








WHY HANDWRITING MATTERS
_'?"’ﬁ; ome parents show little concern over their
= children’s penmanship, believing that computer
use in schools and at home ultimately makes it
irrelevant. Experts disagree:” Handwriting is still
S an important pare of language development and
a component of the overall approach to literacy,” says Barbara
Willer, deputy executive director of the National Association
for the Education of Young Children in Washington, DC.
Instruction in printing letters by hand helps children focus
on the same kinds of visual information they use to differentate
one letter from another when they read, explains Eileen
Perlman, a learning specialist and White Plains, NY-based
co-author of Preventing Academic Failire, And when children
are comfortable forming letters correctly, they are better
cquipped to process letters automatically during reading and
writing, freeing them to focus on the meaning of the words.
This skill affects children’s performance in every academic
subject, including science and math.
Renée Cohen of Mamaroneck, NY, discovered the link
between handwriting and reading when her daughter, Sophie,a
first-grader, began working with occupational therapist Laura

Chess, who works in the Edgemont, NY, school
district and in private practice. Before their firse ses-
sion, Sophie was holding her pencil incorrectly and
used about six lines to write her name. After a month
of weekly sessions with Chess, Sophie’s writing had
improved dramatically. "1 taught her how to form the
letters one by one and helped her with spacing and
using the lines,” Chess explans. But Sophie’s pen-
manship wasn't the only thing that improved.” When
she started writing her letters correctly, her reading
took off," says Renée. As Chess explains, " Teaching
her how to form the letters organized her visually,
because the way to write each letter is left to right
and top to bottom, which is the way we read.”

A good handwriting program involves three
simultaneous processes, says Perlman: listening to the
sound of the letter (the auditory component), look-
ing at the letter (the visual component), and making
the movement to form the leter (the kinesthetic
compaonent),”'With this multisensory approach, vou
are helping the brain to associate the sound, look,
and shape of the letter, so when a child goes to read
orspell, all the connections are being made.”

The goal of handwriting instruction, say experts,
is to give children enough practice in writing letters
that it becomes automatic. “You want to make the
skill of handwriting so easy that a child doesn't have
to concentrate on how to make or where to put the
letter but instead can focus on what she wants to say,”
explains Perlman. If a child needs to pause and pay attention to
letter formation during a spelling test, for example, she may be
thinking about where to start the ¢ or @ and not about how to
spell the word. This takes her away, cognitively, from the rask at
hand and puts her back to the mechanics.

As children get older, they're expected to take notes in class
and provide increasingly lengthy answers on written tests, At
that point, students who have trouble with the physical task of
writing may find themselves at a disadvantage. Lori Barrette of
Rochester, NY, noticed how difficult it was for her son,
Zachary, a fifth-grader, to capture his knowledge on paper.
*“Zachary has always been a verbal kid who loves to tell a story,”
says Lori, “but he wouldn't take time to write all that he was
thinking because penmanship was so tough for him. It really
held him back—you didn't see the level of detail that vou heard
when he spoke, and writing became something he really didn't
like doing. He'd do just enough to get by

The quality of a child’s handwriting can also sway a teacher’s
assessment, warns Graham, Throughout elementary school, and
sometimes beyond, handwriting is how a teacher evaluates a
student’s work. Studies show that when grading papers and
tests, teachers who are asked to judge purely on content and not
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on presentation still give lower grades to work that s written
less neatly. And if a child can’t write legibly enough to read her
own work, it can also affect her success in subjects like math.
Although there 15 no evidence that handwriting problems
interfere with mathematical processes,if a child has difficulty
spacing numbers in columns, it can cause unnecessary errors in
working out a problem,” says Graham.

REVERSINGTHETREND

ealizing that kids are not getting the instruction
they need, a growing number of teachers are
looking for ways to help themselves help their
= students.” The pendulum s swinging back,” says

= Perlman. “As standardized tests require more
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written expression, people are seeing the impact of the lack of
this skill.” Five vears ago, Jan Olsen offered 18 Handwriting
Without Tears workshops a year for teachers, occupational ther-
apists, and school districts. Currently, Olsen and her staff run 90
workshops a year for teachers and OTs and another 150 for
districts nationwide A good handwriting teacher gives a child
a tool for success in every subject,” she says.

There are three levels of instruction when teaching a leteer,
Olsen explains. First, the teacher says the letter, demonstrates
how to form it and asks the child to imitate the motion, Onee
the child 1s able to do this, he can be given a written model to
copy with no demonstration from the teacher. The final stage is
for the child to have no demonstration or model bur simply to
write the letter from a verbal cue. For example, when the child
hears,Write an e,” he'll be able 1o picture the leteer in his mind,
and his hand will make the movement on the paper. >

Helping Your Child at Home

When a child has difficulty with handwriting, the problem is usually related to fine-motor development or visual or spatial
difficulties, says Eileen Periman, a leaming specialist in White Plains, NY, and co-author of Preventing Academic Failure.
Children with symptoms of weak muscle development may have trouble pressing their pencil on the paper; their letters
tend to be light and look shaky. If a child has difficulty directing the pencil

or knowing which way to turn her hand, the problem may be caused by visual
motor difficulty. And if the letters are too close together, very far apart, or

not placed on the lines of the paper, this may be related to a spatial problem.

