HANDWRITING TIPS
Grades Pre-K - 3rd

The following tips will address areas that promote
functional and independent handwriting skills.
Tips for appropriate desk posture
The first thing to look at is the desk and chair height.
The desk height should be halfway between the belly
button and the lower part of the chest (not the armpit
area). The chair height should allow the student’s feet
to touch and rest flat on the ground. If the student
cannot rest their feet flat on the floor than change to a
smaller chair or use a foot stool. A thick book, a box
(cardboard, wooden, plastic), etc. can be used as a foot
stool. If the desk height is too high see if you can
adjust it to a lower height.
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Tips for pencil grip
The typical grip is a “tripod” grip using the thumb,
index and middle finger together at the tip of the
pencil. There are other grips that are acceptable and
efficient for those who have difficulty with the tripod
grip such as quadrupod and adapted tripod.

Students who cannot hold the pencil in one of the
acceptable grips may require support to facilitate an
efficient grip. The easiest and most natural methods to
facilitate appropriate pencil grips are to use:
a slant board for better wrist and hand positioning
(3 ring binder turned sideways works well)
small pieces of crayons (we love broken crayons!)
golf pencils or pencils broken in half (the smaller
size makes it harder to hold the pencil incorrectly).
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Some students may need more help. They may require
both visual and tactile cues for proper placement of
the fingers. Some techniques to try include:
placing small dot stickers on the pencil
wrapping a rubber band or a Wikki stick around
the pencil
commercial “pencil grips”
*There are many commercial grips available. Many are
difficult for kids to use appropriately. A couple that I
have had success with are “The Pencil Grip” and the
“Grotto” grip
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Tips for Hand Dominance
Hand dominance is typically demonstrated around 4
years of age. However, some older studies show that
some may not establish hand dominance until 8 or 9
years of age.
Two handed activities such as lacing, stringing beads,
Legos, etc. help students figure out their dominant
side.
If a student starts to write with one hand, they need to
finish the activity with that hand. They should not be
allowed to switch hands in the middle of an activity.
Switching mid activity does not allow their bodies to
develop dominance.
Left-handed writers:
Place the writing to be copied on the right side of the
student so they can see what they are copying. The
pencil grip is similar to right-handed students. Make
sure they are not bending/hooking their wrist down.
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Tips for letter formation
Young children learn quicker from a model (i.e. a desk
strip). The model should be on the same sized lines
that the students are writing on.
Learn letters in groups of similar strokes.
c o a d (all start with c shapes first and are done
with one continuous stroke)
g q (letter c shapes and go under letters)
l t h b f k (all start at the top, in order of
difficulty)
e i m n r s u v w z (start in the middle letters)
j p y (start in the middle and go under letters)
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Use multi-sensory techniques
Auditory: Make it fun. Describe how to make the letters.
For example, an “a” is a circle and a stick. An “n” is a
down and a bump. A “g” is a circle and a hook.
Tactile: Trace letters with your index finger. Put glue on
the letter and then smooth it out with your finger, then
put yarn on it. Make letters out of sandpaper or
bumpy material and trace with index finger. Make
letters out of play-doh.
Proprioception: Make letters in the air with index finger
using large, whole arm movements. Draw a large
“block” letter on paper, whiteboard, etc. Make the
letter stokes in the inside of the letter, using a different
color each time (makes a rainbow letter). Work in
vertical planes, when possible.
Stereognosis: make the letters in the air with eyes
closed. Make the letter on the student’s back.
**Note: Make sure they are using the appropriate
formation, or they will learn it the wrong way! FYI…It
takes approximately 100 repetitions before something
becomes a habit.
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Tips for legible handwriting
The following techniques will help with the sizing,
spacing, and alignment of letters and words.
Slant board: Many students benefit from having the
paper slanted. It helps to see the paper better,
reduces glare, and puts their wrist and hand in the
correct alignment and position for writing. This is also
their most developed visual field. A 3-ring binder
makes a great slant board. Try 2 to 3-inch width.

