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Once upon a time, a girl named Sanarah was on her way home when she heard something go "crickle." Sanarah looked up in the trees but saw nothing. And before she could see something, she heard the noise again. Sanarah was frightened. She wanted to tell Papa but somehow she could not move. Finally she picked up a stick, and said, "Who is out here?" Something came out and she could not believe her eyes. It was a real live fairy. there was (sic) real live fairies. 

-First grade student

This excerpt is the beginning of a story that was written by a first grader after viewing, discussing, and sketching the painting, Old Mill (the Morning Bell) by artist Winslow Homer (Figure 1) in class. When asked about her story, this young writer explained that the “little dots” she saw in the trees were making the “crickle” noise, and that those “little dots” were the fairies she describes in her story. This passage illustrates the attention to detail, close observation and description, and creative invention evident in children’s writing that is stimulated by works of art. From this illustration, one could embark on any one of many explorations—such as the relationship between visual literacy and expository writing, or visual literacy and reading comprehension, or between reading and writing. However, in this chapter we will focus on visual literacy as a mediator for teaching and learning writing, and how seeing, interpreting and discussing help emerging writers develop the thinking and writing skills they need to become successful story writers.

Research on the connections between children’s drawings and the imaginative stories they subsequently generate suggests that visual perception and creative expression may be related (Dyson, 1982), and that working in multi-modalities—such as verbal and visual—contributes to the creative expression of ideas (Siegel, 1995), in writing as well as other domains such as music (e.g., Auh & Walker, 1999). The connections children make as they transition from speaking to drawing to writing may provide insights about the cognitive and creative processes children use to translate their imaginative ideas into written expression. In the following pages, we discuss the defining characteristics—the structure, process, and content—of creative writing as presented in the literature, and focus on the nature of narrative. We also describe the cognitive processes and other individual factors that appear to be important to creative writing, as explored through interviews with writers. Based on the literature on these processes and factors, we then comment on current selected approaches to writing instruction for children; we also present literature on writing interventions that have been built on the role of visual perception and production (i.e., drawing) in the development of children’s creative narrative writing skills. We argue that instruction in both visual literacy and narrative writing develops not only children’s expressive writing skills but also skills in creativity and understanding. To conclude, we introduce a new multi-modal approach to developing children’s narrative writing skills and present some preliminary results that show the promise of this new approach.  

Before delving into the development of creative writing in children, we consider what constitutes creative writing, and narrative writing in particular. By examining the characteristics and purpose of writing that is considered creative, and how it is produced, we lay a foundation for understanding the processes and methods that contribute to the production of creative writing.

The Nature of Creative Writing and Narrative


In 1966, psychologist Frank Barron defined creative writing as the use of words to convey, in an original manner, the writer’s interpretation of experience (Barron, 1966). This definition captures three main aspects of creative writing: words, originality, and interpreted experience (as opposed to experiences merely reported or described). That is, creative writing comes about when a writer molds language in an individualistic way toward a particular purpose—to convey something that is more than objective information but is somehow related to the author’s own subjective experience.  More recent definitions elaborate on this well-framed definition. Csikszentmihalyi (1996), for example, adds the observation that creative writing, in the form of narrative, extends the range of human experience through the imagination. Harper (2010) re-emphasizes that writing creatively involves both a process and a product that are born out of a deliberate social intention to communicate, convey, connect. A closer examination of the forms and content of creative writing helps us see how creativity—very generally defined as the ability to produce work that is both original and task appropriate (Amabile, 1996; Sternberg & Lubart, 1999)—is activated in the mechanisms of creative writing. 

Structure and form


The conceptual space in which writing takes place is first constrained by the system of language—its framework of grammar, spelling and form. A piece of writing is also shaped by the genre in which the writer chooses to work, common fiction genres being prose (e.g., the novel or short story), drama (e.g., plays), and poetry. Writers bring to this framing their own schemas of knowledge—as part of their interpreted experience—and the rhetorical tools they want to use for the particular piece of writing they are setting out to create, their choices driven by their intended purpose and audience. The generative act of writing is thus constrained and structured by the nature of the medium they have chosen and the purpose of the task. At the same time, a creative aspect of writing may be evoked in response to these formal structures of writing. That is, the constraints provide boundaries that may be explored, stretched and transformed creatively (Boden, 1994; Sharples, 1996). Sharples describes writing as an “open-ended design process” that is mediated and shaped by “appropriate constraint,” with creative writing being particularly shaped by this concept of constraint (Sharples, 1996, p. 127). Constraints, both imposed or inherent, can evoke creativity when they work in pairs; in paired combinations, according to Stokes (2005), they can act as barriers that may lead to creative breakthroughs by promoting novel responses while precluding routine responses. For example, creative writers often play with and push the conventional boundaries of language when they want to evoke particular responses, such as an emotional or physiognomic response in the reader (Lindauer, 2009). 


