-
board” (g). In addition, a small number of children indicated
that correcting their writing was an important strategy, “I can
cross it out and make it good” (b) and two boys commented
that when writing became hard someone would tell them what
to write. Interestingly the same two girls and two boys simply
indicated that they did not know what to do, and five percent of
girls and 13% of boys made general comments which did not
relate to either question about strategies for supporting their
writing and helping them when writing became hard.

Q3. What are the Children’s Views of the Purpose
of Writing?

Children Believe Learning to Write is Important

As a whole group, the children unanimously agreed that
learning to write was important and a good idea (99%). Girls
and boys identified the same reasons about the importance
of learning to write in their 132 comments (59 girls and 73
boys). However, one boy explicitly stated that he did not like
to write and two boys commented that they did not know
why learning to write might be important.

Learning to write was identified as a means of supporting
reading by over a quarter of both girls and boys, followed
by comments about the importance of writing as a means
of helping to learn to write letters, sounds and words (25%
girls and 23% boys); “because we can learn and know all
the letters” (b) and “It helps you learn sounds and other
words” (g). This was followed by general comments about
becoming more proficient and independent writers and sup-
porting learning in general (23% girls and 30% boys); “so
we can get better at writing” (b), “because I want to write by
myself” (g) and “because I like writing better, it helps me to
learn” (g). Girls (20%) and boys (14%) also mentioned the
importance of writing for a future purpose, “because you get
to go to Year 1 and you be a best reader” (b) and “because
then you will know how to write words when you grow up”
(g). In addition, six comments seemed to suggest that the
purpose of writing was to ensure the presentation of writing
was correct, so it would be “neat” (g) and “perfect” (b &
g) and not “messy” (b). Only three children (two girls and
one boy) mentioned the importance of writing for a specific
communicative purpose, which included, “because you can
write letters to people” (b), “because I want to write a story”
(g) and “because then you can write something ....like for
a birthday” (g).

Children’s Views of What they Could Write Mainly Related
to the Codes of Writing

Out of 113 comments (52 girls and 61 boys) about what they
could write, over half of both girls (57%) and boys (58%)

related to the codes of writing. Comments related to sounds
and words included general comments such as, “tricky
words”, “hard words”, “sight words”, “letters”, “alpha-
bet”, and specific words (e.g., “I know how to write words
like ‘said’, letter ‘c’, capital letters” (b). A small number
of boys (8%) and girls (8%) mentioned they could write a
“sentence”.

Topics of interest and specific genres were mentioned
by a third of girls and 19% of boys. Topics of interest did
not include a form of writing, children simply named their
topic of interest, “dinosaurs, butterflies” (g) and “I like to
write about Star Wars” (b). In relation to specific genres
of writing, a general comment about writing stories and /
or books was made by 20% of girls and 6% of boys. One
girl explained her idea for a story, “a story about the last
rainbow” (g) and two girls and two boys expanded on their
idea for a book, “a book about fairies” (g) and “a car book
with you” (b). In addition, one boy and four girls mentioned
other purposes for writing, including cards, birthday cards,
notes and letter to a friend or relative, “birthday cards and
love notes” (g), “a letter to my Aunty” (g) and “I can write
mum’s shopping list” (b). A small number of both boys (9%)
and girls (9%) mentioned writing their own name or names
of their family or pets. However, 6% of boys commented that
they did not know what they could write, and 7% of boys
made unrelated comments.

Children’s Views of What They Liked to Write Related Mainly
to Topics or Genres

When asked if there was something they liked to write, 90%
of girls and 85% of boys said “yes” and altogether 116 com-
ments were made (52 girls, 64 boys). Interestingly, com-
ments about the codes of writing dropped dramatically, only
5% of girls and 7% of boys commented on these aspects of
writing. Almost half of the girls (46%) and over half of the
boys (54%) commented on topics of interest and /or specific
genres. Topics of interest included further explanation by
some children, “the things I like... Spiderman, Lightening
McQueen” (b) and “my favourite things... butterflies, rain-
bows and flowers” (g) and more personal topics, “I like to
write about places [I’ve been] and my family” (b).