The proper way to grip a pencil, says Periman, is to hold it about one inch
from the point. The child should pinch the pencil between the thumb and index
finger and rest it on the middle finger. Molded-rubber pencil grips, which are
widely sold at stationery stores, ¢an be helpful for establishing a proper grip.
Kids should be reminded to use their nonwriting hand to stabilize the paper.

Parents can help ward off handwriting problems by providing kids with what
Periman calls “old-fashioned playthings: paper, pencils, crayons, paints, clay,
blocks, craft supplies—things that don't run on batteries and let children use
their fingers to manipulate something.” The always controversial subject of
video games made headlines in May when a University of Rochester study
reported that playing action video games sharply improves visual attention
skills. But Perlman says the assumption that manipulating a video controller
translates into better hand-eye coordination in young children is not true.

“| sereen over 100 kindergartners a year,” she says, “and in the past few
years, | began seeing kids who couldn’t master basic line development—
drawing shapes, writing, cutting things. Video games teach only one kind of
eye-hand coordination, not the more complex tasks that are done in school.”

Creating a home writing center can also be helpful. Stock it with stationery,
journals, to-do lists, forms to fill out, pencils, markers, crayons, and chalk.




WHAT ABOUT COMPUTERS?

;0w that elementary and even nursery school
classrooms routinely include computers, the
question  of writing  versus  keyboarding

inevitably comes up—but experts agree that
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handwriting should not be abandoned, for all

the developmental reasons described earlier.” The kevboard is a

wonderful tool, but its not a substitute for a2 manual form of

expression, says Beverly Wolf, director of the Hamlin Riobinson
School in Seattle, a K-8 school for children with .!:.,'xiL'\;iJ
and related language difficulties and co-author of a chapter on
handwriting in Multisensory Teaching of Basic Language Skills,
ldeally, keyboarding should be taught once handwriting
becomes automatic, typically by fifth grade or even earlier
"Children in the early primary grades have small hands that are
not a great match with an adult keyboard,” says Graham, “but
both writing and keyboarding should be taught eventually
because kids are likely to compose in both as they get older.”

If a child reaches middle school and is stll struggling with
handwriting, experts agree that the computer can be liberating,
“lt doesn't solve the problem of bad handwriting,”
says Penny Mishkin, a New York City—based occu-
pational therapist who specializes in working with
children on this issue and other fine-motor skills,
“but it gives some kids a more effective means of
]*,'1‘.-{11]'.':!!:._', writien communication. A computer
will always produce a neat product, and that’s a real
relief for children with the most difficult penman-
ship problems. Kids with ADD and other learning
1ssues frequently have trouble with handwrinng,
and if they're struggling with several aspects in their
schoolwork, allowing them to use a computer can

take one source of stress .;1.-.'.1'3.'_"

Learn More About Handwriting

W For a tip sheet on helping your child improve his
handwriting, go to the site of the American Occupational
Therapy Association at www.aota.org,

W Find resources that can help children with handwriting
and other academic issues from Eileen Perlman’s Preventing
Academic Failure site, www.pafprogram.com,

W For more about dysgraphia, visit the National Center for
Leaming Disabilities at www.ncid.org or the Learning
Disabilities Association of America at www.ldanatl.org.

W Get information about molded-rubber pencil grips

and other products that can help improve your child's
handwriting at www.thepencilgrip.com.

W To leam more about Jan Olsen's Handwriting Without
Tears workshops, go to www.hwiears.com.

As many as 1% of students suffer from dysgraphia, a
neurological disorder that produces extreme difficulties with
handw I'itiﬂg.] nrect instruction with an mx'u]'-.[[]una] [|1L-|-_|]1|~\{
15 recommended to overcome the |'|rn;1|'\|_i'[||. which may b relar-
ed to fine-motor, visual, or spatial abilities. Since most schools do
not offer services to children whose only difficulty is handwrit-
g, it may be up Lo parents to find an OT o1 |k'_||':gi||g xFL-{'],gh-\.[
and to supplement the expert’s work by helping children at
home. A school or pediatrician can usually provide contacts.

With 29 Years -.lr'x'xpn.'ria'lu easa '51_'.L|'r|1::5 specialist to draw on,
Perlman is convinced that all children except those with severc
physical disabilities such as cerebral palsy can indeed write neatly

by hand. “If they start early and are instructed in the proper
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techniques,” she insists,

“there sn't a child who

will not be able ta produce

legible handwriting” O d.com/community

adjunct professor at New York Universitys School of Journalism






