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1. Br n _riting for 'ive Year 01ds 

Very interesting. Though only s~ggest~ve in the discussion 

of some major problems raised. 

Could be organized more clearly around : 

\lriting for ·ve Year Olds 

as a sub-problem of all ~iting,- creation, - litcrntue 

IIov. To Adapt to lriting for Five Y0 ar Olds 

~Y.hat are they lik ? 

'1hn t can stories do for them? 

lhat are they interested in? 

Leads f'Dmn the children 

What do they do ith their .ovrn creativ weiting? 

lhat can you get and not get from trying out 
stories on the chi!dren the selves? 
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~ WRITING FOR FIVE-YEAR-QLDS 

When a ehil4 reaehes the age ot five he is the sua total ot all 

his younger experienees and discoveries in a brand new world. He carries 

with hia the two-year-old's deli~t in sheer sound and pounding rhythms 

and the glamor of the two-year-old's own small self; the three-year-old's 

humor and love of pattern, and his pleasure in the familiar sights of 

his cnm world.; the tour-year-old's turther joining of sound and pattern. 

with rhythm and oontent, and four-year-old's first playtul flights 

inte the humor of the incongruous things that he just knows enough to 

knO'If are not true; and finally the five-year-old's cmn keen humor and 

penetrating ebsenation of the world. around him, the careful wat.t'J.ing 

of his own eyes and ears, the keenness ot his nose and the sensitive-

ness of his touch, and the tine and vivid imagery of his own language. 

Here, perhaps, is the stage of r.ayme and reason. It is certainly true 

that a five-year-old. has a keenness and awareness that will probably 

be displaced or blunted later. For the first time, he has the power 

of words, to use them and to hear them, to describe the things that his 

five-year-old senses perceive. He has his teet firmly enough on the 

ground now to go bouncing off on the most hilarious flights ot i.mag-

ination and to sympathize with and be curious about situations not 

his own. 

Here then is a challenging age to write for. 

In any writing, however, v1hether it be metaphysics or poetry 

or politioal economy or children's stories, there is one oo~~on touch-

stone around Which the value of the writing revolves, there is one 

final determiner or c~~on denominator that gives the writing truth 
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then �a�~�i�n� they wculd like some lon,-winded story about a little cat 

that had no merit that an adult could see except that they liked �i�t�~� 

But this was a rare case in this particular �~�o�u�p� of fiTes. Other 

�~�o�u�p�s� of fiTes do not react so Tiolently. 

Another time I tried out a story about a little rowboat that 

floated away and was found by a little boy and a little ,irl an the oth-

er side of the ocean. -nhy do little boys and girls always haTe to 

find itt" said ane fiTe-year-old boy. �~�y� oan't a fisherman find it 

and tie it to his big boat and use it'l" He was richt• All this 

planned plot where little children ficure gets a little foroed atter 

the tenth story. ·But more important than that, I think his reurk 

showed the fiTe-year-old's real interest in people like fishermen and 

sailors and captains who really do .-omethinc on the sea,. and not in 

other little children planted conveniently on the shore. Of course 

another child mi,ht haTe had just the opposite reaction; but in this 

story, I doubt it. There must have been something forced or written 

down to children that he detected--the laok ot inevitability. 

Another check that children give a story Tery quickly is a 

check for lo,ical aceurac • In THE GOOD LITTLE BAD LITTLE PIG when 

the pig had a bath the soapsuds were not all washed otr the last soap-

in&• The children were quick to notice that. And there was a discussion 

as to how they could wash the pig where they were holding him. It is 

�e�a�s�~� tor an author to see those things when they are read out loud to 

a circle of alert young faces ready to believe the story entirely, 

while it is being read. The title and the impulse behind this story 
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was the idea of a five-year-old. He had a little penguin doll that he 

said -.as not a good little penguin and it was not a bad little penguin.• 

Then he beamed with amusement. and perhaps with a well groYnded satis-

faction in his discovery. and said• "He is a good little bad little pen-

f;Uin•" He played with the idea in words several times. Of course he 

was right. as right as Chaucer. and as tragically right as Shakespeare 

tragedies. Perhaps this is the basis of all true character realization. 