In relation to specific genres, writing stories was men-
tioned by two girls and one boy, who also gave an explana-
tion, “I like to write short stories because it’s easy to write”
(b). All other comments related to the purpose and some-
times audience, and included writing notes and cards, “I
like to write my family notes and I tell myself it’s good to
write” (g) and ‘birthday cards, going to party cards’ (g).
Interestingly, boys exclusively mentioned practical purposes
such as lists and maps, “to sign papers” (b) and “to work, to
buy things” (b), whereas girls exclusively suggested writ-
ing of a more personal nature, including cards and letters.
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In addition, 38% of girls and 23% of boys indicted that they
liked writing their name, often adding an explanation, “my
name on the birthday card because people will know who
give them the card’ (g), “I like to write my name when I’'m
drawing a picture” (g), and “My name, ‘coz I love writing
my name. Sometimes I try to teach my sister how to write
her name” (b). Writing for specific people or events was
also mentioned by a few children, “my sister’s birthday” (b),
“writing something for Ellie” (b) and “things for other peo-
ple” (g). However, 15% of boys and 10% of girls indicated
that there was nothing they particularly liked to write about.

Reflections on the Findings

The teachers felt that the time and effort involved in col-
lecting, analysing, and sharing the wealth of information
about children’s attitudes towards writing, ownership and
control, and understanding of the purpose of writing had
given them deep insights into the children’s motivation to
write. They recognised the need to interpret the children’s
comments with caution and substantiate their findings with
additional evidence, but overall, they acknowledged that the
majority of children had a positive attitude to writing. Most
children appeared to be learning to write with optimism,
suggesting a developing sense of self-efficacy which is inte-
gral to motivation (Bruning and Kauffman 2016; Marinak
etal. 2012; Mata 2011). Almost all of the children who liked
writing also thought writing was easy to learn, offering a
number of reasons which were related to ways of improv-
ing their writing as well as seeing themselves as “good”
writers. They were confident in their approach to writing,
indicating a sense of self-determination, whereby they have
some control and ownership over the writing process. This
was particularly evident in relation to their identification of
strategies to master the codes of writing and their desire
to choose their topic of writing, suggesting some level of
developing independence (Pajares and Valiante 2006). How-
ever, while recognising these positive aspects of writing,
the teachers identified four key issues, that had important
implications for their practice.

Lack of Motivation. Their concerns about children who
appeared to lack motivation identified at the beginning of
the project, were substantiated particularly in relation to
a small group of boys and to a lesser extent girls. These
children indicated that they did not like writing (15% boys)
or were not good at writing (10% boys), that writing was
not easy (33% boys, 13% girls), that they were not able to
identify strategies to support writing or for when writing
became hard (15% boys, 7% girls), did not know what they
could write (6% boys), and had nothing they particularly
liked to write about (15% boys, 10% girls). In addition, these
children often made unrelated comments or simply stated
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that they “did not know”. Although these aspects do not
necessarily reflect a negative attitude, their associated com-
ments, particularly in relation to boys, suggest a sense of
disengagement in the writing process. Although there are
a limited number of studies conducted in the early years of
schooling, evidence suggests that there are gender differ-
ences in relation to writing (Adams and Simmons 2019)
which include girls having a more positive attitude to writing
than boys (Graham et al. 2007) and evidence from the later
years suggests that boys report “poorer outcomes on several
important motivation and engagement constructs” (Collie
et al. 2015 p.774). This difference may contribute to the
lower achievements of boys evidenced in national assess-
ments (Cobb-Clark and Moschion 2015; OECD 2015; Reilly
2018). Although gender differences are complex and mul-
tifaceted, Pajares and Valiante (2006) argue that in many
schools writing is viewed as a “female-domain” (p150) and
this influences self-efficacy and self-determination particu-
larly in relation to boys. They argue that educators must
ensure that their literacy programs are “perceived as relevant
and valuable both to girls and boys” (p.151). The teach-
ers explained that they had not differentiated their writing
program in relation to gender. They had not realised the
extent of apparent confusion and disengagement of these
children and had simply considered them to be in the early
stages of writing, “finding their feet” as writers.

In addition to concern about a particular group of boys
the teachers were puzzled about the contrast between the
majority of children who reported that they liked writing
and their observations that many children appeared to lack
motivation at times during writing lessons. This may be
explained in part by the recognition of the value placed on a
task by the teacher (learning the codes of writing), and their
desire to please the teacher and complete the task to a satis-
factory level, even though they may not be very enthusiastic
or engaged (Haland et al. 2019).

