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Handwriting tips 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

An overview of the techniques and development of handwriting: 

 

1. Large before small 

2. 3D before 2D 

3. Gross motor before fine motor 

4. spatial awareness – left/ right/ up/ down 

5. talk through every shape and movement of each letter 

6. posture 

7. good writing equipment 

8. finger fitness 

9. practice makes perfect 
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Beginner Pre-writing Skills 

 

1. Large before small 

Young children need to be able to control large movements before they can 

control fine movements. 

 In starting to write, draw everything large in the air/ in sand with a 

stick/ on glass windows in shaving cream/ in rice on a tray or table/ 

with white board markers on a big white board etc. 

 Divide a jotter page into half lengthways and divide into 3rds across.  

Now use each block to draw the letter/ shape so it touches top, 

sides and bottom of each block. 

 Next use 17mm lined books, using 3 lines for each letter –draw a 

man in the margin with a head line, body line and a leg line for 

each letter (see example on sample page 5). 

 Then use the ordinary feint and margin lined pages, still using 3 

lines for each letter. Draw a man in the margin as above. 

 Finally, towards 3rd grade, you can use Irish lined paper for written 

work, still using 3 lines for each letter. Draw a dot for the head (●) 

and a dash ׀ for the body and blank for the legs in the margin. 

 

 

2. 3D before 2D  

Children need to feel and see the letter shapes in real life, in concrete form 

before they can relate to written forms and shapes. 

 Make letters out of play dough – rolling sausages helps develop finger 

muscles! 

 Use a hula hoop, stick and skipping rope to make letters shapes on the 

ground. 

 Use their bodies lying on the ground to make letter shapes using 

skipping ropes or hula hoops or sticks – left and right up and down 

relates to spatial awareness. 

 Build letters out of Lego blocks. 
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 Use magnetic letters to match picture cards – A good self-correcting 

phonics game!  Use index cards and find and stick pictures from 

magazines to show each letter of the alphabet (e.g.: ‘a’ for apple, ant, 

avo/ ‘b’ for ball, baby, bell, butterfly etc.) Put a dot on the top right 

hand corner the back of each card and draw the outline of the 

magnetic letter on the back of the card.  Now the child can match the 

letter to the pictures and check to see if the magnet letter fits in the 

outline on the back. Siblings enjoy helping find pictures to stick on 

each card! 

 

3. Gross motor before fine motor 

Children must develop their gross motor (larger trunk and limb) muscles 

before they can control their fine motor (finger) muscles.  Shoulder and 

arm strength will directly affect the hand and finger strength.  Good 

muscle tone will give strength and support for the hand and fine muscles. 

Any child who lacks good muscle tone will tire easily, wriggle and move a 

lot or try to avoid doing fine motor work.   

 

Encourage shoulder, arm and hand strength by: 

 

 Playing on the jungle gym 

 Doing wheel barrows on their hands – with mom or dad holding their 

feet to go down the passage each night to go to brush teeth! 

 Hanging from ropes, rails, ladders and trees 

 Playing on large exercise balls (with mom) lunging forward on tummies 

to touch the ground with hands.  Use balls or bean bags in front on the 

ground to throw into a basket.  
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4. Spatial awareness – left/ right/ up/ down 

The child must be able to know left from right, up and down, under and 

above before the child can recognize the letter shapes and differences.  In 

doing some of the gross motor and 3D games, these spatial concepts 

must be reinforced.   

 

If your child is unsure or confuses letters like b and d, p or q, n and u, f 

and t, then these  activities below are excellent! 

 

Play the arrow game:  

Make a large arrow on a cardboard.  Turn it up/ down/ left or right and 

the child must do the appropriate actions by —   

 

 sitting with a doll/ teddy and put the doll or teddy up/ down/ left or 

right of them 

 using a small child’s chair, the child must stand on top for up, crawl 

under for down, left or right of the chair 

 place a hula hoop on the ground and place a stick in the correct 

position 

 while on their tummy on an exercise ball, rolling forward till their 

hands touch the ground, throw a bean bag/ ball in the appropriate 

positions.  Mom can call out the positions instead of using the 

arrow card 

 

Print out the arrow chart and laminate it.   

