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Creative writing on computers




Playful Learning in Grade 3. End results

www.hsh.no/home/atr/tekstskaping
The project is a 3-year innovation and action research project in 14 classes in Norway, Denmark, Finland and Estonia. I have followed the children from grade 1 to grade 3.  A presentation at TASP in Santa Fe, New Mexico last year (Trageton 2002) gave the theoretical background, earlier research in the area, the relation between play – writing – computers, and the qualitative results from grade 1 & 2.  This paper concentrate about the playful, informal learning the third year in the project, and the end evaluation. The total project was finished in the fall 2002. For people unknown with the project I repeat the main research problems:

1 How to use word processors in creative writing for grade 1-3?

2 How to build a digital database of the children´ text production over 3 years?

3 How to build networks between schools and communities for spread of the innovations?

     4    Will concentration around computer writing in grade 1 and 2, and delaying the formal   
     teaching in handwriting to grade 3 give better results in Norwegian language?

All schools had 2-10 recycled, cheap computers placed in corners in the classroom, only equipped with a simple word processing program. The children are standing while writing, because this gives more flexible body positions, and the children are sitting passive too much at school and at home.

The Norwegian National Curriculum. (L97) Writing and ICT 

…New technology gives new forms for communication… learning in mother tongue must qualify the students in meeting the information technology as creative and critical users…

To discuss texts of their own and others will help developing meta-language…(L97: 113-114)

Grade 1

-learn the letters individually

-get help to write down something they says or tell

Grade 2

-play on computers, writing and drawing

Grade 3

-working to develop a cursive handwriting

-get more experience in reading and writing, for instance on computers

Grade 4

-write factual texts about what they are interested in

-write some texts on computers and be skilled keyboard users    (L97: 117-120)

The new National Curriculum (L97) regard the computer as an important tool in learning, but up to know the computers have mostly been misused in an old-fashioned consumer ideology based on the behaviourism from the 1960`s. But the newer constructivist and social- interactionist view on learning (Piaget/Vygotsky) brings the student as producer of knowledge and meaning in focus. Norway have got the most playful national curriculum in Europe, and the child in the role as producer fits very well in using play-literacy-computer technology together (Christie/Roskos 2001, Johnson 1999). But such a theoretical view has few practical examples about the computer simply as a tool, from grade 1-4 in school. My project is the first systematic presentation of use of computers in creative writing grade 1-4.

Background

Here follow a short summery of the development in grade 1. (Trageton 2002)

Through 1500 texts from grade 1 we mapped the development of spontaneous computer writing for the first time in the Nordic countries. The development is rather similar to the better-established research in spontaneous handwriting development (Sulzby 1986)

The development goes faster, however, because some of the steps in handwriting do not exist, and the computer writing is technically easier for young children. My results are very similar to Schrader´s (1990) in USA. Through playful writing had the children learned 24 capital letters and 20 minor letters as a mean. Karlsdottir(1998) concludes that letter knowledge by 7 year olds was the most important factor to predict reading ability in grade 4. Before summer in grade 1, most of the children also had written small texts, stories and exchanged letters.

A short summary of the development in grade 2 (Trageton 2002b)

The children knew most of the letters and had written themselves to reading before the formal teaching of reading usually starting in grade 2 in Norway. This became more or less superfluous. The children only continued to write and read. The joy of writing/reading exploded in the beginning of the school year. The children were always working in pair, helped each other with technical problems, and discussed the language content in the writings. They became assistant “teachers” for each other. Capital letters were now regarded as childish. They wanted minor letters as in “real books”. 2700 texts from grade 2 was the base for mapping and analysing the development for grade 2. Newspaper production, reading books and letters were the most important genres in grade 2. 

Playing  “newspaper office” with editor, journalists, lay out people and so on became an inspiring challenge. Because of the printed letters, the newspaper looked more like professional newspapers. Layout gave many choices to reflect over. One newspaper in grade 2 had 12 pages, with national and local disasters, sports, jokes, school activities, working for a child centre for homeless children in Brazil, and comic stripes. 

Production of easy readers (ABC-books) in playing their own “publishing house” became very popular. They made easy readers of different levels, precisely suitable for the different reading levels in the same classroom. The teacher’s role was  “the publisher”. The “authors” wrote books about very different themes, from classical fairy tales to modern science fiction. Grade 2 students needed very rich libraries. Commercial ABC-books became unnecessary.

Development in grade 3

This paper tells most about the development in grade 3 and the end evaluation. The Norwegian classes dominate the presentation. Grade 3 continued the most important genres from grade 2, but now at a more advanced level, and more sub-genres. The children write longer texts and need therefore several hours continuous writing time. One book production can last for 1-2 months. In addition poem writing have got a certain position.

Newspaper production

The children have experiences from newspaper production in grade 2. Now the standards are raised. The classes have studied different professional newspapers thoroughly. More serious discussions about the choice of content, format and layout are done. Some examples:

[image: image1.jpg]Manedens Skraneavis
laget av 3A

November 2001

Bombing i afganistan

Vi synes at det er domt at U.S.A. bomber
afganistan, far di treffer sevile. Osama bin
laden jor det darlig for folket sitt. Han tror
at gud vil tilji han og han tror at han kan
jore va han vil. Mer pa side 3.