Paper: The type of paper you use can help influence
the sizing and alignment of writing. There are many
types of paper out there such as medium and large
lines, darker or bold lines, highlighted or colored lines,
etc. Skipping every other line also helps especially with
smaller lined paper. Try graph paper both for writing
and math. It helps to give boundaries for letters and
words.
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**For proper position of the paper: Have the student
slightly tilt the top of paper to the left for right-handed
students and to the right for left-handed students. **
Spacing/Sizing: Emphasize spacing! It helps with
legibility.
Use a popsicle stick or index finger as a spacer
item to make spaces between words.
Make individual lines for each word to be written
on. (ex: I. like water = _ ____ _____)
Use writing strips (oak tag with a thin rectangle cut
out slightly larger than the writing line to have a
defined area to write in).
Skip every other line when writing.
Use a highlighter to highlight the lines and or area
to write in.
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*2nd and 3rd grade:
Consider introducing cursive handwriting. Many
students are very successful with cursive handwriting.
There is less stopping and starting and less worry
about spacing within words. Only requires 5 to 15
minutes of practice a day.
Consider introducing typing as an additional option to
help increase the speed, efficiency and quantity of
output. Only requires 5 to 15 minutes of practice a
day.
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Tips for hand strengthening and dexterity
Use manipulatives to help strengthen the muscles of
the hands as well as help develop dexterity and
control. Manipulatives are items that require the
thumb, index and middle fingers to work separately
from the ring and pinky fingers. You probably already
have many manipulatives in your room; the trick is to
use them in a different way.
For example, when counting objects, have the student
pick up items with thumb and index and or middle
finger and place them into a small container. Use
tongs or tweezers to pick up objects. Stack blocks
using tongs or tweezers. Use play doh, have the
student roll it, squeeze it, pinch it, push pegs or other
small items in it.
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Build fine motor skills through play. Playing with toys
and manipulatives help develop the muscles of the
hand, fingers, thumb and wrist. Also spend time
playing in a prone prop position (child lays on their
belly and props up on elbows). Developing and
strengthening these muscles will help with pencil grip,
speed and quantity of writing.
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Tips for too much or too little pencil pressure
Pressing too hard: have them place their non-writing
hand palm down flat on the surface with fingers
extended. Use mechanical pencils, after they break
several times, they “should” start grading the pressure
naturally. Have them write on tissue paper – they have
to adjust the pressure or the paper rips. Have them
squeeze a stress ball in non-writing hand while writing.
Have them hold their water bottle in non-writing hand,
on the paper to stabilize the paper.
Pressure too light: give different type of pencil
(example #1 pencil). Check pencil grip. Use a slant
board. Use markers. Write or color on textured
surface. Do hand exercises before activity. Such as
squeezing hands into fist real hard then open, chair or
wall push-ups, clap hands fast and slow, etc.
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Tips for scissor skills
Holding: The correct way to hold the scissors is to have
the thumb in the top hole and the middle, index or
both fingers should be in the bottom hole. Thumb
should always be up, on top.

Positioning: Have student back away from the
desk/table or stand up when cutting. This helps to put
their arms in the appropriate position for cutting. It
also helps provide the space for the student to rotate
the paper. This technique is especially true for those
whose desk height is too high or their feet do not
touch the ground.
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For students who are struggling:
Have them cut firmer objects such as oak tag, paint
sample strips, paper plates, straws, play doh, etc. This
helps give more resistance so that they learn what to
do. Use bold lines. Outline the overall, outside part of
the picture with black marker or crayon. You can do
this prior to making copies so you only have to do it
once!
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Vision
Schoolwork is much more than acuity and 20/20
vision. The vision screening done in the school system
only tests distance vision. It does not test their ability
to see near. It also does not test the function of the
eyes nor does it detect eye problems such as “lazy
eye”. You need to have your eyes functioning
appropriately to be able to read, write, adjust focus
from the board back to the desk, etc.
Functional vision skills include but are not limited to
tracking, scanning, depth perception, binocular vision,
etc. Many students who may have difficulties with
vision may bring items close to their face, tilt their
head, complain of headaches, they may rub their eyes,
have watery eyes, and or rest their head on their arms
or on the desk. Typically, the child does not know that
their vision is not working properly or is different from
others. Studies show that many students labeled as
ADD, ADHD, behavioral, lazy, etc. have vision problems.
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Tips to help facilitate visual skills
When writing on the board, use a different colored
marker for each line written or underline each line in a
different color. It helps the student focus and keep
his/her place. Also, increase the space between lines
and keep the amount of writing up at one time to a
minimum. The techniques mentioned in the “Tips for
legible handwriting” section also help children with
vision concerns.
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**Pre-K
&
Kindergarten
students
are
not
developmentally ready to copy from the board. It is
difficult for them to adjust their vision from the vertical
to horizontal plane.
The following activities help facilitate and strengthen
functional visual skills:
color/cut/paste activities
word searches
mazes
connect the dots
hidden pictures
**These activities are beneficial but can also be very
hard or frustrating for students with visual concerns.
You may need to start with an easier level or provide
“hints” to give them a starting point. For example, in a
word search you can say the word is in the third row
or for hidden pictures the object is on the top right,
etc.
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**When to Talk to an OT**
If you have tried several of these techniques and there
isn’t much improvement
If it is too overwhelming
If you just want extra help
If you have additional concerns
Contact an Occupational Therapist (OT) for help. A
Pediatric OT can look at the whole child and help
individualize techniques to their skill level and
preferences.
Children benefit greatly from getting help and services
early, at a young age, when skills can be developed
more appropriately and efficiently.

https://infinitesunshine.wixsite.com/otkids

386-585-0450