Using the following arrow chart (on the next page ) point to a block and 

work across the row with the child, one arrow at a time and the child must 

stand use both arms to move across their body to point left, right, 

both arms extend up or down. (an excellent exercise even for older 

children!) 

 



Nadene’s Handwriting Tips 
 

©Nadene of http://practicalpages.wordpress.com  10/2011 

5

 

Arrow Chart for spatial awareness and directionality 
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5. Talk through every shape and movement of each letter 

Teach each letter on the chart by talking how each shape should — 

 Start (use a red dot on the letter chart to show where it begins) 

 Where it should touch the lines. All letters sit on the blue line like 

swans on water.  No letter goes beyond any red line. 

 Slide the pencil/ marker along the page and do not pick it up 

(unless it needs a dot or a cross line) 

 Where the letter shape  ends 

 What shapes it makes or looks like –the more interesting the idea 

the better!  Use pictures!  Draw these over the letter with the white 

board marker. 

 

Top head line –all capital letters and some tall letters start here 

    

  Top body line – all letters fit between this line and the body line 

  Body line – all letters sit on this line and touch the top body line 

    

Leg line – some letters have legs that come below the body line 
 

Example: 

a – start a curly ‘c’, go all the way round, slide up to the top body line, slide 

down to the body line 

b – start a back on the top head line, slide straight down to the body line, 

slide up to the top of the body line, now draw a ball touching the body lines 

c – start in the body line a little way down, curl left to make a round ball 

that doesn’t close. It touches the top and bottom of the body lines 
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d – start a curly ‘c’, slide up to the top line, slide straight down to the body 

line. 

e – start in the middle of the body lines, draw a line right across, now go 

make a sharp corners and go around like a curly ‘c’ 

f – start just under the head line, curl left and up and over and come 

down like a walking stick and come straight down to the body line, lift your 
pen and make a cross on the top body line 

g – start a curly ‘c’, slide around and up to the top of the body line like an 

‘a’, slide down and go down through the body line and make a leg that curls 
at the bottom to the left 

h – start at the top head line, slide down to the body line, slide up and over 

to the right, stop on the body line 

i – start at the top body line, slide down to touch the body line, pick up your 

pencil and make a neat dot in the middle of the head lines 

j - start at the top body line, slide down to go through the body line, curl to 

the left at the leg line, pick up your pencil and make a neat dot in the middle 
of the head lines 

k – a “kicking ‘k’ ” -start at the top head line, slide down to the body line, 

pick up your pencil and make 2 legs starting from the top body line to the 
middle of the body lines, and the other leg from the middle to the bottom 
body line 

l - start at the top of the head line, slide down to touch the body line and 

stop 

m - start at the top body line, slide down to touch the body line, slide up 

and curl over and slide down, and again, slide up and curl over and slide 
down 

n - start at the top body line, slide down to touch the body line, slide up and 

curl over and slide down 

o – start in the body line a little way down, curl left to close and make a 

round ball 
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p – start at the top body line, go down to make a long straight leg, slide up 

and curl right to make a ball that closes on the leg 

q - start a curly ‘c’, slide around to the top of the body line, slide down like 

an ‘a’, now go through the body line down and make a straight leg, slide up 
and out to make a little tick 

r – start at the top body line, slide down to touch the body line, slide up 

and curl over a little to the body space 

s – start in the body line a little way down like a curly ‘c’, curl left and go 

around and across halfway through the body space, now curl right to curl at 
the body line and stop a little way up 

t – start at the top of the head line, slide down to touch the body line and 

curl to the right at the body line, pick up your pencil and make a cross on the 
top body line 

u – start at the top body line, slide down to curl to the right once you touch 

the body line, slide up to the top body line, slide straight down to the body 
line 