En bil kjgerte utfor
AEy L hVorfor I hest har klassen hatt
eien. Les hvorfor! besgk av Avery fra Canada.

Hun skriver her om forskjellene
pa Norge og Canada,




   [image: image2.jpg]Bombing i afganistan
av Helge og Joakim

Visynes at det er domt at U.S.A. bomber
afganistan, for de treffer sevile og traff et rade kars
lager. Osama bin laden far vilien sin for folk er eni
med han. Og folk i afganistan gar det utover. Jeg
skjener ikke at de ikke utlevrer han for er det noe
gey og tenke pa at en dag far nor aliansen
makten? | Norge er det 50% som sier mot bombing
09 39% for bombing. Det er 11% som ikke vet hva
de skal sta for, men Stortinge star for bombing. Og
vi her i norge har tilbud med 5 spesial soldater.





 Example 1. This class made two newspapers last year. They were critically reviewed. This year the newspaper ought to be much better! They studied the dominating newspaper for the region “Bergens Tidende” very thoroughly, to learn more about picture placement and size, the head line titles, the under titles, the ingresses and plain texts. The front page must be an appetizer for the inside of the newspaper. The main news was chosen to be “Bombing of Afganistan”. The two collaborating journalists discussed lively what content should be placed on the front page, and what parts of the story should be spared to the longer article on page 3. The picture of Osama bin Laden was originally a tiny little part of the bombing picture. Therefore the second version was drawn in whole figure. In the further discussion they found that the head was the most important and cruel, and this portrait was placed on the front page, and the whole figure suited better on page 3. The journalistic objective level and factual information of the article was amazingly high, for instance the percentages for and against bombing. At the same time the journalists did not hide their own personal meanings. The Newspaper totally consisted of 8 full packed pages, richly illustrated. “In my opinion our newspaper is better than “Bergens Tidende”, said the 8 year olds “journalists” and “editors”. I think they were right. The rich variation of content, the objective handling of complicated and controversial international political matters without hiding their own standpoints is really more seldom in our professional newspapers, special the tabloids.

Example 2. This class had also made a newspaper last year. They study and discuss the differences between national newspapers, region newspapers, local newspapers, and differences between tabloids and abonnement newspapers. After a long running discussion follow what sorts of articles should be in the newspaper. 
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BASAR

basar p4 Komunehuset,
Barneforeninga Forst sang me 1litt.S4
avsluttar aret med 3 fortalte Johannes
ha basar. om Kafnerun.Og sa viste
Kvar gong det er han flagget. Det var
barneforening lagar gront,, raudt og gult
vi ting som skal med ei gul stjerna mit

loddast ut pa basaren ;

~det raude. I Kamerun

kostar det 15 kr for 6 B@ a @ B
vaksine _ D
Det kostar 40 kroner i e e e
manaden & gi pa skule Sy @ E [£]
Kamerun.

Sa var det é&resalg.
Kjellaug vant 2 posar
med hérstrikk og hér-
boyle og si &t me.S3
var

det aresalg igjen. Sa
fekk me goteri.

Sa gjekk me heim.
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VIL IKKJE

av Helen
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Vil ikkje”.

Forst hadde me det pa
morgonsamling for alle
elvane og foreldre. S&
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Prinsen kom og fridde til
Blaklokke Men prinsessa

svara "vil ikkje”. D4 vart -

prinsen sur. Kongen
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for at ho svara “vil ikkje”.

Kongen kalla til seg dei

tre vise mennene sine.
Dei bestemte at dei skulle
henta prinsen tilbake.
Prinsen fridde pa nytt. D&
svara prinsessa “ja”,

Elin,Elise og Kjersti var
prinsessa. Eg var ein

- vismapn i lag med Merete

og Andreas. Prinsen var
Emil og med i folgjet
hans var Synneve, Maria

0g Susanne. Vebjorn var
kongen og tenarane var
Eirik og Sindre.

Alle hadde kostymer pa
seg. Dei hadde me laga
pé skulen saman med
foreldra pa ein
foreldrefest. Me gvde
masse for det var mange
replikkar me métte lera
utanat. Det var goy 4 laga
skuespel.








 

The left part above shows ¼ of page 2. The local tradition of a huge “BAZAAR” is very important local news, where the journalist have made a very good composition balancing the total article, ingress, headline and detailed illustration to a harmonic whole. But the right side of the above illustration “Prinsesse vil ikkje” (The princess always saying no) is still more important. The reportage from the theatrical event where their own class presented for a huge public filled 4 columns and the first illustration tells us when the princess said “no” and the second when she at the end of the performance said “yes” to the prince. 

An article about chess revealed professional knowledge of high standard. The school is famous for the level in this area and have won a lot of competitions. Other headers were:

Morning assembly, Soccer match, Sport school, Brass band aspirants, The bus queue, Stop violence, Shoot the wolves, and begging for sending an adult TV soap later in the evening, not competing with a child program. This newspaper from a rural school had more local events than the urban school in example 1. 

