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Chapter14  Teaching Handwriting

Introduction

This chapter is concerned with teaching handwriting to children in
Egypt. The alphabet that you will be teaching your pupils is called the Roman
script. It differs a great deal from the script that is used to write Arabic.
However, whatever form the alphabet may be, children seem to have an
inherent desire to write in their new language from the very early stages of a
lesson. Give a child a crayon and a piece of paper in any country and that
child will know exactly what to do with it. For young learners, writing may
involve simple scribbles, basic words, or complex sentences.  Children are
quick to realize that writing something down is a way of remembering a new
word, phrase, or concept in the new language. Later, as your pupils become
more comfortable in their new language they will begin to use writing as a
means of communicating their ideas, needs, or feelings. Writing for
communication is what a teacher should strive for in the communicative
classroom.
In order to assure that a child's writing is legible, however, handwriting must
be properly taught. Print script should be taught first because this kind of
writing resembles the printed forms of the letters found in the pupils' textbooks.
When the pupils have mastered the printed script, cursive writing can be
introduced.234

This chapter deals with teaching the basics of handwriting. More information
concerning writing skills can be found in Chapter 15: Teaching Early Writing.
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Introducing Handwriting
Components
There are five components a teacher should keep in mind when teaching
handwriting:

• Shape and directionality - this refers to the basic shapes that reoccur
in the letters and the direction in which they are written. English is written
very differently from Arabic - English moves from left to right; letters are
usually made from top to bottom, and round letters are usually made in
a counter-clockwise direction.

• Correct letter and number formation - this includes aspects such
as the slope or slant of letters.

• