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Abstract
In order to fully participate in meaningful, authentic writing activities, children who use AAC need access to developmentally appropriate vocabulary that can support their word choice and writing rate. This study documented the vocabulary (content words, function words, word frames) used by 114 typically developing kindergarten and first-grade students in 482 writing samples. The children self-selected writing topics. The results of the study were used to create topic- and genre-specific word and phrase banks that may serve as a useful resource in the vocabulary selection process. 

Background and Rationale

Observational research has indicated that children who use AAC receive literacy instruction that is qualitatively and quantitatively different from that which is received by their typically developing peers (Koppenhaver & Yoder, 1993). Erickson and Hanser (2002) asked the teachers of 43 adolescents who use AAC, to report how frequently they provide their students with opportunities to write. The teachers responded that their students typically receive less than one opportunity to write per week. These findings are seriously concerning given that repeated reading and writing opportunities are the building blocks for success in literacy learning.

Physical and linguistic constraints may inhibit the provision of quality writing opportunities to children who use AAC.  The writing process for these children is frequently slow, even when computer-based tools are utilized. Kelford-Smith et al. (1989) analyzed the writing samples of 6 individuals with motor impairments and identified average typing rates of 1.5 words per minute.  An additional barrier is the restrictive nature of these children’s vocabularies.   Children who use AAC differ from typically developing children in that, until they learn to spell, they are unable to spontaneously create their own expressive vocabularies.  Instead, they are dependent on adults to determine what vocabulary is appropriate for inclusion in their augmented writing system (Light, 1997).  Often they do not have access to the vocabulary that is needed to compose text across a variety of topics and genres.   
A limited number of research studies have described the vocabulary used in writing. Some of the key findings that have emerged from these studies are as follows: (a) a significant portion of writing samples can be represented by a limited set of words (Rinsland, 1945), (b) older students write more words and use a greater quantity of different words than younger students (Rinsland, 1945), however, there is considerable overlap across age groups (McGinnis & Beukelman, 1989), and (c) the vocabulary that students use differs according to the type of writing activity (e.g., language arts versus science) (McGinnis & Beukelman, 1989). 

All children, especially those who use AAC, need a writing environment that fosters fluent expression of personal ideas in text. As young children choose topics and compose text, spoken language has been shown to play a core role in supporting their emergent-to-early conventional writing (Dyson, 1986). A typical first grade student composes 85 new writing pieces per school year (Sturm et al., 2003). Students who use AAC, who struggle to generate vocabulary, are at a distinct disadvantage compared to their typically developing peers when engaged in these writing activities. 

Research is needed which identifies developmentally appropriate word banks, that reflect children’s purposes for writing and their communicative intent (e.g., type of activity, topic, genre, and audience).  In addition, research is needed that moves beyond the single word level and begins to identify frequently occurring word frames. Access to such vocabulary will speed the writing process for children who use AAC and will foster ongoing writing development.
Research Questions

This study extends previous research by examining the following research questions: (1) What content (nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs) and structure words (pronouns, articles, prepositions, auxiliaries, conjunctions) do typically developing kindergarten and first-grade children use when composing using self-selected writing topics? (2) Do the children use different vocabulary words when they write about different topics? (3) Do the children use different vocabulary words when they write in different genres? (4) Do the children use different word frames for different writing genres, e.g., for a description piece, “This is ____. It looks like ____”? 

Methods 

Writing samples were collected from 114 kindergarten and first grade children. Children were recruited from 10 classrooms in three Southeastern school districts.  The districts represented a wide range of ethnic (72% European-American, 22% African-American, 3% Hispanic, and 2% Asian-American) and socioeconomic backgrounds.  Children were recruited from the classrooms of teachers who had been identified as providing regularly scheduled writing workshop sessions where students wrote about topics of their choice. Teachers collected between 2 and 6 writing samples from each participating child. A total of 482 writing samples were collected. Teachers also provided weekly classroom context logs with descriptions on class, school, and community events that may have affected student's vocabulary choices.  Each writing sample was entered into the Child Language Analysis (CLAN) (MacWhinney, 1991) software program.  The Freq command was used to generate frequency word counts and the Combo command was used to find word frames and document frequency.  
Results and Conclusions

A total of 11673 words were used.  Of these words, 1590 were unique (Type token ratio = .136).  A significant proportion of the writing samples (70%) were represented by a relatively small number of words (n=140).  Of the top 40 words, 27 were structure words and 17 were content words.   Some of the content words were reflective of classroom events/themes (e.g., Easter, Frogs).  The frequency with which content words and structure words were used varied across genres and topics (see graphs in presentation).  The degree of variation was greater for particular vocabulary words.  Some word frames were used predominantly within one or two genres, other word frames were used across genres.

Learner Outcomes
The learner will (a) acquire knowledge about the vocabulary that typically developing children use when they compose using self-selected writing topics and (b) understand the implications of this knowledge for the vocabulary selection process for children who use AAC.
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