Common Handwriting Problems and Solutions

	Problem
	Have you tried?

	My student uses an immature pencil grasp.
	Some children develop poor habits and you may need to try an adaptive grip to help position their fingers. Suggested grips are The Pencil Grip or Stetro Grip. These can be ordered from Therapy Shoppe at 1-800-261-5590.  When modifying the pencil grasp, have the child only use the adaptive grip for a short time each day. This will help the child get accustomed to the feel of a new grasp. Too much awkwardness may make the child resist change.



	My student holds the pencil straight up in the air.
	You can try to use the Handi-writer device purchased from Therapy Shoppe or

you can use two rubber bands looped together with one loop placed around the

child's wrist and one loop around the pencil. The eraser end of the pencil should point toward the child's shoulder. 



	My student has a hard time managing a regular sized pencil.  
	Use golf-size pencils with children. There is this idea that children need to write with large pencils. Adults write with pencils in proportion to their hands so why shouldn't children?

	My student moves their whole hand/arm when he writes.
	Have the child lay on the floor to write. This puts weight on the arms and stabilizes them. You can also have the child write on a vertical surface (like a chalkboard or table easel). This helps the child put their wrist in a functional writing position and also works on shoulder stability.

	My student forgets to leave spaces between words.
	Use a stamp pad and have the child stamp their fingerprint between each word. You can also place a small piece of candy or a sticker between the words. Spacer sticks also work well.

	My student writes with an open hand or fingers straight.
	Try placing a small sponge or a marble in the last two fingers. Have the child hold onto this while they cut or write.

	My student writes too hard.
	This may be because the child has poor awareness of finger placement and movement or poor control of the smaller muscles of the hand. Sometimes correcting the pencil grip may help this problem. Have the child practice coloring bunnies light gray, medium gray, dark gray, and black to increase their awareness of degrees of pressure on the pencil. Try a mechanical pencil so the child has to learn to control the amount of pressure used. You can also have the child place their paper on a piece of Styrofoam (if they press too hard they will poke holes in their paper). Try having the child write on a phone book or tin foil.

	My student writes too soft or only writes with markers.
	Have the child practice coloring bunnies dark. You can also try a weighted pencil to give the child more awareness of the pencil. Sometimes correcting the pencil grasp can also help with this problem.  Try writing clay, putty or Styrofoam.

	My student writes with reversals.  
	Choose one reversal per assignment to work on. If the child reverses many of their numbers, work on them one at a time, beginning with the lowest number. Master that formation before moving on to another number. Use the slate chalkboard. You demonstrate and the child imitates.

	My student has poor posture.
	Children will sacrifice all forms of mobility for stability. Children need to sit in their chair with their hips, knees and feet at a 90-degree angle. If the child's feet do not touch the floor try placing a box or stool under their feet to help with stability. Old-fashion desks are great for proper positioning for writing. If your children sit at tables you may need to adjust the height of the table or chair to get an optimal position.  Sit-n-moves or wedges may  help with positioning.

	My student has difficulty positioning his paper and/or stabilizing it with the other hand.
	Beginners (learning to print letters and words) can place the paper straight and not tilted). Experienced printers (able to print sentences across the page) should place the paper at a slight angle to follow the natural arc of the writing hand. The angle or tilt should follow the natural arc of the writing hand. For right-handed children, put the right corner higher; for left-handed, the left corner is higher. The writing hand is below the line of writing. This encourages the correct neutral wrist position.  Try taping an outline of where the paper is to be placed on the desk with an “x” where the hand goes. If the child is disabled, use a clipboard or a piece of tape to hold their paper in place. For other children try naming their helping hand (non-dominant hand) and showing it how it has other jobs to do. Children love when you talk to their hand like it is a person.



	My student has a hard time seeing the blackboard.
	Child may need an eye exam to rule out the need for glasses. Also children at this age may have a difficult time looking up to a vertical surface and then back down to a horizontal surface. Maybe try having the child work on a vertical or slanted surface. If a slanted desk is not available you can try a slant board (talk to your OT about getting one of these) or adapt a three-ring binder for children to work on. Try writing notes on colored papers, used colored overlays or colored light sources (red, blue, purple, green or yellow).

	My student holds the pencil too high or too low.
	Wrap a small rubber band around the area where the fingers should be placed. This will remind the child where to hold the pencil. When using a traditional pencil, remind them to hold the pencil "where the paint

	My student has a cognitive, learning or emotional disability.
	For children with fine motor delays, use the first 15-20 minutes doing a fine motor task. Chances are if they are delayed in fine motor skills they will need extra help with handwriting. Spend the last 10 minutes forming letters. Use tracing activities, messy media, trace letters in the air, writing on blackboards, finger paints etc. (Keep sessions short and fun!).

	My student is Autistic.
	Be very repetitious. Prepare the child ahead of time for what you are going to

do and what letter you will work on. Photocopy the workbook page so the child can practice the page more than once. Children who have autism and are high functioning tend to relate well to hands-on materials because they are tangible. Use as many multisensory experiences as you can. Children who do not respond well to verbal cues (language) tend to do well with demonstration with few or

no verbal cues needed as the child visually attends to the task. Teacher

demonstration and child imitation are the keys to successful handwriting.

	My student has Down Syndrome.
	If the child really struggles with writing because of low tone, have them write in all capital letters. Use a modified pencil grasp. Use several multisensory activities and repetitions. Because the child may be easily distracted, you may want to schedule extra time so you can take several breaks. Adapt seating in the classroom and at home if the child has low tone. Sometimes a lap tray works well during writing time as these children will sometimes lay on their desks with their heads down. Make sure at home that your child is seated comfortably with feet flat on the floor. You may also want to work on extra fine motor activities to strengthen the hands.