Book production

In grade 3 the book production expanded strongly in titles, genre variation and length of the texts. The students have now become great consumers of professional books from the library within the themes the classes had, and for free readings. The children become also more aware of the correct spelling of their words. They ask in greater extent how the words should be written. This is a natural development, but it is important that the child himself should be inspired to find solutions of the problems, assisted of the teacher if necessary. Some schools used the spell check programme. This was unhappy, because the focus became too much on the spelling, not the content. Also the many wrongly red lines underlining words the computer did not know, was very confusing for the children. Computer spell check in grade 3 cannot compensate for the flexible discussion between student and   teacher, who is continuously evaluating what spelling problem the child is ready to understand at the moment. But in grade 4 or 5, I think a systematic computer spell check may be a useful tool for the last corrections.

In process orientated creative writing the development goes from total text in context, choice of genre, composition, sentences, down to word level and at last spell checking and corrections. In many reading programmes, especially the phonic type, are the children led in the opposite direction, with main focus on correct letter and word reading before reading comprehension of total text. That may be the reason that many children are too focused on details in their stories also while writing. The teachers must hold the focus on the main parts of the story by asking: To whom do you write? In what genre are you writing? What is the story about? How is the composition? Who is the main character? What are the beginning, middle and end of the story? Still the continuous response during the writing from teacher and the comrade student on each computer is the most important. But in grade 3 some schools made this process more systematic by copying the 1. sketch, take a thorough evaluation and constructive response before revising the composition to the 2. version, print it out, new thorough constructive response, new revising the text. At last the end proof reading, just like in the professional book production. It is easy to do this continuous rewriting for 2. version -> response -> 3. version up to 10. version by computers, but very boring, quit impossible by handwriting.

Book reports

An example. These grade 3 students had read one book each of Torbjørn Egner, a famous Norwegian author of children´s books and textbooks. After that they should make a concentrate of the content of the book, illustrated by pictures after studying his painting style.

Here comes the shortest reference of one of the books, half a page. 

[image: image15.jpg]OLE JAKOP PA BYTUR

Boka eg har lese er " Ole Jakop pé bytur. Ho er skriven
av Torbjern Egner. Ole Jakop er ei and og ho bur pé ein
bonde gird. Men s& har ho hert at i byen er det sé fint
s& no bestemmer han seg for a reise til byen. Der moter
han masse farer. Ein gong blei han nesten over kjort. Ein
anna gong datt han ut vinduget. Og sa vart han sulten og
so sd han til ein ande dam.Men der var det sa mange
ander som sloss for maten. Ole Jakop var ikke vant til og
sloss og s& gjekk han heim og der var alle dyra.Dei var
glade for og sja Ole Jakop igjen .




[image: image5.jpg]The book I have read is “Ole Jakops trip to
town”. The book is written of Torbjgrn
Egner. Ole Jakop is a duck and is living at a
farm. But then he have heard that it is so fine
in town, so he decide to travel to town. There
he meet many dangerous events. Once he
nearly was knocked down of a car. Another
time he fell out of a window. And so he was
hungry and so he found a duck pond. But
there was so many ducks fighting for food.
Ole Jakop had not learnt to fight and so he
went home and there all the animals where.
They were happy to see Ole Jakop again.




 For persons knowing the book it is easy to see that the reference is a quite precise reference. The spell check in the last version has brought a text with very few incorrect words. But the main evaluation should be: Is this a good description of the content of the book?

Factual prose

Grade 3 has been great producers of factual prose. Therefore they also become eager readers of professional factual prose. This inspires in turn the children to make better factual prose in their next book. Unfortunately most of the factual prose books in the school libraries are suited for higher-grade level. But within their interest, the children are fighting through very complex factual prose. Richly illustrated books make it easier. One of the classes had “Animals” as a theme for two months. Each student chose what animal to write about, it might be factual prose or fiction. Here follow an example about “HAMSTER”. This boy had a hamster himself. He is reading a lot of books about hamsters, are choosing what is useful facts for his own book, and end up to write a very instructive and appealing textbook to his comrades who might have interest of having a hamster. His textbook consists of 6 pages with instructive text illustrated by elaborated drawings: A little glimpse from page 5 (translated):

If the hamster get babies 

Then you must sell them

Either sell to animal shop

Or sell to your friends

You do as you like

He might get 4-6 babies

The horse

Two girls are very fond of riding horses. They have made a factual prose book with content list and description of the characteristics of 10 different horse races on background of eager readings in different books on the library. But the description of one Norwegian horse race is clearly also coloured of their own experiences with this horse type.
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fjorhest.
shire.
falabella.
islandshest.

Kaspisk ponni.

Mustang.

Engelsk fullblodshest.

Shetlandsponni.
Shagya araber.
Exmoorponni.
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Shirehesten er like engelsk

som bulldoggen.
Mange suns at den er

den flotteste

avdeitunge g grevane i
trekkhestene. Lincolnshire.
Den ble kalt Shirehesten har
shire fordi den masse hovsjegg.

hlei onndretta



     [image: image8.jpg]S& kom tom te presedenten.
S4 blei tom jakt him far han drepte

presidenten si mus.
For han trude de var Jeni.