v – make a pointy ‘v’ - start at the top body line, make a point on the body 

line and straight out to the top body line 

w – make 2 pointy ‘v’s that are joined - start at the top body line, make a 

point on the body line and straight out and up to the top body line, now back 
down to make a point on the body line and straight out and up to the top 
body line 

x – start at the top body line, draw across to the bottom body line, lift your 

pencil and start again a little way to the right, draw across the middle off your 
first line and end on the body line 

y – start at the top body line, slide down and curl to the right at the body 

line, slide up to the top body line, slide straight down and go through the 
body line, end with a curl to the left at the leg line 

z – start at the top body line, draw a short line to the right, now come down 

across to the left to the body line, draw another short line to the right 
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I always use an A4 laminated handwriting chart next to the child as they write 
and confirm the letter formation as they write. 
 
 
Teach the basic lower case letters, then introduce UPPER case 
letters with its lower case letter partner. 
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6. Posture 

Correct posture is vital for control, stability and ease.  Good posture 

prevents stain of muscles and joints.  It prevents bad writing habits, poor 

eye sight and incorrect letter formation. When doing formal handwriting 

lessons, insist on the following: 

 Correct height of the table and chair — when seated the knees 

should bend 90˚ to the ground and the arms bend 90˚ to the table 

and feet are resting on the ground.  If the feet cannot reach the 

ground, place a box or step under them for stability.  Try providing 

a relative size chair and table to the child’s size.  

 Correct seated position — with both feet on the ground, or resting 

on a strong box or step, body facing square to the table, both lower 

arms on the table, both hands in use, one to hold the page steady 

and the other for writing. 

 Check throughout the writing that this position is maintained, as 

children with poor muscle tone will slump and rest against their 

arms and even have to hold up their heads! If the child wriggles 

and squirms a lot, this could also be due to poor muscle tone or 

fatigue and not due to ants in their pants!   

 Some children with low muscle tone do well sitting on the correct 

size exercise ball (where their knees should bend 90˚ to the 

ground) and some occupational therapists can order these or even 

a stability ball cushion which stimulates muscle tone while sitting.   

 If in any doubt as to the reason for the child’s inability to maintain 

good posture, please check with therapists to see what underlying 

causes may be present.  Poor eyesight in one or both eyes, muscle 

weakness or tension can all be a cause for poor posture, which 

when treated, can relieve the child and help the child cope with all 

the demands of writing. 
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7.  Good writing equipment 

 White board markers and white boards or laminated writing charts are 

excellent for early learners as the marks they make are dark and clear 

and any mistakes are easily wiped away 

 Use triangular pencils, rubber pencil grips, or the triangular pencil grips 

to encourage the correct pencil grip position. (The pencil rests on 

middle finger; thumb and pointing finger hold the pencil.) 

 Use H pencils instead of HB as the line is lighter and less likely to 

smudge 

 Use a good soft eraser 

 Find the best quality pencil that doesn’t break easily 

 Older children enjoy using clutch pencils as they never need to be 

sharpened.  (Buy the H leads for refills!) 

 Good smooth writing pens are worth trying out once the child has 

mastered their handwriting and seldom rub out.  Bic fine pens are 

good for light, neat appearance, while other children enjoy gel pens 

because they write smoothly.   

 

8. Finger fitness 

Occupational therapists advise these games and activities to strengthen 

finger muscles: 

 Tearing paper — tear strips into little blocks which then are glued 

to cover a letter shape 

 Playing with play dough — rolling, pinching, pulling 

 Peg games — use coloured plastic pegs and place pegs around 

containers. A good game for young children: Place coloured plastic 

pegs in a zip lock bag with 4 plastic strawberry containers and 4 

coloured cards matching the colours of the pegs in the base of each 

container.  The child tips all the pegs out and sorts them into each 

container according to colour.  Then he pegs each peg around the 
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rim of the container. He can then peg the pegs all around the 

coloured card. 

