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NANCY WELLS

Toying With Writing:
Thinking Like Children
Nancy Wells has been an adjunct professor at
the University of Michigan-Flint and is currently
a fifth-grade teacher for Kearsley Community
Schools. She is a member of both the Michigan
Reading Association and the International
Reading Association.

approached my graduation from the
my willingness to work hard had not gone
University of Michigan-Flint that day
unnoticed.
with hope but also with concern that no
When the next school year began, I was
offered a third-grade teaching position in the
one would want to hire a new graduate in
her "beginning" forties. My professors
very building in which I had student taught. I
had all been supportive; some had even repeatcould not believe my good fortune! I was given
edly told me that I could really make a
the privilege of working with some of the best
teachers I could possibly imagine and with a
difference in the area of writing. Still, the reality
of all those fresh-faced graduates around me
principal who always told me I could do anything I put my mind to. For whatever reason, his
made me doubt myself, and I suspected that my
belief in me helped to build my self-confidence
professors were just trying to make me feel
and, once again, I began to feel like there was
better about being "old." One professor, who
hope for me in the field of education.
had been particularly moved by some of my
My first year of teaching passed
personal writings, told me that she
expected good things from me in the
My first year of uneventfully. Nevertheless, a
series of events were set into
teaching of writing to children. Her
teaching was one
play
that would change my career
confidence in me was uplifting;
that I merely
in both a meaningful and prohowever, fear of disappointing her was
survived
...
found way. I met my future partner,
always on my mind. I was constantly
Teri Mitchell, that year. Teri and I, as new
aware that I had a promise to keep to that
teachers often do, felt insecure in our fledgling
professor, and that some day I would have to
roles as teachers. We both seemed astutely
make good on it.
aware that we must prove ourselves or "die"
As life and luck would have it, I was placed
trying.
We desperately wanted to make a differfor student teaching in a district that was very
ence, and I often heard my former professor's
progressive. My mentor teacher allowed me to
words in my head. Suffice to say, my first year
grow gradually as an educator, seemingly aware
of teaching was one that I merely survived and
that I lacked confidence in myself as a teacher.
did not lend itself to any prolific words of
Although I lacked confidence, I made up for it
wisdom
in inspiring children to write.
in determination and effort. I planned and preThe next year my district began focusing its
pared endlessly and was always hoping to put
efforts in the language arts, and Teri and I joined
myself in the best light for future hiring. My
the bandwagon gratefully, hoping for a chance
semester of student teaching passed quickly, and
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and I went on numerous field trips to Toys 'R
to rejuvenate our writing programs. We were
Us, playing wildly in the store, running up and
given many opportunities to grow as professiondown the aisles as if we were children, and
als and were afforded the opportunity to attend
vigilantly
looking for toys that all children could
various in-services and professional developidentify with. Both Teri and I were seeing
ment seminars. We began to gain confidence and
different toys as a means to impart the world of
joked about writing a book of our own. One day,
words to children everywhere, and each of us
while driving home from a district language arts
synthesized these toys into different
meeting, we high-fived one
We
would
have
to
lessons. The result is a collection of
another and set a date for our
writing mini-lessons that have taken
future book to be written.
come up with a book
on a life of their own and have
As the proposed completion
or lose face ... There
served as the basis for a new book
date of our book quickly came
was nothing left to do
we are writing called Toying with
upon us, we found ourselves
but get to work.
Writing Two\Too. This paper serves as a
empty-handed. We, in our
pedagogical justification for the use of toys
enthusiasm, had told many of
as
meaningful
metaphors in the discipline of
our colleagues that we were writing a book, and
writing and also affords the reader an opportunity
of course they were supportive. Now, it seemed,
to sample some of the lessons we have created.
we would have to come up with a book or lose
face with the people we had grown to respect so
Looking at the research:
highly. There was nothing left to do but get to
work.
Why use toys in a writer's workshop?
While brainstorming one day for a book of
As educators, we know that children learn
writing mini-lessons, I came up with the idea of
about their world in a variety of ways. Children
using a 64-count box of crayons to teach synlearn by watching their peers, their parents, and
onyms. Teri looked at me in a confused way and
the actions of those who inhabit their world on a
said, "I don't get it. How does it work?"
daily basis. This knowledge, this understanding,
"Simple," I replied. "Just as there are many
of how things work in their environment beshades of the same color in a large box of craycomes clear at an early age, and in no time at
ons, they are still basically the same color,
all, children know how to manipulate the things
right?"
in their environment to get specific and intended
"Well, yeah, so?" Teri replied.
results. One of the things that children find
"Well, synonyms are all shades of the same
fascinating and enjoy manipulating at an early
word, just like those different shades of one
age is toys. Whether it is the bright colors, the
color are still basically the same color." I then
movement, or just the inherent sense of fun
added, "And ... some words are a little brighter,
attached to toys, children everywhere seem to
lighter, and darker, just like those shades of the
love them. This joy does not seem to fade as
crayons."
children progress in age; the only real change
Teri's face lit up when she heard my explanaseems to be in the type of toys that children
tion. From that point on, it was decided that all
select. It is no wonder, then, that toys as a
our lessons would be based on concrete objects
teaching mechanism have become big business.
that students had an interest in, such as crayons.