Creative non-fiction, such as the personal essay or memoir, literary journalism or cultural criticism, nature or travel writing (Bishop & Starkey, 2006), exemplifies the fact that creativity can be concentrated in content and can transcend genre. In other words, the content of non-fiction, though understood to be the presentation of fact (e.g., history, science, biography), may be configured such that it additionally conveys the writer’s subjective experience in some way. These genres contain, as Barron (1966) called it, the interpretation of experience—a subjectively presented view that may be very creative. 

Interpreted experience


What ties all creative writing together— including creative non-fiction—is that it constitutes an extension of the writer’s thoughts, feelings, opinions, perceptions, and contains, either explicitly or implicitly, elements of the writer’s personal life (Bishop & Starkey, 2006; for a discussion of the influences on the development of the creative writer, along with common personal themes, see Piirto, this volume). Novelist Wallace Stegner wrote eloquently about the nature of creative writing, stating that in all of its various forms (poetry, story, novel, essay or even biography or history), creative writing involves the search for meaning. The resulting work represents something very personal to the writer; the writer and his life are embedded in the work itself. The creative writer is thus closely connected to his writing, both emotionally and intellectually (Stegner, 2002). In sum, creativity in writing manifests itself in the writer’s manipulation of language and form, as well as in the personalized content of the chosen form or genre. The particular form of writing that we will focus on in the rest of this chapter is the narrative.

Story-making

A narrative, oral or written, presents a sequence of causally related events that together represent a progression of some kind—a journey, a transformation or change (Leach & Graham, 2007). This form is as old as writing itself. Some scholars view story as the embodiment of human experience, as evidenced by a long history of storytelling in oral traditions by which myths, fables, and fairytales, epics, and sacred texts have been handed down. Writer Joseph Campbell (1988) has noted that storytelling and myth-making appear in all human cultures; narrative seems central to human culture (Campbell, 1988). Psychologist Jerome Bruner (2002), within his larger theory concerning the primacy of narrative modes of thought, proposes that children naturally gravitate to narrative early in life as a means of exploring or coming to terms with the unexpected. In fact, narrative thinking seems to form naturally with linguistic and cognitive development (Lucariello, 1990); children appear predisposed to organize their experiences, facts and events, into sequence and causality (Nelson, 1986). Teaching narrative writing, therefore, has been viewed by some as a good place to start in the development of children’s writing skills. 


A second reason to focus on children’s narrative skills as their first writing genre is the creative nature of story-making itself, which has been closely linked to the developed ability to make meaning and formulate understanding. Kellogg (1994) sees the construction of narrative as a fundamental element of creating meaning. He hypothesizes a “theoretical narrator” (Kellogg, 1994, p. 206) in the mind that stimulates both the seeking of meaning and the making of meaning by placing the incoming stream of thoughts, perceptions, fantasies and memories—the internally generated products of an individual’s interaction with the external world—into a narrative structure. The narrative structure demands “sense”: it organizes information into sequence, coherence, and suggests causality. In short, stories provide a structure for making sense of reality (Kellogg, 1994; for a discussion of the therapeutic aspects of narrative writing, see Kaufman, this volume). 


Educators interested in teaching children to write stories typically introduce children first to elements of narrative structure, such as plot and character development.  Although children may enter school having heard and told many stories, children’s understanding of story structure develops over time as they are taught specific narrative writing strategies, such as how authors construct story events or solve literary problems (McKeough, Palmer, Jarvey, & Bird, 2007). In addition to instruction in story elements, children can also benefit from learning how authors think during the writing process. Classroom teachers have benefited from more than thirty years of research describing readers’ cognitive strategies (e.g., Palincsar & Brown, 1984; e.g., Pressley, 2006); teachers can also benefit from research identifying writers’ cognitive processes so that they can teach and model these processes. In the next section, we briefly discuss several relevant studies that provide information on writers’ cognitive processes.

Cognitive Processes and Individual Factors Involved in Creative Writing


Technically, the generation of creative language is a nexus of intertwined processes, tools, and resources. In his model of the writing process, Hayes (1996) outlines the cognitive processes, along with interactions between environmental and other individual factors—such as intrinsic motivation and openness to experience—which together are necessary, in an appropriate combination, for writing to happen. 


