
36   |  www. shfamily.com

ask the pro

Get it Write
Despite the dawning of the digital age, good old-

fashioned handwriting remains a required skill for kids. 
But what do you do when the afternoon's homework 

looks like chicken scratchings, and how important is it 
to have neat writing anyway? 

by Peter Drzymala and Regina Nicola 

Richard struggles with handwriting. 

Teachers cannot easily read what he 

has written, and he has difficulty writing as 

quickly as he needs to. He frequently works 

on a keyboard, but writing by hand remains 

an inescapable fact of life. 

On a given day, he may need to take notes in 

history class, write on a language arts test 

paper and do homework assignments in 

several other subjects. Eventually, what he 

writes in standardized exams will help to 

determine where he will go to university. It 

is tempting to conclude that handwriting 

has become an irrelevant skill, but even 

today students are routinely subject to 

judgments affected by handwriting, and 

ultimately the stakes are high. 

Richard’s path to better handwriting has 

been surprising. It has included practice 

with pen grip and letter formation, but has 

reached far beyond these in order to 

address fundamentals.

Handwriting depends on the fluid coordi-

nation of underlying components. An occu-

pational therapist – a professional who 

helps people better perform the tasks of 

daily life – will complete a detailed assess-

ment of each child to identify problem 

areas. These range from pen grip to motor 

development and core body mechanics. In 

some cases, poor handwriting is attributa-

ble to cognitive difficulties such as with con-

centration, organization, motor planning or 

difficulties in sensory integration or deficits 

in sensory integration. (Sensory integration 

is simply the messages our senses send to 

our brains.) 

The comprehensive plans that occupa-

tional therapists assemble vary as widely 

as our clients. For example, Richard will 

work on his fine motor skills and pen grip so 

that his hand will not get sore as he writes. 

Another child may require work on gross 

motor skills, endurance or concentration, or 

environmental changes (i.e. workspace) 

depending on his or her needs. 

The underlying causes of handwriting diffi-

culty have implications for other areas of 

children’s lives. Fine motor difficulties that 

make it hard to write neatly make it equally 

hard to zip a jacket or hold a toothbrush. It is 

common to hear from parents that they 

have noticed improvements in these and 

other areas due to occupational therapy. 

Consult an occupational therapist if:

a  Handwriting makes a negative impact on 

your child’s schoolwork

a Your child has difficulty writing neatly

a  He or she gets hand cramps or other dis-

comfort while writing

a  Your child has difficulty with sports and 

other physical activities 

Occupational therapists often recommend 

trying some things at home to address diffi-

culties with handwriting:

a  Ask children to help with household tasks 

using small tools, such as cookie cutters 

or scissors.

a  Emphasize small hand movements. 

Crafts and building toys are suitable prac-

tice activities.

a  Leave handwritten notes, and ask your 

children to reply in writing. 

Steady practice in small doses can see 

remarkable improvement.  For Richard, and 

many like him, success lies in consistent 

attention to critical areas of development. If 

you have questions or concerns, consult an 

occupational therapist. 

Peter Drzymala is Occupational Therapist (cer-

tified in “handwriting without tears”) and Regina 

Nicola is Physical Therapist and Sensory Inte-

gration Specialist with the Essential Learning 

Group. www.essentiallearninggroup.com