The horse. Contents page
Page 4 of 11 pages
        Tom and Jerry. Page 8 of 11 pages

Tom and Jerry. Fiction story

These boys are studying comic stripes and films, and give a description inspired of their consumption, but also free fabulations around these figures. The 11 pages have a strong composition with a well-defined beginning, middle and end leading through many dramatic conflicts, with and end reminding of a fairy tale. The drawings give good descriptions enriching the texts on every page. In the beginning the reader are told about the persons and what the plot is about. The cat Tom is all the time chasing the mouse Jerry, but is always missing. At page 8 above Tom came to USA, but he killed the mouse of the president instead of Jerry and was chased himself of the guard of the president.

The fabulous literature often inspires a very creative and extensive writing because the amount of freedom is greater than in factual prose. All is possible, and the pages in the book become many. The boys are most inspired of action, films, comics, horror books, while the girls more often find inspiration from fairy tale books and romantic literature. The quality of the books is heightened by a systematic role playing, dramatizing of the actions and scripts and drawing of the story before or during the writing. 

Writing within other subjects: Physics - To fly

Physics have been a very neglected subject in Norwegian schools. This is very dangerous in a modern technological society. Long cross subject themes are always stimulating joyful writing, but the themes chosen for lower primary school give seldom physics a major role. Therefore I want to illustrate a 2-month theme where science, social science and mathematics where the main subjects, assisted by art and craft and language. The teacher was reading aloud from scientific books, and the pupils were studying books and lexicons at school and home about Ikaros flying to the sun, the Wright brothers` constructing the first aeroplane flying 36 meters, Amy Johnson, Star fighters, Concorde, astronauts an so on. This school is lying nearby Bergen Airport, and most of the pupils had taken flights to Oslo Greece, USA or Canary Islands on holidays. They built an airport in the block corner, and discussed all the functions of an airport. The aeroplanes were made in rigid materials like hollow cardboard cylinders from scrap materials. The passengers were made of clay (Workshop pedagogic Trageton 1994). In this period they also constructed drakes, paper aeroplanes, parachutes. They were tested out in windy days outside in the schoolyard. “I flew 5 meters longer than Wright” said a satisfied 8 year olds boy, measuring the flight of his brilliant plane. “My pig landed very well,” said another, following his parachute with his play pig hanging in the ropes. All direct experiences and reading experiences gave the children rich background for their own production about flying. Interesting direct experiences in Science and Social science inspired the students to write long stories in the language lessons. Here follow the beginning of the story about Ikaros:

	Jeg laget malerier som faren til Ikaros laget. Faren til Ikaros var en klok mann, han begynte

Og kjede seg og så begynte og oppfine to par

vingar og de to skulle han bruke til å fly vekk

fra byen på. Og da han endelig ble ferdig med

de to vinene så sa han til Ikaros at han mote

fly mitt i mellom havet og himmelen for vist

han føy for nemt havet så ble vingane tunge og

hvis han fløy for nemt himmelen smelter…
	Translation: I made the paintings the father of Ikaros had made. The father of Ikaros was a clever man, he began to be bored, and then he began to invent two wings and they he should use to fly away from the town. And when he at last was ready with the two wings then he said to Ikaros that he must fly in the middle between the sea and the heaven because if he was to near the sea the wings would heavy and if he flew to near the heaven the wings would melt… 


Formal handwriting was delayed to grade 3 in the project. The students in grade 3 showed great interest of different styles in printing on computer also. The child above chooses Monotype Corsiva because this type was almost as nice as handwriting! This text is strongly influenced of her reading of factual prose about Ikaros. Another student makes a factual description of his experiences from Bergen airport and the construction of the model in the block corner. In a rough translation the first sketch is about such:

At the airport they have a tower where they can see the whole airport. It is a long runway before the aeroplanes can come up in the air. I made the tower. Hege made the runway. Øystein made a plane. Marius made also a plane. 

The teacher ought to raise the quality of this story through questions: How did you build the tower? Who is working in the tower? What are they doing? What type of plane? And so on with all the elements and functions on the airport. (Bruner/Vygotsky scaffolding)

Logs

are a very used form in process-orientated writing. Some classes got homework to write logs. Two years ago, homework on computer writing was controversial, but now most of the parents in Norway have computers at home, and the parents are very grateful that the computers are used for productive work instead of consuming endless computer plays and surfing on Internet. The pupils not having computer at home can go to a comrade with access to a computer. The advantage with homework on computer writing is that the chills can sit for a very long time without disturbances, so he can fulfil the fairy tale, the story about horses, the log or what so ever. 

Genre variation

The genre variations became better developed in grade 3. The newspaper production gave further development of headers, ingresses, the main contents in the articles, national and international news, sports, jokes, comics, readers corner, debates, chronicles. The “Publishing house” and book productions became more varied and serious within factual prose and phantasm, many subgroups and brilliant creative blending of genres. The quality of the writings depends very hard of a process orientated method, where the first draft get a systematically response and constructive criticism from the fellow on the computer and the teacher.  Here the computer writing has their greatest advantages. The 8 year olds might produce 1. version, 2. version, up to the 10. revision of the same 20-60 pages books without problems. In handwriting I expect it would be impossible to force the student to do more than the 2. version of short texts, because of the elaborate work to write the text once more. 

The responses in grade 3 have still been mostly oral. Some training of the students to give written responses have given good results for both parts, stimulating critical writing and reading, and developing new genres. The 8 year olds read now longer and more complicated books than before, often several hundred pages. They make a short report description of the book, but also make book review for their newspapers, and evaluate both professional books and the books of their comrades.