Much of what is known knknownk about the cognitive processes and individual factors involved in creative writing has been learned through extensive conversations with professional writers. For example, in researching creativity and the psychology of invention, Csikszentmihalyi (1996) interviewed five writers, three poets and two novelists, to examine and compare their respective goals and working methods. Though essentially distinct from one another in these respects, these creative writers were all engaged in some common activities. They all spent time critically examining texts by other writers; endeavored to connect and relate ideas, sometimes disparate ones, as a way to solve problems or answer questions; and had to exercise, in alternating fashion, openness to all formative thoughts and ideas on the one hand, and critical judgment and linguistic skill to wrestle them into a suitable, communicable form on the other. These activities represent multiple cognitive processes and personality traits that come into play in the act of creative writing. 


Doyle’s (1998) representation of the writing process, developed after interviewing five professional writers about how they go about writing fiction (i.e., narrative), is similarly complex. Doyle posits that creative writers write through alternating active (when they are in “writingworld”) and passive (when they are in “fictionworld”) phases (1998, p. 29). In writes as a participant in the story through what Doyle terms “narrative improvisation.” Stories, then, are often completed in phases as the writer moves between “writingworld” and “fictionworld.” Stories often start from a “seed incident” (Doyle, 1998, p. 30)—an event lived through, read or heard about— which catches the writer’s interest and imagination, posing a problem to be solved or a question to be answered. The writer then may grow a story from that “seed” by creating a character to take on a point of view of the incident not necessarily the writer’s own. When authors write stories, they do not necessarily know how the story will unfold; their ideas may develop as they go along (Leach & Graham, 2007), reflecting different strategies of writing. This type of personal engagement with the work by the author again emphasizes the importance of individual factors such as openness, perseverance and motivation in creative writing (see Piirto, this volume, for more on these individual factors and their bearing on writers’ themes).

As these interview studies re-confirm, the psychology-based view of writing as a form of problem-solving (i.e. “how can I express this thought or these ideas in words?”) implies that writing requires particular cognitive efforts. Though found to be cognitively less demanding than descriptive or expository writing when overall cognitive effort is measured using secondary response times 
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(Englehard, Gordon, & Gabrielson, 1991; Kellogg, 1994; Kellogg, Krueger, & Blair, 1991; Reed, Burton, & Kelly, 1985)
, the writing of narrative is still acknowledged to be a highly complex process requiring the coordination of several cognitive and metacognitive skills, including idea generation and organization, planning and the enactment of that plan, the review and revision of what has been written, and the monitoring of performance during composing 
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(Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987; Flower & Hayes, 1981; Scott, 1999)
. 


Some writing models include aspects that support originality such as proposed definitions of problem spaces, one for knowledge and beliefs and one for verbal representations, between which the writer moves constantly while writing (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987). Other models propose integrated or bundled processes within particular cognitive functions, such as reflection, including problem-solving, decision-making, and inferencing, so that a given internal representation may lead to new internal representations (Hayes, 1996). The process of creative writing is generally characterized as involving incremental engagements in 1) selective combination, associative thinking, and integration of heterogeneous elements; 2) mental movement between imaginative (fictive, within the writer’s mind) and real (in which the writer writes) worlds; as well as 3) periods of intense mental flow, i.e., when a person is engaged in activity in an automatic, almost effortless, but highly concentrated state of attention (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Doyle, 1998). Some work has been done to examine the optimal order of certain processes, such as when evaluation should optimally take place in the process of writing creatively, but the specificity and sequencing of the processes involved in creative writing, and the variation of these processes between individuals, are still uncertain (Lubart, 2009). 


Thus, the literature offers several theories about how writers construct original narratives. But how have educators drawn upon these theories to teach creative writing in their classrooms? In the next section, we examine some of the current practices in writing instruction in the schools. 

Writing Instruction in Schools

The teaching of writing in K-12 schools has been largely influenced by Hayes and Flower (1980; see also Hayes, 1996; for a more detailed discussion of the model, see Zins & Hooper, this volume) and other researchers (e.g., Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987; Graves, 1975) who studied what writers actually thought about and what they did as they wrote. Teaching writing as a process of mimicking what “real writers” do has become a popular approach for teaching writing in schools (Calkins, 1986; Graves, 1983). In this section we describe how models of writers’ thinking have influenced writing instruction, and in particular how the writing process has been taught in schools.

According to Sperling and Freedman’s (2001) review of research on writing, the Hayes and Flower (1980) model has had a substantial impact on classroom practice; this model undergirds process-oriented writing pedagogy. Hayes and Flower (1980) used think-aloud protocols to identify processes writers used, namely planning, which includes generating and organizing ideas, text production (or “translation” of thoughts to words) and reviewing or revising. Hayes and Flower described this composing process as recursive. But, as Sperling and Freedman (2001) observe, the writing process has often been implemented as a linear process in which teachers guide students through “stages” that include prewriting (planning and idea generation), composing a rough draft, revising, and editing in preparation for sharing or “publishing” the finished product. This somewhat formulaic approach, however, breaks down at various junctures for diverse reasons.