The reality of this phenomenon is easily seen in
The result was a book of both grammatical and
the exploding market of educational toys. From
whole-language-based mini-lessons designed to
V-Tech to Playschool, toys that possess the
use toys as metaphorical representations in the
capacity to teach our children are lucrative
writing arena.
additions to the toy industry's product lines and
The result of this decision was our book titled
are also in high demand. There are, however,
Toying with Writing: Mini-Lessons for a Kids
problems associated with these mass-marketed
World. In order to make the book possible, Teri
toys when it comes to the education of all children.
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Clearly, not all children have access to these
mass-produced, highly marketed toys, as they
are often very expensive. Parents who try to
raise their families on limited incomes and
restricted budgets do not have the luxury of
buying educational toys
If all children are
that can cost well into
to benefit
the hundred-dollar or
more range. In addition
educationally from
to this, many of these
the use of toys, the
highly marketed toys
toys must be both
are difficult to underaffordable and
stand and not all
easily understood
children can pick them
up and begin using them
without parental assistance or the reading of an
instruction manual. With that said, the solution
seems clear: If all children are to benefit educationally from the use of toys, the toys must be
both affordable and easily understood by the
majority of children who use them. Also the toy,
in and of itself, need not be educational; moreover it need only represent an educationally
desired skill or concept. These are the criteria
we have chosen for the writing of our book and
the way that we have approached the selection
of toy/writing metaphors.
The toy/writing metaphors work well in the
teaching of children for the following reasons:
• Toys are of high interest and relevant to a
child's world.
• Toys are concrete objects for children to
manipulate.
• Children have a natural understanding of how
toys work.
Anyone who has witnessed children in the
store, at home, or at school knows that toys are
relevant to a child's world. In an educational
setting, children share toys at "Show and Tell"
talks, "Student of the Week" presentations, on
the playground, and in the classroom. Children
do this for one reason: They are inherently
aware that their peers will find their toys interesting and want to play with them. In effect,
they become a status symbol for children.
Teachers have always known that toys were
interesting to children. Throughout the years,
teachers have been asking their students to put
VoLuME
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their toys away or taking them away so that they
could teach without interruption. Obviously,
children care a lot about toys or they would not
bring them to school in the first place. Imagine
the teaching potential when an educator uses the
very objects children care about to teach a given
lesson. The interest level in the classroom can
only go up, and the potential opportunity for
learning is increased as well.
In addition, toys work well for teaching
children because they are concrete. For years,
teachers have been using concrete objects as
manipulators to teach abstract skills and concepts to children. Math has used fraction bars,
unifix cubes, pentominoes, and more. Social
studies has been taught with maps and globes,
while science relied on a myriad of concrete
tools such as microscopes and magnets to explain abstract concepts and relationships. The
discipline of writing, however, has gone virtually unchanged in its teaching format, yet
remains equally abstract. Toys, as concrete
manipulators that represent specific writing
skills and concepts, can teach writing in a new
and more extensive format. If the connection
between the concrete object and the skill is a
strong one, even if the concept is forgotten, the
revisualization of the toy has the potential to
remind the child of
the concept and how
The toy used
it operates in a
should be simple
manner similar to
enough that most
the toy. If this
occurs, the conchildren have a
cept or skill being
natural
taught has a
understanding of
greater chance of
how it works
being retained over
time. The degree to
which this retention is achieved significantly
impacts a child's ability to easily understand and
make connections with the toy that is being
used.
The selection of a given toy as an educational
tool is an important one. The toy used should be
simple enough that most children have a natural
understanding of how it works. As teachers, we
have been accessing a child's prior knowledge
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in reading for years. By using toys that most
Toying with Writing:
children readily understand and have played
The Sharing of Lessons
with at one time or another, educators can tap
As previously discussed, I have mentioned
into their prior knowledge and make a meaninghow crayons can be used to teach synonyms in
ful connection that does not have to be taught.
the classroom. Synonyms are "shades of words,"
This process can be seen in a lesson that was
just as there are shades of the same color in a
created by my partner, Teri Mitchell, involving
large-sized box of crayons. Teachers can extend
the use of a common bouncing ball. Most chilthis analogy by having students make a crayon
dren have played with a ball at one time or
box of words and then reinforce the concept by
another and know how it works. Why not use it
having the students color their word boxes with
to teach a specific writing skill such as sentence
various shades of the same color. This makes the
structure? The teacher can assume that most
learning fun and something children will want to
students are aware that if a ball is bounced the
do. In order to make this lesson meaningful and
highest bounce will be the first one, and then the
purposeful for students, the teacher must explain
ball will roll a short distance, then eventually
why synonyms are important in writing. Educastop with the ball remaining still. To that
tors need to articulate the importance of
schema, a teacher need only add the following
synonyms as a way of varying word choices in
information to create a toy/concept analogy: A
writing and as a means to avoid the overuse of
sentence operates in the same way. It starts with
certain words. The concept should then be
a high bounce, called a capital letter. It rolls for
extended as a revision strategy for writing and
a short distance with other letters and words,
connected to a specific stage of the writing
then ends with a ball that is still and does not
process.