Handwriting

Handwriting has been a central core of the school beginner’s curriculum for 150 years in the Norwegian school. But in the world outside school the computers have taken over as the dominating writing tool. You will hardly find a handwritten document in everyday professional life. One of the most controversial aspects of the project was starting with the computer writing in grade 1 and delay the more complicated formal teaching in handwriting to grade 3. The sceptics to this point were so strong that in the classes in Denmark, Finland and Estonia this delaying was not followed. For the Norwegian classes following this idea in the project, it was important to inform sceptical parents that this delay was not neglecting the handwriting. The hypothesis was that starting with the easier computer writing would get the content in their writings in the centre. Delaying the handwriting might give fewer fine motor problems in grade 3 instead of the traditional beginning in grade 2. Another sceptical argument: Would the children be interested in learning handwriting at all, after using the computer as a natural writing tool for two years?

Our observations in grade 3 document that most of the students thought it was very interesting to learn a new handmade way to write letters. Some children liked handwriting better than computer writing! The explanation might be that handwriting has high prestige among the parents and this attitude strongly influences the attitudes of the students. The teaching of the handwriting gave now fewer fine motor problems than traditionally in grade 2, especially among boys. The training was much less time consuming. For one class the teacher reported that 10-15 hour training + homework was sufficient. Traditionally teachers report often 50-60 hours training as necessary both in grade 2 and 3. That means that many hours spared in the language lessons can be used to get the content of the writings better. Most of the students preferred writing on data when they should write long stories. Is the quality in the handwriting suffering of the delaying? Here follow two medium examples from students starting handwriting in grade 3
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The teachers evaluate the quality as normal for grade 3 in spite of much shorter time for training. They believe that many boys would have had great fine motor problems if they had started the teaching in formal handwriting in grade 2. In the end of the study a formal evaluation and comparison between project classes and traditional classes are done to compare the quality of the handwriting between “PC classes” and “Handwriting classes”

Denmark, Finland, Estonia

While the Norwegian 6 year olds have continuity in the same institution in grade 1-3, the 6 year olds in the other countries were in preschool/kindergarten the first year, an than changed institution to school grade 1 at 7 and grade 2 at 8 year olds. They were shifting both institutions and teachers.

Denmark 

The Danish grade 1 (7 year olds) started first in the middle of the year because of the late installations of computers in the classroom and new teachers. The writing level was lower than the Norwegian classes last year. But now in grade 2 (similar to grade 3 in Norway) the children’s` writings are expanding at a similar level as the Norwegian classes. These classes are multicultural, having 6-7 different national backgrounds. It is interesting to note that the teachers feel that the computer writings make it easier for the children to learn Danish as a foreign language. Here follow two examples from the beginning of grade 2: 
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Danish student




      Turkish  student

The Danish pupil (left example) has few problems with sentence constructions, and he also master full stop and capital letters. He makes an interesting story about an excursion. He found interesting small animals to study. The Turkish student, learning Danish as a foreign language have reached a high level in making a story about his summer vacation, but it is easy to see his problems with sentence construction, the Danish semantic, and different verb forms.

After critical response from teacher and comrade about the content of the story, the students have revised the text to the 2. version, shown here. Later on, correcting the details in spelling gives the 3. version of the text. 

Finland

lies on the top of the international reading tests, but why do we not use international writing tests also? The Finnish class is from the minority having Swedish as their mother tongue. Their writing level is rather high, and their reading skills seem very imposing. The children have changed physical environment from “preschool/kindergarten” for the 6 year olds to primary school, grade 1 when they became 7 year olds, like in Denmark. But the preschool teacher has got exemption to follow up the children in grade 1 and 2. I give small glimpses from a visit 12. Sept. 2001 in grade 2 (similar to grade 3 in Norway). The class should work with quite another stuff, but this was the day after the terror attack in New York, and the children had of course looked at TV for hours the day before. The teacher therefore started the day in the assembly corner (samlingskroken) talking together with the children about the dreadful event:

…my dad was there only 4 minutes before it happened…110 storeys I think they said…no, it was 150…I saw the plane exploded when it came into the skyscraper …why want anybody do people so cruel things…think of the innocent people…so many children have lost their mum and dad…yes, the children are surely very sad…

The teacher light a candle marking the tragedy, and the children are singing a prayer for the victims. The teacher says that their ordinary work has to wait; today we will draw and write about this dreadful tragedy. The children start quickly. 6 children in pairs on the 3 computers in the classroom, 6 are drawing, 6 are handwriting, and the rest find their interesting books each pupil have chosen from the library, sit down in the corridor outside the classroom and start reading for themselves. In the classroom the discussion is lively about what to write. One of the pairs behind the computer starts as such (in a rough translation):

Hustadsbladet (the name of the central Swedish speaking newspaper in the capital city)

Accidents

In newyork so

Collided two aeroplane

In a skyscraper it

was act of will…

The real “Hufvudstadsbladet” front page:  USA in chaos - promise revenge + 

a huge detailed picture of the explosions in the skyscrapers. The drawings of the children were very detailed and horror like…here the people are jumping out of the skyscraper…this plane goes straight through the skyscraper and explodes…The pair on another computer begins their story such (in translation)