First, children’s pre-writing abilities develop over time, including idea generation and the transformation of those ideas into verbalizations. Younger writers typically produce fewer planning notes than older writers (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987) and when planning, writers in second to fourth grade tend to write sentences that they repeat in subsequent writing tasks (Boscolo, 1990). To help children plan their writing, teachers sometimes provide scaffolds or scripts, such as story maps, but these tend to lock students into a simple and stereotypical narrative chain of events; unscripted stories produce more complex and varied storylines (Ellis, 2003).

Second, although most children can tell stories, transforming oral stories into written form remains challenging for many children. Idea generation often begins in oral or graphic (i.e. drawing) form, especially for young writers.  But the task of “translating” ideas from thoughts to verbal form, and ultimately to written form, can be difficult (Stein, 1986). Bereiter and Scardamalia (1987) found that children tend to struggle with writing original stories, and tend to retell what they already know (e.g., stories they may have heard) rather than approaching writing as a unique problem solving situation that may provide them the opportunity to construct stories with complex plots and dynamic characters. This finding is consistent with other research on children’s writing development, which found that younger writers employ simple story structure and common routines for resolving story problems while older children can write stories with more complex plots as well as write about characters’ mental states (McKeough, et al., 2007). Thus children may benefit from engaging in instructional activities that promote story writing as problem solving and help them think like writers. Although narrative writing is often thought to be a natural and easy genre for young writers to master, good story writing requires the invention of explanations for characters’ motives and actions (Stein, 1986). In other words, story writing is a creative process. 

Teachers themselves have noted some of the difficulties associated with developing narrative writing skills in children. Some have described their students’ “cookie cutter” stories (Randi & Jarvin, 2006), in which children’s stories are similar, or modeled after stories they have read or seen on television. However, some instructional practices intended to help children learn to write may actually promote these “cookie cutter” constructions. For example, the practice of “brainstorming” ideas in a whole group session results in lists from which several or most students in the class select their topics, resulting in writing products with similar ideas (Randi & Jarvin, 2006). 

In sum, writing instruction in schools often teaches writing as a process that is linear, proceeding step by step, and students are afforded few opportunities to engage in writing as a recursive, individualized problem-solving process that should result in a unique, personalized creation (Sperling & Freedman, 2001). Most instructional approaches for teaching writing focus on the processes of putting ideas into words, combining words into sentences, and merging sentences into a coherent story, typically one step at a time. We turn our attention now to writing instruction that uses picture as an intermediary between thoughts and words. 

Visual Literacy and Writing Development

Literature and research in diverse fields including semiotics, cognitive psychology and education suggest that drawing and writing constitute distinct yet related symbolic systems of communication (Siegel, 1995; Vygotsky, 1978), which are especially pronounced in young children (Dyson & Freedman, 1991; Gundlach, 1982). 

Some studies have focused on the identification of the cognitive processes writers use to generate ideas and translate them into written expression (e.g., Hayes & Flower, 1980). Other studies have explored the role of visuals as an intermediary between visual and verbal or written activities (Dyson, 1986; Siegel, 1995). Siegel (1995) has explored the transition between visual and verbal forms, grounding her work in semiotics or theories of symbolic systems, and has documented the generative power that seems to occur as the mind switches between visual and verbal symbolic systems. After observing, recording, and analyzing children’s conversations, drawings, and writing, Dyson (1986) concluded that transitions to written expression from drawing and talking reflect the difficulty of moving imagined “worlds” into text. Dyson conceptualized her work in Vygotsky’s (1978) idea that children learn to manipulate complex symbolic systems of expression based on earlier learned, less complex symbolic languages, such as gesture, speech, and drawing. Dyson argued that drawing and talking are an active part of the process of becoming literate and of learning the complex system of written language.

Dyson (2001) expanded her work to study children’s literacy development through social interactions in a multimedia world. She described children at writing centers, verbalizing imaginative stories woven from personal experiences in everyday life, as well as from what they observed on television and in the movies. Dyson described children talking as they drew their stories, then writing their stories in silence. She observed children working in multiple symbolic systems, including writing, talking, drawing, and gesturing. Children were actively learning words from other people, generating stories from media, drawing dialogue from cartoon and video characters. She concluded that learning about written language is not a linear process but one that involves symbolic and social flexibility to recontextualize elements of language for written purposes. Dyson found that the children she observed were more likely to use imaginative characters and plots when drawing and telling their stories but they resorted to stereotypical plots, drawn from books they had read, when writing their stories. Few elements from the media were incorporated into written expression. Dyson interpreted this as children learning how to place their experiences within the social and ideological world of school. 