Emphasis on the Codes of Writing: The majority of chil-
dren were developing a sense of control of the codes of writ-
ing, evidenced in their comments about the strategies they
used to support their writing and when writing became hard.
The strategies clustered around general cognitive strategies,
learning the codes of writing, practicing the codes of writ-
ing, copying words, and seeking adult guidance on what
to write, which often had an emphasis on sounds, letters,
and words. Although the children were developing some
control of the codes of writing, which is linked to independ-
ence and increasing competence (Putman and Walker 2010;
Rog 2011), there seemed to be little expectation of engag-
ing in the thinking needed to generate a text with a purpose
and audience. On reflection, the teachers acknowledged that
these strategies echoed their focus during writing activities
and feedback, which influence what children value and focus
on their writing (Marinak et al. 2012). In addition, although
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the majority of children indicated that they liked to choose
what to write, thereby having some sense of ownership, the
teachers reflected that they provided limited opportunities
for their children to initiate writing and develop their own
texts, potentially impacting on their sense of ownership and
ultimately motivation (Hidi and Boscolo 2008; Magnifico
2010; Nolen 2007).

Limited View of the Importance of Writing as a Means
of Communication: The majority of children had a strong
sense of why learning to write is important, suggesting some
understanding of what writing can do, potentially enhanc-
ing motivation (Magnifico 2010; Mata 2011; Putman and
Walker 2010). They believed that writing is important in
relation to other literacy components (reading), as a means
of improving their understanding of writing codes and
presentation, supporting learning in general and for a future
purpose. However, very few comments related to the com-
municative purpose of writing, a key motivational compo-
nent (Bahlmann and Myers 2019; Bruning and Kauffman
2016; Hiebert and Raphael 2013). This reflected the teach-
ers’ informal and regular comments about the importance of
writing, particularly its connection to reading, but with little
reference to the purposes of writing.

Lack of Confidence in Writing for Communitive Purposes:
The children’s perceptions of what they could write and what
they liked to write differed markedly. Over half of the chil-
dren’s responses to what they could write, related solely to
the codes of writing. Although topics and genres were men-
tioned, very few children elaborated on their response simply
giving one word answers and only five children mentioned
the communicative purpose of their writing. This was in
contrast to their view of what they liked to write in which
almost half the children mentioned specific genres or pur-
poses. This suggests that many of the children recognised the
communicative function of writing but conceptualised their
competency in terms of their coding skills. The teachers
recognised that although they introduced children to some
purposes for writing, such as a report about “What I did on
the weekend ...”, their emphasis tended to be on the codes
of writing rather than purpose and audience.

Changing Practice

Evidence suggests that the children’s motivation for writ-
ing was complex, multifaceted, and interrelated, involving
attitudes and beliefs, a sense of ownership and control,
and perceptions of the importance and value of writing.
Although all three constructs are important, children’s
perceptions of writing as means of communicating for
different purposes and audiences has been identified as
one of the most significant aspects of motivation (Mata
2011). Mata argues that participation in authentic literacy

situations that engage children’s interests, is fundamental
to their developing competence as writers and the value
they attach to literacy (Mata 2011). Thus, the teachers rec-
ognised that although the majority of children appeared
to be motivated, ultimately an emphasis on the cogni-
tive knowledge and skills of writing with little attention
to the communicative purposes risked de-motivating the
children. In addition, the emphasis on the codes of writ-
ing may have exasperated the apparent lack of motivation
some children reported (boys in particular), further under-
mining their beliefs about themselves as writers. While
acknowledging the importance of the codes of writing,
the teachers began to think about the fundamental purpose
of writing as a means of communication, embedded in
the children’s experiences and interests, mediated through
the sociocultural contexts of their everyday lives. These
reflections helped the teachers to re-think the following
fundamental aspects of their writing program.

Providing a Variety of Writing Experiences That Have
an Authentic Purpose and Audience: Placing the commu-
nicative function of writing at the centre of their writing
program, created opportunities for the children to reframe
their perceptions of writing from a series of codes to be
“cracked”, to a meaningful and powerful activity, enhanc-
ing both self-efficacy and self-determination (Bruning and
Kauffman 2016; Magnifico 2010; Putman and Walker 2010).
This included integrating writing into curriculum areas,
incorporating writing into structured play, publishing books,
and encouraging children to initiate their own ideas based
on their interests, while simultaneously supporting the codes
of writing both implicitly and explicitly through intentional
teaching (Bahlmann and Myers 2019). Although still in the
early stages of development, the teachers described some of
the changes they made and the associated outcomes:

That was very motivating for them. Making an actual
book, they’re... “This is my first book! I'm an author!
I've published my first book!” When the ... more
reluctant ones saw the other children ... how special
the book was when it was put there [on display]... it
was a chain reaction!