Terrorist attack in New York

An aeroplane flew into a 

Skyscraper it started burning

and many man were dying…

The students in the handwriting group use more time to form their stories because of the concentration about the forms of the letters, and the problems if they write a wrong word or at a wrong place. In the corridor 6 children are reading further on in the books they have chosen, from picture books with simple texts, to heavy 50 pages books with few pictures at all. The teacher goes to and fro, ask the reading child to read aloud some sentences, goes back in the classroom asking questions for developing the stories further on, or give some advice about correcting the spelling. New York is hard to write correctly, so the teacher put it down on the black board. The children groups rotate, so all of them have used the computers during the day. After two hours the traditional assembly for the whole school is arranged in the gymnasium. The prayer this day is devoted to the tragedy in USA and other information and programme is delayed to later occasions. After lunch the children should have physical education, but some of the children are allowed to continue their texts in the classroom. The start of the texts was concentrating on the dramatic physical sensations. But later on in the reflections about the victims of the terror attack and identifications with the relatives become more important. Such is the ending of one story at page three:

…it should not be fun if such things should happen by us think if a bomb should came right trough our classroom and after two seconds so BOOM and thereafter we see nothing it should not be fun after that when mum should hear about the poor child having lost her mum in new york we do not know who have done it… many lying on    












hospital…
Estonia











Here the project has mainly been a kindergarten project for the oldest children in the 3-7 year olds group. We have not opportunity to follow the same children for 3 years, like the other countries. The 5-7 year olds have also this year worked with the project. The computers are this year placed on the loft room to get a more peaceful corner divided from the more lively play corners on the ground floor. One 6 year old had started making a book about a bull and a cow out in the field eating grass:

[image: image13.jpg]LEHM JA PULL PULL LAHEP
POLULE SUMA LEHM UTLEP
MISATET PULL UTLEP ET
MAA SUN A UTLES LEHM
KULE PULL MATULENKA POLULE
NOTULESIS JA SIS TULIKI LEHM POLUE





The preschool teacher thought the book could become 10 pages before ready! An imposing high level, but in Estonia they suppose the children have learnt to read and write before starting school at 7 from their parents or in preschool. While visiting them in September 2001 I also could get a video observation in grade 1. But this class was not acquainted to continue their use of computers for creative writing. Therefore their writings were not on a marked higher level than in the kindergarten. The class was divided in 6 groups working in the classroom with handwriting, drawing, reading, science, mathematics while the 6th group went to the library writing on the four computers standing there. A special computer teacher assisted them there. They had been in the swimming pool and were writing stories about that experience. Here follow one example:

[image: image14.jpg]UIULA MULE MELTIS UIUTA
SURES PASEINIS JA MULI VANIS
TORUST ALALASTA JA AURU
SAUNAS KAIA MINA TATSIN
KOKUAEK SINAMINA SIAL OLI

NI MONUS . NAT UIUSIT SURES
PASEINIS. LAKSIME ARA
PASEINIST .




Translation: I like to be in the basin. I like sauna also. 

I want to be there the whole day. After that we went away from the basin.
This is not a more advanced story than the preschool child text. The computer is still not an organic, natural part of the classroom environment. But this was in the beginning of the school year. At a visit in March 2002 the level had advanced very much. But from Estonia we have no systematic results from grade 2 (similar to grade 3 in Norway)

Evaluation of writing level.  Can you quantify playful qualities?

After 3 year writing and reading in grade 1-3 we have tried to document and describe the qualitative process and the hypotheses 1-3 on page 1 (Trageton 2002, 2003) Hypothesis 4 in page 1 was the following:

Will concentration around computer writing in grade 1 and 2, and delaying the formal teaching in handwriting to grade 3 give better results in Norwegian language?

In the end of grade 3 we tried to attack this hypothesis. This is of course very complicated. Norwegian language consists of oral language (talking/listening) and written language (writing and reading). Because lack of resources and time we decided to measure only the writing aspect of Norwegian language. But what is a “better” written composition? 

The international reading tests (IEA) are of many scientists regarded as relative valid and reliable instruments for measuring reading ability. The majority of scientists in the area accept Reading ability tests. They are regarded as relative valid and reliable within the areas the test is measuring, in spite of many subjective decisions in constructing the test and measuring reading skills. Reading comprehension, however, is so complicated to measure that this factor was excluded in older tests.

Different scales for writing level 

But writing tests is a very complicated and controversial question. We have no international accepted measure for what is “good writing” yet. After serious scientific conflicts an international writing test for grade 6-9 was constructed in the late 80`s (IEA) but the conclusion after presenting the results was that the cultural differences resulted in disagreement of standards for what was a ”better” or “best” written composition (Purvis 1992). Different countries focused different genres and aspects of writing. Another problem is that humanistic literature research often do not accept quantifying of “good” quality in composition at all.  One solution might be to set up descriptive norms and standards in beforehand according to the demands in the National Curriculum in Norway, and exclude the other countries in the project. Because we had no such guidelines in Norway, we were seeking for others.  In Denmark Vejleskov/Hansen (2000) develop an evaluation instrument for quantifying the quality of fabulous and factual texts. These guidelines became a starting point for our evaluating “computer children” compared with “handwriting children”.