Research from the field of semiotics suggests another interpretation of the visual to verbal transition. Grounding her work in semiotics or the study of symbol systems, Siegel (1995), viewed the transition between visual expressions and verbal expressions as a form of transmediation, reflective of a generative or creative power. That is, the translation between two symbolic systems (verbal language and pictorial) naturally results in the generation of new connections and new meanings: in the process, something new is created by the mind. Thus an alternate interpretation of Dyson’s findings may be that using print material as a model for writing is easier to “translate” as the forms and format of written expression are the same in the model and the product. Without the prop of a specific written model, we argue, children find ways to incorporate imaginative elements from visual media into written expression.

Visual literacy encompasses the ability to describe and interpret visual stimuli, to use visual media to communicate, and, in some cases, the ability to appreciate visual media in an aesthetic sense (Debes, 1969). It is related to and supported by the empirical work of cognitive psychologist Abigail Housen (1987, 1992), who established that there are five successive stages of aesthetic development, which is the gradual, developmentally-based experiences that individuals can have with visual art. She posited that the first stage of aesthetic development is the stage in which viewers are storytellers, using their own knowledge, personal associations, and information from their senses to create a narrative understanding of a painting. Her work, and the related construct of visual literacy, emphasizes again the primary importance of storytelling as a form of making meaning for novice viewers, and the power of works of art to generate narrative thinking. Thus, it has been proposed in the literature that works of art can provide rich stimuli for interpretation, discussion, and idea generation in preparation for expressing those generated ideas in written form. We argue that this intermediary between thoughts and written expression can provide children opportunities and time to think, problem solve, and generate more creative and complex stories. Following are some examples of both formal and informal uses of this concept toward writing development that have been implemented in classrooms.

Examples from the classroom

There are many models for incorporating the visual arts into classroom literacy instruction 
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(Danko-McGhee & Slutsky, 2007; Ehrenworth, 2003; Mulcahey, 2009; Olsen, 1992)
. Several arts-based literacy programs have been developed and disseminated. One prominent example is the program Picturing-Writing [formerly Image-Making within the Writing Process (Olshansky, 1994)], which combines lessons in artistic technique and art making with writing lessons, where students mine their artwork for images, ideas and stories and then use their artwork to inform their writing. 
Aside from formal visual literacy programs, some classroom teachers have incorporated principles of visual literacy into their classroom practice to enhance literacy instruction. Fountas and Olson (1996) provide one example of a literacy researcher and art educator working with a classroom teacher to teach descriptive and interpretive skills. After introducing Van Gogh and several of his paintings, the teacher asked students to draw a sketch and write a description of one Van Gogh painting. Then the teacher guided her fourth grade students through a “close viewing and reading” of the painting, asking them to first describe what they saw, and then to interpret what they thought was happening. Finally, the teacher asked students to draw the painting again, and then write a description. The authors found that the “close viewing and reading” informed both the drawing and the writing, resulting in a more complete interpretation of the painting. 

Other classroom teachers have also noted the power of combining art and writing activities.  Ernst (1997b), an experienced English and art teacher, first brought visual literacy, art-making and writing together in her own art class by creating an artists’/writers’ workshop using a writers’ workshop model. In a writers’ workshop approach (Calkins, 1986), students are provided a block of time in the classroom in which to engage in writing. During this time, students may plan a new piece of writing, revise their work, or prepare a piece for publication. They may also use this time for conferences with the teacher or a peer. Teachers typically begin a writers’ workshop with a “mini lesson” focused on a particular writing skill or strategy, which students then apply to their own writing.  In this milieu, young writers develop and refine visual literacy, art making, and writing skills in the service of becoming better writers, artists and thinkers.

Ernst’s anecdotal accounts illustrate the children’s development of skills in both art and writing —in observation and in expressing themselves—when children are asked to “think” through their art. Ernst gave children time to write in their sketch journals about their artwork. She encouraged children to describe their artwork in writing, explain it, write about how it made them feel, or what they were thinking about as they worked on it 
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(Ernst, 1995a, 1995b, 1997a)
. She found that writing helped them connect their thinking processes with their art, and helped them locate and express the meaning in the art they were creating. By incorporating this practice of deliberate thinking into her art class, both writing skills and art skills improved in quality and richness. 

Drawing and talking, then, are fundamental components of the process of becoming literate and of learning the complex system of written language; children tell their first stories in pictures (Dyson, 1982). Yet, in primary classrooms, children typically receive little formal instruction in visual literacy, although they may be encouraged to “draw” their ideas or illustrate their written work. As the examples above suggest, formal instruction in these verbal, visual, and generative processes explicitly linked to writing skills can help children both generate original stories as well as express these stories in well-written narratives. We now turn our attention to an example of a museum-school partnership that has developed visual literacy strategies for an intervention that fosters children’s creativity in writing as well as their narrative writing skills.

