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Real writing the lower 
primary classroom 

CHRISTINA HVITFELDT 

The recently revised English language syllabus for Singapore's 
primary schools emphasizes the need for communicative language 
activities in the classroom. Among the objectives for writing 
development, we find that "pupils should be given opportunities to 
write a wide variety of texts on different topics and for different 
purposes, audiences and situations" and that pupils should "write 
effectively in a variety of forms" and "for a variety of purposes." 
(1991 :7-8). 

I recently made over thirty visits to local primary schools and 
found that, despite the objectives of the new communicative syllabus, 
most classroom writing at the lower primary level is done on 
worksheets or in the pupils' workbooks, usually as handwriting and 
spelling practice or reading reinforcement. When writing is the actual 
focus of a lesson, topics are generally chosen by the teacher and 
aimed at an imaginary audience or no audience at all. When teachers 
read pupil writing, many tend to respond as evaluators rather than 
respondents, correcting spelling, grammar and mechanics rather 
than responding to the communicative content of pupils' writiqg. 
Writing, then, is often perceived by both teachers and pupils as just 
another classroom task, unrelated to what children might want to 
express or communicate. 

Yet if pupils are to develop an understanding of what writing is 
and the many purposes for which it can be used, we need to provide 
them with opportunities to do 'real' writing: writing which serves real 
expressive and communicative functions. They need to engage in 
.writing activities which are meaningful, functional, and directed at 
real audiences. 

One good way to begin is to have children make lists. Goodman 
and Goodman (1984:160) suggest that having children make 
shopping lists, things to do lists, invitation lists and telephone lists 
can help them to develop an awareness of one important purpose of 
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writing: to extend memory. They recommend classroom list-making 
such as attendance taking, keeping track of pupils' birthdays, and 
cataloging the class library to "lead to a need for organizing, 
categorizing, and alphabetizing in order to involve children with a 
functional and personal use of written language." 

To introduce more interactive writing, Milz (1985:179) 
recommends that each child and the teacher have his or her own 
classroom mailbox. Note writing between the teacher and individual 
children and among the children themselves should then be 
encouraged. She reports that "when newcomers enter our classroom 
after the school year has started, they are greeted with verbal "hellos" 
as well as with notes which help them to learn about their new 
classmates. When Marybeth arrived from China, she found notes in 
her mailbox . . . Although she spoke only a few words of English, she 
was shown her mailbox and given the notes. Two months later she 
has learned to write a note as well as how to use writing to interact 
with her classmates." 

Children might also carry on "written conversations" in which 
two children pass a note back and forth, each responding to the 
other's entry until the 'conversation' is finished. This kind of writing 
activity emphasizes the communicative nature of writing and allows 
children to express their ideas and feelings freely. 

A class journal, in which classroom events and experiences are 
recorded, might be started and then added to at regular intervals. 
When classmates are ill, children might write get-well notes or send 
reports of what is happening at school. If the class or the school is 
planning a performance, children might become involved in the 
making of advertising posters and the writing of invitations. They 
might also be encouraged to produce a class newsletter, which 
could be distributed to family and friends. 

Children can also be encouraged to write letters to people they 
do not know, such as government officials or authors of books they 
have enjoyed. They can also write to tourism offices requesting 
information on places of interest. This is a particularly good activity 
because the writers are likely to get replies, demonstrating the 
importance of writing as a way of getting information. 
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Children at the lower primary level need to develop the 
understanding that writing is a communicative process that is both 
meaningful and purposeful. To encourage this development, we 
need to provide classroom opportunities for them to use writing in 
different forms, for different audiences, and to accomplish a variety 
of goals. Through 'real' writing, children can discover for themselves 
how useful literacy can be. 
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