move. (Author's Note: All ending punctuation
In addition to the synonym/crayon lesson in
marks, period, exclamation point, and question
our book, I have discovered that our slinky
mark [. ! ? J have a ball-like shape that aligns
lesson is also an extremely powerful one.
with the concept of a ball at the end of a senThroughout my years as an
tence.) The child may
educator, I have found this
forget the sentence
(Toys) offer a chance for children lesson to be a fascin~ting
structure concept, but if
to have fun while learning
one for the followmg
the metaphorical
.
reason: Students have a
important skills and concepts •••
d t d'
f
implications of the toy
c1ear un ers an mg o
have been strong
how a slinky functions and
enough, the concept can
what will happen if it gets tangled up. By utilizeasily come back by saying, "Remember, it's
ing a student's prior knowledge of this
like a ball because .... "
experience, an educator can extend this knowlToys, as writing workshop tools, are meanedge to run-on sentences. The vignette that
ingful additions to any writers workshop.
follows details an experience I once had when I
They offer a chance for children to have fun
taught this lesson.
while learning important skills and concepts
I called a student up to the front of my room
in the process. In addition, they allow educaby means of random distribution and handed her
tors to approach learning in a new way and to
a slinky. I then asked this 9-year-old female
think like the students with whom they are
student to play with the slinky. As she was
entrusted to teach. When educators look at the
happily playing with the slinky, I asked her who
world through the eyes of their students, they
had taught her how to play with it. I shall never
have a greater understanding of how to generforget the look on her face that day. She had this
ate meaningful and successful strategies in
scrunched up, puzzled, and quizzical expression
their classrooms.
on her face and then responded: "What do you
mean Mrs. Wells? Everyone knows how to use a
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slinky. "Her response has never left me, for she
had spoken a simple and revealing truth. For the
most part, the majority of children know how to
use a slinky without ever being specifically
taught. At that point I stretched the slinky out
across my classroom, using the same student to
hold the other end. As I stretched the slinky out,
I recited a run-on sentence that kept going on
and on. When the slinky had been stretched to
its limit, I asked the class the following question: "What will happen if I let this slinky go
right now?" All hands in the room went up. The
answer was clear to everyone, if the slinky was
let go in its stretched-out condition, it would get
all tangled up. To illustrate this point, I let the
slinky go and dramatically demonstrated its
new, tangled condition. I then reminded the
students of the sentence that had been recited to
them and made the writing connection clear; if a
stretched out, run-on sentence is allowed to stay
in writing, it causes the reader or audience to
get all tangled up as well.
The reader/audience component is an important one to make with students. Students need to
be acutely aware that they are writing for an
audience, and that they have a responsibility to
write clearly without distractions in continuity
and meaning. Once students can visually see
how a run-on sentence might impact a reader,
the reason for its repair becomes a more significant and authentic task. Once again, run-on
sentences need to be specifically linked to a
desirable writing experience in order to make
them a meaningful exercise for children. The
teacher can then attribute this process to a
specific stage of the writing process.
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Closing Thoughts
on Toying with Writing
The success of the lessons embodied within
Toying with Writing have now spread across the
country, from Michigan to Arkansas, from
Indiana to California, and from Tennessee to
Arizona. Educators everywhere have been
nodding their heads and saying: "Of course.
Why didn't I think of that? It's so simple!" The
acclaim our book has received and the reaction
to it from our colleagues has been uplifting and
exciting. I feel privileged to have the opportunity to speak with educators about a subject I
have grown to love so much.
Three years after the writing of Toying with
Writing I was able to go back to my professor
and thank her for motivating me to help make a
difference in the area of writing. I told her how
much her confidence in me as an educator meant
to me and that I always wanted her to be proud
of me. She responded by offering me a position
as an adjunct professor at the very university
from which I had graduated. I accepted the
position for a short time but my real love, the
classroom, kept me from taking my career in too
many directions.
My educational role since the publishing of
Toying with Writing has changed significantly. I
spend my days teaching fifth-grade students, my
nights mailing out copies of our book and answering e-mails from interested professionals,
and my week-ends traveling around the country
sharing the educational philosophy embodied
within the book I co-wrote. In my spare time, I
am writing a sequel with my partner, Teri
Mitchell, as well as working on my personal
writings. Life, for me, is about as good as it
gets! As I travel around the country I say to my
fellow colleagues, "Life is short! Have fun
teaching with toys!" I hope this philosophy will
hold true to those who read this manuscript, for
there is no greater joy than to watch children
learn in an exciting and interesting forum. The
opportunity to teach is a cherished one, and we
can only become better at it if we think with the
hearts and minds of children everywhere.
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