Linking Seeing and Writing through a Museum-School Partnership

The idea that art education enhances learning and therefore should serve a prominent role in the school curriculum traces back at least as far as Dewey (1934). Describing an interactive relationship between learning in the arts and learning in other subject areas, Burton, Horowitz, and Abeles (2000) suggest that learning in the arts involves complex ways of thinking and responding that come together in creative activities. Art education includes both making and responding to works of art. In their view, what generalizes from art to learning in other subject areas may be the underlying cognitive and creative processes as well as individual factors, such as risk-taking, self-confidence and motivation. 
Based on the work of the above and other researchers and teachers, as well as our own work, we have conceived a new theoretical model of writing development that encompasses the visual literacy-related skills of perception, interpretation and expression (PIE). We propose that by incorporating the development of the components of PIE into writing instruction using principles of visual literacy, children’s acquisition and development of the skill of creative writing are enhanced. In our initial approaches to building writing and thinking skills based on visual literacy, we have seen that children’s writing skills may be developed through visual exercises that require the perception, description, and production of works of art. We view this as an important way forward in our understanding of how multi-modal aspects of cognition can contribute to children’s understanding, their creativity, and their ability to express themselves. 
In partnership with local schools, museum educators at the Yale Center for British Art (YCBA) in New Haven, CT, have developed a visual literacy program intended to exercise children’s cognitive and creative abilities and to facilitate the transfer of these skills between art perception, art description, art making and writing activities, both in the classroom and in the museum setting. The YCBA has been using this observation/description/interpretation/reflection approach for more than a decade to help learners at all levels of aesthetic development become more acute observers and to facilitate their ability to describe what they see and construct meaning from that. Participants have included medical students, nursing students, undergraduates, and special needs groups of all ages as well as K-12 students. The YCBA visual literacy approach to teaching writing is based on the work of Ernst 
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(1993, 1995a, 1995b, 1997a, 1997b)
 who collaborated with museum educators and worked with classroom teachers to incorporate visual literacy activities into their curriculum, using works of art (or art reproductions) as stimuli for writing activities in an artists’/ writers’ workshop setting. One critical aspect of this program is that the museum becomes an extension of the classroom, with visual literacy instruction taking place in both settings as an integrated part of the curriculum. In the next section, we briefly describe our visual literacy approach for teaching narrative writing.

Developing narrative writing skills through PIE

The YCBA instructional approach is a three-phase PIE model based on the idea that one way to effectively develop writing skills is through a combination and extension of multiple “literacies”—visual (through perception, observation and representation), spoken (increasing vocabulary through description, interpretation and explanation of what is perceived), and written expression (expressing orally and visually rendered thoughts in writing to create written narratives based on works of art).

The PIE model of writing development focuses on shared competencies that can be nurtured simultaneously and can support meaning-making and communication skills overall, not simply the transfer of skills from art to writing. By combining the visual and textual, the method capitalizes on the strengths of multisensory learning (Shams and Seitz, 2008). Teaching writing in this way requires a new model that includes relationships between perception (looking), interpretation (discussion and art making) and expression or articulation (writing). 


In the first phase, perception, children are introduced to a work of art and asked to observe, describe and interpret what they see. They are encouraged both to look at details as well at the whole picture. For example, children might be given a “view finder” to focus or “zoom in” on particular areas of the painting more closely after surveying the whole. In the second phase, interpretation, the museum educator or classroom teacher engages the children in a group discussion prompted by open-ended questions such as “What do you think is going on in this picture?” In this phase, like readers, children are encouraged to ground their interpretations in evidence they find in the art “text.” In an intermediate phase between interpretation and written expression, children are asked to generate a sketch based on their thoughts about the painting. Children are encouraged to find an aspect of the painting that interests them; they are allowed to represent any or all parts of the painting, and they are encouraged to embellish their sketch with their own ideas. This “sketch time” may be considered equivalent to the “planning stage” in the writing process as it allows children to develop the ideas that will ultimately become the story line in the written narrative they will produce. In the third phase, written expression, children are asked to produce a written product—a story based on the thoughts they generated after observing the work of art and during the pre-writing phase.


As suggested by preliminary data (Barbot, et al., submitted), this visual literacy approach to teaching writing has the potential to overcome some of the challenges associated with traditional writing instruction, such as when children too closely imitate the structure, content, and language of stories provided them as models. This visual literacy approach both encourages and exercises creative thinking as children develop their own original interpretation of a work of art and generate the words to tell the story they see or imagine.

