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The Doodling Connection: Communicative
and Visual Arts as Complementary Tools in
the Writing Classroom
BY JENNIFER

I

VAN

EYCK

have a confession to make: I am a doodler. Even though I am a writing teacher, I am guilty of committing
the cardinal sin of doodling in the margins while listening to my teachers drone on and on. I have always
doodled, and I have always hidden my sketches from my teachers.

I think my doodling stems from watching my mother
when I was small. She would sit at the kitchen table
talking on the phone and doodle. I catch myself doing
the same thing, drawing figure eights over and over
while talking. Or I draw three-dimensional boxes in
the margins of my notes during lectures.
I always thought this was a quirk of mine. I never
embraced my doodles, and I always tried to curb
them because they "ruined" the academic look of
my writing. But there is something quite soothing
about putting the pen to paper and just mindlessly
making marks while your brain is sorting out all the
information it is taking in. My doodles and sketches
fill up the space where sometimes my words cannot.
Doodling serves as my pacifier, an outlet. Sometimes
words escape me, yet I still need to get my ideas
down on the white page.
I have noticed students sketching while I talk, and
they, too, hide their drawings from my probing eyes. I
have never reprimanded them for doodling, nor have
I encouraged it. I never considered my habit as a
precursor to writing, nor did I think it would be useful as a tool for my students. Why would I encourage
doodling and sketching in my literature and composition classes? Would encouraging students to doodle,
sketch, and freely write be the downfall of my writing
instruction, or would it be the beginning? Is there a
valid connection between writing and drawing?
Writing is an art form. So is drawing. From my own
experience I know that art imitates life, and one art
form typically inspires another. Writing, a communi-

cative art, is interwoven with drawing, a visual art.
There is a genuine connection. Writing is visionary
at its core. One of the greatest challenges most
writing teachers face is how to get students to show
characters, setting, or details without telling the
reader. Our mantra: "Show! Don't Tell!" Perhaps if a
writing teacher were to embrace drawing in instruction, it would help students to explore different ways
of "showing" the reader through their writing.
When you consider writing, it is just one method of
representation that humans use to communicate
ideas from one to another. Sketching is also a
concrete form of representation. One symbolic form,
writing or doodling, enhances the next. Allowing students to use whichever personal symbol system they
prefer as the initial way to express themselves will
allow for a more confident flow of ideas (Caldwell &
Moore, 1991).
When students are learning to write, they are
further developing their identities. That is, there
is an important link between writing and identity
(Street, 2005). Often students are intimidated and
afraid to explore their identity and their self-consciousness takes over, especially when it comes to
writing. Donald Murray (1996) tells writers "your
difference is your strength" (page 3). It is important
to encourage students, our novice writers, to embrace
whatever initially works for them. I know that my
difference, my doodling, is a strength and asset. It
allows me to get started. and it helps me continue to
create when words fail me.

Jennifer Van Eyck is an eighthgrade language arts teacher at
Flushing Middle School.
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Kendrick and McKay (2002) conducted a study of
children and the connection that drawing had to
their creation of narrative writing. Their research
revealed that children have a complex understanding of literacy and are able to express this readily
through their drawings. Once the students drew
their initial understandings of the story they wanted
to write, they were more successful, coherent, and
interested in their writing. Kendrick and McKay
(2002) also found that there appeared to be a difference between boys and girls. As boys mature, many
view writing as a stereotypical feminine act. It is
"fluffy" and emotional. The young boys in the study
found drawing more of physical act, and this
Fi ure 1
effectively drew them in to the next step:
writing their narratives.

showed her my writer's notebook so that she could
see that I doodle, too. This was the golden ticket.
After about 20 minutes, she had a picture of her dogs
eating macaroni and cheese off her kitchen floor.
Another student noticed the drawing, and a conversation ensued about macaroni and cheese and dogs.
Over the course of the next few days, this picture
morphed into a poem for two voices, co-authored by
the two young writers, titled "Cheesy Noodle Oodles
McGoodles of Noodles." (See figure 1) Without that
initial drawing, this writer would most likely have
continued to feel frustrated writing just to fulfill the
requirements to publish.

II

Cheesy Noodle McGoodles Oodles of Noodles

I had the chance to witness first hand the
power that drawing has on emerging writers. At a one-week summer writing camp
for kindergarten through eighth graders, I
was asked to help students keep a writer's
notebook and write a publishable piece
that would be printed in a camp anthology.
Doodling was encouraged. In fact, it was
celebrated. I conducted a lesson modeling my
doodling for all of the students at the camp.
Later in my smaller group, the children
were astonished asking, "We can draw if we
want to?" Once these students were given
the freedom to sketch and draw, the doodles
showed up again and again.
One particular student, after given the
go-ahead to use drawing in his writing, was
instantly drawn to comics. In fact, he was
already creating them at home. When I
asked him whether or not he used the comics
at school, his answer was a resounding "No!"
The teacher would not allow that. His comic
was a take on the series "The Born Loser,"
which he changed to "The Born Weirdo." His
fellow campers loved his creations, and their
encouragement, along with the freedom to
express his thoughts through both symbolic
forms of writing and drawing, created a successful experience for this young writer.
Another student was struggling trying to
find a topic. For many writers, this is the
biggest hurdle to maneuver: what to write?
I encouraged her to begin by drawing. I
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Brought to you by Keegan Garrow and Maria
Realmuto

I don't get why it's called mac n cheese?
Shovel it twenty-four seven (24/7)
Everyone makes it
My mom makes it for me
Mac n cheese off the floor
Sounds like ...
Mush mush mush
Doesn't bum me like the sun
I would like to call it
Doggy and cheest;
Cheesy noodles mcgoodles oodles ofnoodles
Cheesy rainbows
I wonder what you would call it?