When we did the space centre, when we do the super-
market, or when we did a hairdresser... they have to
write that it’s a space centre and what they’ll see in
the space centre. They need to create the computer...
In the supermarket they need to write where the dairy
is going to stay, where the vegies are staying. They
need to label everything.

I have consciously thought about why they’re writing
it and who’s going to be reading it. So, a lot of the
things that they have been doing, I've consciously
thought of the audience more than I used to. So, writ-
ing has become a lot more purposeful.
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Providing Feedback on Content, Purpose and Audience:
Providing feedback that indicated how much the teachers
valued children’s ideas was aimed at giving children a sense
of ownership (Marinak et al. 2012). By talking with their
children about the content, purpose, and audience they
indicated what was important and how they could make
their message more effective (Gerde et al. 2012). They
used feedback that highlighted the concepts of purpose and
audience through modelled writing, as well as scaffolded
children’s work and provided strategies for thinking about
ways of addressing an audience and providing appropriate
content. They encouraged children to share their writing, to
gain feedback and write to authors about their processes of
writing (Jalongo 2014). All four teachers made a deliberate
decision to focus on meaning when providing feedback, with
positive results:

I've stopped correcting their work. I have started hav-
ing conversations with them....and what actually hap-
pened was the children realised I respected their work
.... They started writing more, they started writing all
over the classroom.

1 started off by focusing on capital letters, full stops,
sounding out words and looking at the techniques of
writing and in no time at all the children were feel-
ing bad about themselves. “I can’t do it.” And they’d
come to me straight away for, “How do I spell this?”
because they knew that there was one way to spell it
and so actually my scaffolding was hindering them...
So I thought, right. I'm going to focus on their ideas,
praise and encourage... and I went on from that and
they have just blossomed.

Rather than worrying so much about whether they’re
forming the letters just so, and the technique aspect
of it, and become much more focused on looking for
meaning and looking for that, that pure motivation
which is where the writing is really coming from...
something that they want to tell me or tell each other...
genuine communication.

Being Aware of Children Who Appeared to be Struggling:
The teachers were concerned about the relatively high num-
ber of boys that appeared to be struggling with writing. This
prompted the teachers to think about where writing takes
place, the writing topics, and the connection between home
and school, as a means of creating writing opportunities that
are relevant to girls and boys (Pajares and Valiante 2006).
The teachers also agreed that it was important to engage in
intentional teaching and talk to the children about the pro-
cess of writing, by being explicit about what they were learn-
ing about becoming independent authors, and how to access
and use strategies to develop their authorship (Bahlmann
and Myers 2019). Rather than differentiate the curriculum
on the basis of gender, the teachers increased writing spaces
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and included well equipped outdoor writing areas, writing
implements for the sand and water area, observed and talked
with children about their interests and explained the purpose
of specific writing input. They encouraged children to work
together and articulate and plan for the purpose and audi-
ence of their writing. Interestingly, a much broader range
of writing topics began to emerge. These included label-
ling, instructions, letters, non-fiction books, maps, creating
a sports team, and explaining rules of a game. One teacher
described what happened when she changed the context of
writing:

This week I've put stuff outside ... I made a new area
where we could have some writing tables and put some
umbrellas up and things, and ... even the boys who
play footy were over there all morning writing... it was
owned by the boys, they sat there all day. When they
weren’t doing something else they went straight back
to it ... there was about five boys and they were writing
all sorts of things... the boys did this whole planning
thing together.

Conclusion

In summary, the child centred participatory nature of the
research informed by a sociocultural theoretical framework
enabled the teachers to consider their pedagogy in relation to
children’s perceptions of writing. The collaborative nature of
the project helped the teachers act as critical friends as they
re-conceptualized their understanding of emergent writing
and the relationship between motivation and writing. This
led to significant changes in their writing programs, centered
around meaningful writing opportunities while continuing
to support children’s understanding of the codes of writing.
Early reflections on these innovations provided some evi-
dence of increased motivation. This project has the potential
to be duplicated across early childhood classrooms, enabling
teachers to gain insights into the impact of their pedagogical
practices on children’s motivation, informed by children’s
perceptions. Finally, developing ways of listening to chil-
dren and working in collaboration with other teachers has
implications for improving outcomes for children not only
in writing but as a means of learning and teaching in other
curriculum areas.
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