England has through “The implementation of the National literacy strategy” (DEE 1997) given some guidelines for writing for Keystage 1 (9 years)

Composition

-use adventurous and wide-ranging vocabulary

-sequence events and recount them in appropriate detail

-put their ideas into sentences

-use a clear structure to organise their writing

-vary their writing to suit the purpose of the reader

use the texts they read as models for their own writing

Planning and drafting

-write familiar words and attempts unfamiliar ones

-assemble and develop ideas on paper and on screen

-plan and review their writing, discussing the quality of what is written

write extended texts, with support

Punctuation and spelling

 USA has a long tradition of evaluating the quality of children’s texts in quantitative norms. (Gorman et al 1988). In the evaluation of the American computer-writing project WTR, Chamless & Chamless (1993) used different scales for 6-7 year olds. But these types would not suit so well for the 8 year olds. Brostrøm (1998) used another scale for development of the oral stories of the children, building on the theory of Propp:

1. Stories with a bunch of not related sentences

2. Stories, which are constructed by help of sequences who partly are connected. Focused chains

3. Stories with an elaborated structure. A logical relation between single sequences, which gives sense to the whole, and with use of several roles, a number of themes, and expressing a plot and with that using “the bridge of the action” 

4. A personable story
Can this scale be used also for the written stories of elder children? Only for fabulous texts? But the scale is too rough. Christie (1999, 1999b) has developed a more nuance scale based on his background around ”early literacy and play”. His scale for narrative complexity of dramatic play builds on Fein, Sutton Smith and Bruner. He uses a more nuance 6-point scale for 6-8 year olds.

1. Thematic Event sequences

Incomplete- Story Narratives

2. Problem/ No Attempt

3. Problem/ No Attempt/Resolution

4. Problem/ Attempt /No Resolution

Complete Story Narratives

5. Problem/ Attempt / Solution

6. Problem/ Attempt/ Resolution Cycle
The different states of USA present norms for “good” writing. “Pennsylvania State Curriculum in Writing” for instance has developed detailed guidelines from Kindergarten to grade 6. For my project the guidelines for grade 2-4 is most interesting. They use a 4-point Likert scale for evaluation. The specification for grade 3 is the following:

1. Composes pieces (narrative, informational and opinion) that develop a problem or central idea and flow from beginning, middle to end (or introduction, body to conclusion)

2. Adapts writing style/form to maintain focus on topic, purpose and/or audience (stories, letters, journals, poems, plays)

3. Includes literacy elements in narratives (characters, setting, problem, major events, solution)

4. Write complete sentences (subject + verb) using end punctuation appropriately   

     (periods, exclamation points, question marks) most of the time

 After that follow details for better language and correct spelling. They use a 4-point scale for assessment of each student. I was thinking of a 5 point Likert scale. Professor Christie at TASP 2002 advised to use a 4-point scale because it would be easier to get a better agreement between two evaluators. In Norway there was strong resistance to use a predefined set of above-mentioned norms. We therefore decided to use the methodology of Eisner (1994). He says that “Connoisseurship” in the field is a necessary factor for evaluating. And two different connoisseurs could use their intuitive, tacit knowledge without predefined written descriptions of the writing levels. We used Connoisseurs of children’s texts from grade 3 in Norway about year 2000 as evaluators. According to Eisner’s theory that should raise the agreement and interrelation scores between two independent evaluators. I chose the last strategy and used two well-experienced teachers in teacher education, both with Literacy learning and writing among 6-10 year olds as a speciality. 

Quality in creative writing. Tests in May 2002, grade 3. 

8 ”PC classes” in the research project and 9 ”handwriting classes” got following writing tasks: “Make a fairy tale” and “Describe a visit to the dentist”. 40 minutes were allocated for each task. PC classes wrote as usual on computers, “handwriting classes” by hand as usual. The last writings were transcribed to computer text and mixed randomly with the responses from PC classes. Two experienced teachers in Norwegian language in teacher education scored the content quality of 594 texts from 1-4, where 4 are the highest score. (The orthography and spelling will be evaluated in a separate study) The agreement between evaluators was high. In spite of very short training, 50% of the texts got the same score from both evaluators, 45% had one grade deviation, 5% two grades deviation. The last was excluded from the sample, one grade deviation was given the mean value, for instance: 2 & 3 = 2.5 

Results:

Total mean was 2.19 

	
	Dentist visit
	Fairy tale

	
	Boys
	Girls
	Total
	Boys 
	Girls
	Total

	PC classes
	2.16 


	2.54


	2.33


	2.27


	2.43


	2.32



	Hand-writing classes
	1.78


	2.28


	2.05


	1.85


	2.24


	2.05




Simplified:

Dentist visits

Fairy tale

PC classes

2.33


2.32

Handwriting classes
2.05


2.05

The results show clearly higher scores for the PC classes in both writing tasks by both boys and girls. PC writing seems too profitable for both sexes, but most for the boys. The difference is significant (p<0.001). Great variation between the 17 classes, mean scores from 1.71-2.94. The boys` scores are, as expected, lower than girls, but in 4 classes the mean score are practical alike boys versus girls. Perhaps the teachers in these classes in greater degree stimulated the boys` interest in creative writing? The results correspond with the attitudes of parents (see questionnaires) and the teachers (see reports) in the PC project.