 Finger action songs like “5 little fish went swimming one day …”, 

“Tommy Thumb, Tommy Thumb where are you?”, “Twinkle, twinkle 

little star …” 

 Playing with rubber bands on peg boards, peg boards and little 

pins, playing with an assortment of nuts and bolts screwing them 

closed and opening them 

 Colouring in pictures 

 Helping peeling peas, scraping carrots and potatoes, pulling corn 

husks and hairs off — any hands helping in the kitchen! 

 

9.  Practice makes perfect 

 Do writing as a daily part of learning.   

 Formal handwriting is best done early in the morning before the 

child is tired.  

 Practice the each letter until it is mastered without any reminders of 

where it starts and how it is formed. 

 Let the child chose their best letter in the row or on the page 

 Praise the child for any small improvements and discuss how letters 

can be more uniform or neater. 

 Let the child circle the letter they think is perfect. 

 

Good, neat handwriting will be an asset to the child as they learn. 

Handwriting is a reflection of the child’s personality and character and they 

will develop their own style.  Different moods, different pens and different 

challenges will affect handwriting.  A tired or stressed child will battle to 

write neatly, whilst a relaxed and confident child should write without 

difficulty. 
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Cursive Handwriting 

Why teach cursive handwriting? 

 

 Well-formed, flowing joined handwriting is quicker than printing 

 Flowing cursive is less stressful on hand muscles than printing 

 Cursive leans forward and therefore ‘moves’ forward as the direction of 

writing 

 Cursive letter shapes, once learnt, are less likely to be confused as 

print (e.g.: b/d) which is good for those children struggling with 

reversals and dyslexia 

 It looks pretty and mature 

 

Which style should I use? 

Some parents choose a style that is classic.  The capital letters may vary 

greatly from style to style. Other parents choose joined italic script because 

they don’t have to re-teach letter formation (the printed letters are 

merely slanted and joined with a linking line). Many homeschool 

parents use handwriting workbooks and progress into cursive according to the 

programme.  As parents may choose between aesthetics versus technique, 

parents should decide on the cursive style before teaching print.  Those who 

wish to do joined italics for cursive should begin with italic print.    

 

When does my child begin cursive? 

The suggested age is that children learn cursive by 9 years of age.  Cursive 

letters are usually taught in 2nd grade and by the 3rd grade the child should be 

using pencil for cursive handwriting.   A pen ‘license’ is given only to those 

confident in all letter formation. 
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When does my child write in cursive? 

Formal cursive writing should be done slowly, peacefully and patiently early in 

the daily lessons.  The child spends just a few minutes copying over the 

letters on the chart.  Once they are familiar with all the letters and form them 

correctly, the child should do a short piece of copy work.  This is a section 

from a reader, a scripture verse or a famous quote.  This makes the learnt 

dictations.   

 

Many children need more time to write neat cursive and so cursive is only 

used for prepared written work.  All other writing can be done in print.  Many 

adults still prefer to print!  Printing should be used for any quick note taking, 

personal journals, science and geography work.  Spelling is best learnt in 

print.   

 

(South African government schools use the  ABC Cursive Plain Font .tif font 

file)  

A laminated A4 chart helps the child to practice letter formation.  Use the 

same teaching steps as when teaching print.  

(See the cursive handwriting chart below)  Laminate it and let your child write 

over the letters with a thin blackboard marker. 

 

 

You will find all free downloads with lined handwriting pages, practice charts, 

step-by-step instructions, more tips and ideas on my blog at 

http://practicalpages.wordpress.com.  You can write me a private email on 

the contact form on my About Me page. 

 

 

Blessings, 

Nadene



Nadene’s Handwriting Tips 
 

©Nadene of http://practicalpages.wordpress.com  10/2011 

19

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Nadene’s Handwriting Tips 
 

©Nadene of http://practicalpages.wordpress.com  10/2011 

20

 

 

 

 



Nadene’s Handwriting Tips 
 

©Nadene of http://practicalpages.wordpress.com  10/2011 

21

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