A preliminary study of writing based on the PIE approach


In our preliminary study (Barbot, et al., submitted), the sample consisted of 121 children from 2 schools, located in different but demographically comparable suburban towns. The first school was the source of 4 “target” classes, two 1st grade and two 2nd grade, who participated in the YCBA program described above. The second school served as our control group (using traditional writing instructional practices only), with one 1st grade and one 2nd grade. The sample included 52% girls, with nearly the same percentage in each grade, and each group (target vs. control). Writing samples collected over three time points during the period of the intervention (spanning 5 months) were blind-scored for narrative structure and originality by a panel of trained teachers, using the consensual assessment technique (Amabile, 1982). Agreement between teachers on the ranking of the narrative productions was satisfactory, confirming the accuracy of the scoring rubrics and the efficiency of our scoring method. Although our subsequent data analyses did not identify a clear difference between the target and the control group in terms of the final quality of narrative structure and originality, the two groups clearly developed differently. While the control group tended to stabilize in their performance at the end of the study period, the target continued to grow. This suggests that a longer exposure to the intervention program (i.e. more than 5 month) could produce significant group differences in favor of the target group. Thus, although the sample size was small, its selection restricted, and the length of time of the intervention short, this study reflects generally positive indications of the PIE-based program, the reliability and robustness of our methodology for data collection and scoring, as well as promising growth for the target group. It also shows the need for longer exposure to the intervention, and its extension to other types of students (e.g. within more diverse schools) to confirm the replicability of the effects over different populations. 

Exploring children’s creative thought processes

To explore the generative power of transmediation (Siegel, 1995), we conducted think aloud interviews with a small subsample of children immediately after they participated in the writing task described above, the visual stimulus being, in this case, a reproduction of a narrative painting
. The “think aloud” interviews were intended to provide information about how children generated ideas during the writing process. Much research has focused on adult writers’ cognitive processes, but there has been relatively little research on the cognitive processes that occur “in the space between” children’s thoughts and their writing through the visual intermediary of sketching and observing a work of art. 


Children were asked to tell aloud the painting’s story, to tell aloud the story in the picture they drew as a prewriting activity, and to retell the story they wrote, using thoughts generated after observing and interpreting the work of art. The interview also probed for the sources of ideas, such as which elements in the painting inspired the story, and whether or not the child “invented” story elements based on personal connections. 


From these interviews and classroom observations of children engaged in the visual literacy writing task, we gathered some examples of how children think about and plan their writing when they begin with observing a work of art. Before conducting the interviews, we observed children as they viewed art reproductions (art cards placed on their desks) and worked on the assigned writing task (to write a story based on ideas from the painting). Children moved back and forth from looking at the art card to sketching their own ideas to writing their stories. As they wrote, they returned to their sketch to add details, or revisited the painting. It was evident from observing children during the writing task that these young writers focused on different aspects of the painting, some on details, and some on the whole scene. To interpret the painting, they made personal connections with events in their own lives. For example, one child described the narrative scene as the Haitian earthquake because she saw people “working to rebuild” a desolate area. In another example, during the drawing phase, a child added Santa and his sleigh to a snow-covered roof in a winter scene because the winter scene in the painting reminded him of the holiday decorations his family had just set up. Thus, the interviews allowed us to see that children make connections similar to the way adult writers do when they weave in their own experiences and knowledge to create meaning in what they see, thereby conceiving unique narratives. In addition, the retrospective think aloud interviews we conducted with the children helped us examine even more closely the different processes, particularly in planning, that can lead to differently executed stories. In the comparison of methods below, we see that both children draw upon prior knowledge and personal experience to construct unique stories, but the act of drawing as a pre-writing exercise seems to help the second child extract more details from the painting that he then uses to describe a more elaborate and detailed story. 


For the first writing example (see Writing Sample 1), written by a second-grader at Time 2, the child planned her story using a story web (see Figure 2). The stimulus painting (Thomas Hart Benton, Weighing Cotton, 1939, Oil and tempera on canvas; Figure 3) shows workers in a cotton field picking cotton and loading a wagon with cotton bales. In her retrospective think-aloud interview, the child explained that she used this kind of planning tool because the story web had been taught in class as a prewriting activity, and she found it helpful to her story writing. She explained how she developed the story web:  “I needed a topic sentence, and that was ‘finding food,’ and then I did where it was gonna be, and I did ‘in a field,’ and then I did the characters, ‘me’ and ‘my dad.’ She said that the web helped her make sure she had everything that she wanted to put in her story. Not included on her web is the passage in her story about the eight men struggling to get food into a wagon, whom she and her dad help. “I was thinking of that,” she explained, “while I was writing the story.” She specified eight men because there are eight men in the stimulus painting. Although some children may follow their prewriting organizer exactly, this child asserted that she is not constrained by the prewriting web. “[If] I forgot to put something in and I really wanna put it in then I put it in, just, even though it’s not in the… outline.” The resulting story, while incorporating personal experience with the picture and presenting a unique, logical sequence of events, is less strong in description; it tells a story, but does not describe the story elements well. 