1 I

I wonder what you would call it?

Dedicated to our dogs: Bear, Asia, Star, and Molgey

------- - -- - - ----
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Observing these students at a one-week summer
camp was all well and good, but I kept thinking
about my students. My classroom of eighth graders always includes a smattering of very reluctant
writers. It was one reluctant writer at the camp,
however, who helped me to see my eighth graders in
a new way. This particular student refused to write,
resisting any and all efforts to get him to write in
his notebook. He was finally brought into the fold
through drawing. When he saw another group of
children looking at a picture of a volcano, his interest was piqued. He came back to this group again
and again, watching and listening as they began
co-authoring a poem about volcanoes. Once the group
began writing and a picture began to emerge in their
concrete poem, he joined in. For a student struggling
to get words on the page, drawing can be the entry
point to written communication. The communication
and visual arts connection-visibly present throughout the drafting and finalization of this co-authored
poem-allowed many opportunities for this reluctant
writer to contribute. His self-confidence was visibly
evident because of it.
Now, I wonder, how do I encourage all that goes in to
successful writing, doodles included? The conclusion
I have come to: the writer's notebook. The first step
in creating a successful and independent writer is to
allow writers' notebooks in the classroom. A writer's
notebook is a cross between what most would
consider a diary and a scrapbook. It is a safe place
for all writing: pictures, artifacts, quotes, words,
attempts at writing, and drawings. Ralph Fletcher
(1996) relates a notebook to a clearing in the forest;
it literally gives the writer a space to write. And, just
like the forest, the notebook provides a safe confine
for seedlings, or ideas, to grow.
The notebook allows ideas to be infants protected
and hidden. No one else need see these smatterings
on the page, nor do they need to see the doodles and
sketches that sometimes come before, or coincide
with, thoughts. The notebook allows a state of
constant creativity (Fletcher, 1996). As teachers,
we need to allow novice writers to explore their
own ideas without fear or force. When students are
explicitly told what to do or what to write, it forces
them to construct a different idea of who they are as
writers (Johnston, 2004).
If we allow students to sketch and doodle along
with their writing, we are allowing them to fully
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participate in the construction of their own knowledge. They will have a stake in what they create.
Assigning topics, restricting how and what they
write, stifles learners. It also intimidates them.
Street (2005) found that students will write with
greater interest and skill when given the space. The
writer's notebook and the freedom to move from one
representational form to the next is, I believe, how
we get struggling writers to become successful. Give
them a space for their drawings to live, a place where
doodles can complement or stand in for traditional
writing. Writing is as messy as thinking. Allowing
students to create a mess of thought and image
and then clean it up as they go along, is the work of
writing.
Many teachers struggle with instilling confidence
and voice in their student writers. A writer's lack
of confidence can affect their choice of writing
(Street, 2005). Using sketching as a way to capture
ideas may instill confidence in writers otherwise
hesitant to start. Doodling allows novice writers to
test, revise, and evaluate ideas in a safe manner
(Caldwell & Moore 1991). Drawings add depth and
meaning to writing for many young students. If we
allow novice writers to actively participate in their
construction of ideas, they will eventually become
more independent. Independence leads to a sense of
agency in student writers.
Students typically are not allowed or encouraged to
draw except in art class. Kendrick and McKay (2002)
comment that as students move through school,
the literacy instruction that they receive creates a
snowball effect of negativity and resistance toward
writing. Drawing lets students tap into ideas they
may not yet be able to express adequately in writing.
If we allow students to doodle, there is the possibility
of no more frustration and no more limitations on the
creation and communication of ideas.
Writers take stock in writing that they care about,
in topics that they know. Murray (1996) sometimes
starts with a mental picture or drawing. Writing
is recording what you see, be it in your head or
what you sketched on the page. Children are in
the process of becoming literate developing their
identities not only as individuals but also as writers
(Johnston, 2004). Allowing students to freely express
themselves through whatever representational form
necessary will allow them to include what Murray
refers to as the "music in their writing," their voice.
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The idea of allowing students the freedom to doodle
as they write is not profound. It will, however,
appear that way to students. Allowing students the
freedom to express themselves in a range of forms
will allow for successful writing to develop. Involving
ourselves with our students by showing them our
doodles, our notebooks, our messy writing in progress is a way to make writing social. Learning, after
all, is a social process.
Kendrick and McKay (2002) write, "Literacy
instruction must provide opportunities for students
to negotiate their own orientation toward written
language." Let us not hinder developing writers with
one symbolic system, but allow novice writers to
swim between communicative and visual arts. Ideas
will bubble to the surface, and these writers will
begin to swim on their own.
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