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Why Handwriting Remains a Critical Skill
Handwriting in Today’s Classroom
Today’s elementary classroom has students producing more 
written work than ever before. To succeed with all their 
written assignments, students need to master handwriting.

Several research studies have found that handwriting is 
essential in higher grades, too. Students who took notes 
by hand versus on a computer were shown to have better 
comprehension of what was being said, and had more 
sustained attention during discussion of text and concepts 
(Mueller 2014, Peverly 2012).

Handwriting and the Brain
Various research studies show the positive impact of 
handwriting on the developing brain. MRI scans at 
Indiana University (done before and after letter instruction) 
found that when children practiced by hand, their neural 
activity was far more enhanced and adultlike than those 
who had simply looked at their letters (James 2012).

Teaching handwriting has also been shown to have 
significant impact in the areas of the brain related to 
literacy development (Berninger 2012; James 2012). 
Research shows that handwriting is a foundational skill 
that can influence students’ reading, writing, language 
use, and critical thinking (Saperstein Associates 2012).  
It has an important role in brain development, is necessary 
alongside technology in the classroom, and promotes 
success in other academic subjects.

Handwriting Mastery Builds Academic Success  
in All Subjects
Handwriting fluency is an important component of early 
learning and communication. To help acquire knowledge 
and share or demonstrate what they have learned, 
elementary-aged children need to be able to handwrite 
automatically, with speed and ease. 

When children are taught handwriting skills, they are 
able to focus on the content of what they are writing, 
rather than thinking about how to form their letters. When 
children acquire good handwriting skills, they write with 
speed and ease in all subjects (Marr et al. 2003). Greater 
writing speed will “lessen the burden on working memory,” 
enabling them to “create good reader-friendly prose” 
(Peverly 2006).

Students who have mastered handwriting are better, more 
creative writers. (Graham and Harris 2005; Graham, 
Harris, and Fink 2000; Berninger 2012). Handwriting 
affects both fluency and the quality of the composition. 
Christensen (2005) demonstrated how children enrolled 
in an eight-week handwriting intervention program 
outperformed their peers in all measures of writing, 
achieving a 46 percent improvement in the quality of 
written text beyond the control group (as cited in Medwell 
and Wray 2007).

Research at Florida International University indicates  
that handwriting ability in preschool is a strong predictor 
of reading and math achievement in second grade. 
Handwriting provides children with the opportunity to 
create internal models for the symbol system necessary  
to succeed in academic disciplines (Dinehart 2013).
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Handwriting Without Tears: A Proven Approach
A study conducted through the University of Indianapolis 
measured the effectiveness of Handwriting Without Tears 
among students in inner city first grade classrooms. Pre- 
and post-test results showed that Handwriting Without 
Tears was effective at improving memory, orientation, 
placement, size, start, sequence, control, and spacing 
skills (Hape 2014).

A 2011 study at East Carolina University used 
Handwriting Without Tears to measure skill improvement 
in pre-writing skills, kindergarten readiness, name writing, 
and fine motor skills. This study also used a pre- and 
post-test design, this time in a rural Head Start. Results 
found that the students using Handwriting Without Tears 
made significant improvements, and that adding the 
curriculum to a Head Start program would be beneficial 
for improving handwriting readiness skills (Lust). 

A University of Kentucky study analyzed the effectiveness 
of the Handwriting Without Tears program by using 
the Minnesota Handwriting Assessment (MHA) for 
pre- and post-testing in a first grade classroom. The 
MHA assessed five quality categories of legibility: form, 
alignment, size, and spacing, along with assessing the 
students’ rate of handwriting. The findings demonstrated 
that Handwriting Without Tears resulted in overall 
improvements in handwriting during the first grade school 
year. Furthermore, it supported the use of a multisensory 
approach to handwriting, like Handwriting Without Tears, 
to see improvements in your classroom (Schneck 2012).

In 2004, Owens demonstrated the positive effects of 
Handwriting Without Tears with students in inclusion 
classrooms. Students from her study demonstrated 
statistically significant improvement in the areas of 
letter size and spacing compared to students receiving 
traditional handwriting instruction. Teachers involved in this 
study were overwhelmingly satisfied with the curriculum’s 
effectiveness and usability and continued to use the 
curriculum after the study was completed. Incorporating a 
developmental approach and instructional best practices, 
Handwriting Without Tears has shown effectiveness in 
improving handwriting skills for children of all abilities, 
including those with special needs (Guy 2003; Owens 
2004).
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