? 
Why then confUse children in the beginnings of literature. The pi' 

story is a playfUl and superficial attempt to follow this lead. But 

that is not enough. There is much more to be followed in it. 

Other leads included in this story were the deliberate and en-

&rossing pleasure children seem to have in washing With soapsuds and 

getting the soapsuds from grey to white. They take five times as much 

time as is necessary to do this even when they are in a hurry. It must 

be important to them. There is the idea in the story that the pig is 

not really a dirty animal. And there is flattery in the story. Tihat 

child does not glory in his acquaintance with a milkman or a policeman 

or one of' those heroes in uniform. Therefore the policeman in the 

sto~ knows the little boy well and holds up the traffic for his pig to 

cross the road. The telegram: 

"Farmer Farmer 
I W811"t a pig 
Not too little 
And not too big 
Not too good 
And not too bad 
The very best pig 
That the mother pig had. 

is something that a child could learn and repeat easily. There is never 
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enough ot eaay catCh phrases and dialogue and even nonsense syllables 

in five-year-old stories. "Run for your life~ child" says Black Belinda 

in PLE&.SE PETER IT 1S P.I\NCA.KES. "Out you little dickens~• says the father 

in MITTENS. And the children are quick to make the phrase their own 

and to play with it. "F• Fi Fo Fum, I smell the blood of an English-

But for all these leads from children themselves~ that is never 

enough in a story. The leads were good leads in the THE GOOD LITTLE BAD 

LITTLE PIG. But the story itself is merely 8lllUsing. That is enough and 

not enough. Maybe it is becauae the pig was not a real pig even though 

he is photographically true. He lacks character development. The child-

ran seemed to enjoy the story as they listened to it, but then they for-

got allcut it. The theme of the story is more important than _that. 

Form is another interesting aspect of a story or poem for which 

we can go to Children for leads. There is still much to discover in 

new forms. For instance, take the poem, "I Like Bugs" followed by 

"I Like Fish" in my book. That was originall7 written for a. reader and 

got into a folder that w~s being tried on a five-year-old at home by 

mistake. The five-year-old and his three-year-old brother took up the 

pattern and went all over the house ·applying it to the things they liked--

I like chairs, I like dessert, I like chewing gum, eto. So I put it in 

my book. Mrs. Mitchell has analysed and used a great many such leads 
~·' 

in the( FIRST 1HERE AND NOW. 

There is another form I wonder about tor five-year-olds. I 

call it an interlude, it is not a story with a plot, it isn't very long. 

It is womewhere between a story and a poem, a dwelling on some themein 

words., a recreation ot some experience. It is the thing some five-yaar-olds 
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do in their own writings. I have tried to do it in "Ths Wonderful Day"• 

"The Dead Bird"• "The Pale Blue Flower"; and perhaps the "Children's 

Oloot" and "Christmas Eve" are only long interludes rather than real 

stories. Whether this is a good fona for children's \Yritings I am not 

sure. I think• because it is a quiet and simple form it might be. if' 

it is read to a child at the right time. 

But in all of this writing for five-year-olds it is not only 

the leads from the Children and literary bunches and content needs that 

prompt a story. When I look at stories and wonder what started them I 

find that it was not always some big idea but more often merely some 

small thing I saw that amused me or touched me .. - a kitten by £.1f 

for the first time with all the wonder and surprise in the world in its 

bright little eyes. or I start thinking of the small animal dignity that 

children and puppies and shy little horses struggle so hard to maintain 

at times. I wonder what the world looks like from the little space above 

the ground where children and small animals live. Or I just remember 

all the silly things that make them laugh. Sometimes I have dreamed a 

phrase and a half formed situation that has started a story. I suppose 

what really happens is that all of a sudden you see or hear something 

that seems significant. And by writing it out in a story form that 

significance becomes orystalized f'or whoever reads the story and for 

yourself. 