Reservations:

1. The comparing classes are statistically not a random, but a strategic sample. 

2. An experiment always tend to get better results (Hawthorne effect)  

Handwriting test





In grade 1 and the most controversial question in the project was the delay of formal handwriting to grade 3 (in Norway traditionally in grade 2). Would this delay be negative for the development of handwriting? In May 2002 7 PC classes was compared with 6 ”handwriting classes” at the end of grade 3 in a 2 minute test in handwriting. The children were told to write as fine and fast they could the words from a printed text. Also here the Eisner’s connoisseurship strategy was used. Two experienced teachers, specialists on handwriting in primary school, made an intuitive assessment of the quality of the handwriting on a scale 1-4, where 4 are best score. The agreement between the two evaluators was high. 60% got the same score, 35% one grade deviation, and 5% two grades deviation. The last was excluded from the sample; one grade deviation was given the mean value, for instance: 

2 & 3 = 2.5

Results. Quality of handwriting 

PC classes:


2.74

Handwriting classes

2.45

How many words written in a minute?

PC classes


4.35

Handwriting classes

4.91
Conclusion

In spite of delayed formal teaching in handwriting there are little difference. The PC classes have surprisingly enough a bit better quality of the handwriting, but a little slower speed. Early PC writing and delayed handwriting has done no harm for handwriting. In the meantime the children have spared a lot of hours used for writing long and interesting texts on PC. A well-known fact is that girls master the handwriting better than the boys in an early age because of earlier developed fine motor skills. The opinion of the majority of parents and teachers in the project found the delay special profitable for the boys. Also by delayed handwriting the scores of the girls were highest both in quality and speed. But in 3 of the PC classes there were minimal differences. Perhaps attitudes and learning climate in these classrooms became more important than gender expectations?   

Conclusion. Qualitative results

More important than the quantitative tests above is the qualitative results, summing up and describing the PC writing composition development from grade 1-3 for 200 students from 14 different local environments in 4 countries. Because the project is mainly an innovative action research, implementation of this knowledge and developing new methods in the writing- and reading process for the lower Primary school are the most important results.

3 years experience documented with 7000 texts and 60 edited videos shows the development and variation from class to class. The most important impression is that after the children learned themselves to read through playful and informally computer writing already in grade 1, the 2. and 3. graders show a continuous more joyful writing and a strong reading appetite. Reading-and writing teaching must be revolved 180 degrees to WRITING- and reading learning. That is the “revolution” in a literal sense. This is in tune with Chomsky (1982) “Write now, read later”. Writing is easier than reading. Using the computer as the writing tool instead of the complicated handwriting for the 6-7 year olds makes this revolution possible. The project proved also that school can delay the formal handwriting to grade 3 without loss in quality. These results are also in tune with the huge American project “Writing to Read” (Chamless & Chamless 1993). This project was based on the premise that children can learn to read by first learning to write anything they can say. Their computer tools was much more complicated than the simple recycled computers with ordinary word processors only in the Nordic project. The letters in writing and reading becomes identical. That makes also the correspondence writing/reading easier. (Høyen 1996) stress the decoding as the central factor in reading: Reading = decoding x understanding
When the child is writing to read however, he start with the easier coding of own thoughts. In that process the progress goes like this:

Understanding x coding x decoding = reading of meaningful text
When the child is writing a meaningful text grown out of his own playful imagination, he will in addition develop letter knowledge, use the phonic reading method when that is useful, (what letter and phoneme comes now?), the whole word strategy when that is more convenient, and all the time the total text is a natural meaningful whole language for the child. This is the main theoretical explanations why “Writing to Read” are a better way than starting reading foreign texts from an ABC primer (Willows 1988). This is also more motivating for the child, and therefore he will learn writing and reading easier.

At last: An interesting hypothesis to test would be:

Will the results on a Playfulness Scale and role play level give high correlations with the score on creative writing on the computer?

My assumtion based on tree years qualitative observations is YES.

Questionnaries 

After 3 years we gave questionnaires to both children and parents. Here is no place to refer results from33 questions but all parts had very positive responses and 90% of the parents wanted the strategy to continue in grade 4 and for future classes 1-4 in their school.

Future research

Because writing is regarded easier than reading (Chomsky 1982), the project indicates that if using the computer as the writing tool WRITING- and reading education would be more natural than the traditionally READING- and writing education. This playful ”Writing to Read” ideas are now expanding rapidly. Many communities in Norway start new projects 2002-2005 to replicate and improve this pedagogical strategy in writing- and reading education for grade 1-4.The preliminary results of this pilot study 1999-2002 will than be replicated and re-evaluated. The tests and scoring system may be further developed and used on a larger scale in more controlled form of some thousands pupils in 2005. 

Should writing tests become as obligatory as the reading tests are today?

Should the Norwegian Parliament and Ministry for Education establish a  new “ Centre for WRITING research” parallel to the existing “Centre for READING research”? 

Today the interest in literacy research is in high degree dominated of READING.

Perhaps we might get parallel projects in USA by researchers and schools believing in strong connections between play, literacy and computer writing?

Internet address for the total project with articles in English from grade 1, 2, and 3 and video with English text:  www.hsh.no/home/atr/tekstskaping
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