	My student has low vision.
	Adapt the lines and curves with puffy paint. Paint textured bumps on them. Use bright colored paints with a bright contrasting mat (black and white works well). Enlarge all of their workbook pages. Use a larger slate (11x17). Provide hand-over-hand assistance to help them feel the lines and curves. Use a window guide to grade the size of handwriting. Have them write with a bold black marker. The double lines can work well with children with low vision. The lines may need to be thickened with a marker, or enlarged until the child is comfortable with the chosen size. Providing a texture on the lines will also help the child locate the line position.



	My student has Cerebral Palsy. 
	You first want to establish good positioning for your child. If your child is in a wheelchair, you may want to use a lap tray during writing time. If your child only has use of one extremity, clamp down paper, or materials using a clipboard clamp screwed into the lap tray. You can also try Velcro or tape to stabilize these. If your child has problems with muscle tone, you may want to try an adapted pencil grip. Children with Cerebral Palsy may do better to initially write in all capital letters first. If your child has perceptual or visual problems, it may help to enlarge the worksheets and darken the print.

	My student has Asperger’s Syndrome.
	Children having Asperger's Syndrome can easily become too focused on specific topics. If you find it difficult to lead the child into a different topic, use the focus as an opportunity to practice handwriting. Be very consistent with the child. Remove distractions from the room or area that may interrupt handwriting. Give frequent breaks and have firm, consistent rules. Be careful when using abstract teaching strategies; these children tend to take things very seriously. Many times, concentration, staying on task, and compliance are greater issues for children with Asperger's Syndrome. Because of these difficulties, there may be reluctance to use handwriting or fine motor skills, or perceptual delays may exist. Try using sensory modalities.

	My student has Dyslexia.
	The formation of letters is not an automatic process for these children. Help the child with dyslexia in the following ways: Consistency is very important for these children. Teaching the letters in groups of similar strokes, develops consistent writing habits and leads to mastery of letter formation. Give the child many opportunities for review and mastery of what they have learned. Use multiple techniques, kinesthetic, verbal and sensory.

	My student has Dysgraphia.
	Children with dysgraphia have trouble producing written language due to poor motor planning. Provide visual models for the child to follow; refer the child to the pictures in that give additional visual cues for letter formation. Provide many practice sessions for the child to develop patterns for letter formation. Teach the letters in the recommended groups of similar strokes to help develop consistent patterns of letter formation. 

	My student has a hand that shakes.
	A child who may have a tremor (shaking) may have this problem due to weakness or due to neurological conditions that involve the nerves and or muscles. You may consider the following: 1) A larger grip 2) A weighted pencil 3) A weighted wrist cuff 4) A golf size pencil 5)Promote grip by having the student hold a small eraser with his last 2 fingers to aid in closing his hand 6) May require a larger writing surface (larger lines) 7)May require frequent rest breaks of the hand 8)May need to consider a typing alternative with or without an adaptive aid/cuff

	My student has poor posture, holds head up with other hand, wraps feet around chair when writing.
	This student likely has muscle weakness at the core and possibly throughout the body. These are efforts to stabilize the body. Make sure the feet touch the floor, the desk height is such that the chid’s elbows rest at a 90 degree angle, most of these children will benefit from a slant board. 

	I think my student needs a slant board but I do not have one.
	You can make your own using one of the following strategies: 1) Take a clipboard and secure a pringles can underneath it at the top. The student can also place erasers, pencils etc. inside the can.  You may wish to make it look cool with designer style duct tape. 2) Take at least a 3 inch binder and turn it on its side. You may wish to add a clip to the top using sticky back Velcro.

	I do not know which hand my student should write with.
	Given 80% of the population is right handed, it is best to guess that the child is right handed when in doubt. To better determine handedness you can observe the following in 10 trials 1) Watch which hand they use forks/spoons with 2) Place blocks/legos in the middle of their body and tell them to build a tower 3) Place scissors and other craft materials in front of them – which hand to they pick it up with and use? 4) Toss a tennis ball to them, which hand/arm do they throw it back with? 5) At snack time which hand stabilizes and which hand works to take wrappers off, open cartons with?

	My student still switches hands for writing, coloring etc.
	This sometimes is due to muscle weakness and fatigue (take careful observation of WHEN) the child starts to switch. The other reason is that the child has not yet figured out which hand performs better. In this case see box above. Also create a classroom rule for all students that once they start an activity / project that which ever hand they pick up the crayon/marker/pencil with they must use for that entire project. If they are cutting; they need to use that same hand for using scissors the whole time. You may wish to put a sticker on the hand that the child selected and gently remind them to use the “sticker hand” if they switch. Observe the child using a computer mouse (we tend to always have these on the right side) place it in the middle and see which side the child moves it to in order to use it naturally without cues.

	My student has a hard time erasing his paper.
	This is likely due to strength difficulties. If the child has not mastered this skill continue to work on grip and promote strength with play dough, legos, tweezer games etc.  Alternatives include: making an X over the wrong word/letter and re-writing it or using oopsie tape (white paper tape) that you tear off and place over the incorrect letter/word and re-write. 

	My student has a hard time fitting writing in the correct space.
	Be sure to create boxes, lines, highlight specific areas you want the student to write on. Use specialized paper (graph, stop/go, colored lines, highlight every other line in notebooks) – see handwriting for teachers section of the website for free paper downloads.

	My student has a hard time putting spaces between words; they all run together.
	Introduce a “space man” stick, finger spacer.  Teach the child to slow down – often spacing issues are related to quick writing. Graph style paper is a good option. When writing have the child alternate between 2 colors in words…the first word is green the next word is red the next word is green and the next red.