In a second grade class, at the same time point, another child drew a picture of the stimulus painting as his pre-writing activity (see Figure 3 and Writing Sample 2). The stimulus painting in this case was the girl at the mill (Winslow Homer, Old Mill (The Morning Bell), 1871, Oil on canvas; Figure 1 above). When asked how he knew when he was ready to write, the child answered, “When I was drawing my pictures, ideas just starting popping into my head, what I should write about, how it would go along with the story…. I just wrote them down on a piece of paper.”  He recalled that while drawing the picture, “I was thinking about how the dog can get up there, why did he go up there. Why did he want to?” In the original picture, the story he saw was a girl “trying to get her dog down, ” and he included this in his story as a very brief incident. The main part of his story describes how the girl is playing fetch with her dog and her discovery of the abandoned barn. This idea about the abandoned barn came to the child because “in the picture [Homer’s painting] it looks like there’s something back there [in the woods],” and this reminded the child of a giant abandoned barn he sees when he’s waiting for the school bus in the morning. In this second example, the child has incorporated many elements from the painting into his narrative—the girl, the dog, the woods, the buildings, and the ramp—in a coherent structure of events incorporating all of these elements. The first story, in contrast, is more a list of events and lacks the details, such as the abandoned barn, and the use of vivid language (words like “swooped,” “dashed” and “slash”) found in the second story. Thus, it seems that the act of drawing perhaps provided the second child with an opportunity to use the details he was putting into his picture to imagine the action and connect the pieces of his story. In the case of the first child, the web helped her figure out her topic and establish a rough structure, the setting and the characters, but the action did not unfold completely in her mind until she began to write. Drawing as pre-writing, it seems, may provide some children with a more fruitful period of idea generation and image-making, which they can both transcribe and flesh out as they are writing. 

In this preliminary work, we learned about children’s typically covert thought processes and ideas as we attempted to “catch” children in the acts of perceiving, interpreting and writing, and thus capture the visual to verbal transformations and creative links that made each child’s story a distinct work. Among other observations, we were also able to note the differences in children’s stories that may be related to their pre-writing activities and the role that visual activities, such as drawing, may play in encouraging the creation of fuller, more elaborate stories. 

Conclusion: Creative Processes, Writing Development, and the Emergence of Fairies

Fairies that “crickle” and appear out of nowhere are startling creative occurrences. According to their young creator, these fairies emerged from a dense, green wood, were heard before seen, and were initially, frightening, even paralyzing, then amazing. The “seed” of this story was a viewing Winslow Homer’s painting. The problem to be solved: What is going on in this picture? Or perhaps, more specifically, what are those little dots in the trees? 


The story proceeds to tell how the fairies need Sanarah’s help to stop a giant beast that is attacking Fairyland. It ends with the little girl flying off to face the beast, “kind of upset,” though armed with a magical necklace from the Queen Fairy. In our interview with the author, we asked her to step out of “fictionworld” and enter “writingworld,” so to speak, to reflect on the transformations that bridged the seeing and the writing. Her focus on Homer’s deep woods and the little dots living therein apparently connected with this author’s personal interest in fairies and their world, and this connection brought forth a wealth of emotions to be vicariously experienced by the reader—fear, amazement, horror, modesty, bravery—and these made the story unique and captivating.


Like the fairies of this child’s story, the processes that writers use to generate ideas are often invisible until looked (or listened) for. As representatives of these quiet processes, these fairies point particularly to areas of writing instruction for children that thus far have been overlooked. For example, methods that encourage children to generate ideas with a large degree of freedom, drawing upon personal experiences; or activities that allow children to talk through the substance and structure of their stories, and to develop them independently in different modalities, such as drawing, before writing. In addition to developing specific cognitive processes and skills, the visual literacy based PIE model of writing instruction establishes environments that allow for discussion and the sharing of ideas, and promotes motivation and creativity through activities that encourage risk-taking and provide choices (Graham, 2006).


Based on our understanding of how creativity is enacted in writing—through pushing against the constraints of structural boundaries and making personal connections—and the cognitive processes engaged by writers, it seems clear that the added dimensions of visual literacy hold promise for a more holistic development of each child’s thinking skills, nurturing this very important practice of making sense of what they see, creatively seeking meaning, and communicating their understanding, thereby allowing them to share the magic of fairies with everyone.
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� In this context, a narrative painting is defined as an image that is highly representational; it re-presents an image of the real world with a strong narrative or story told by painterly details.





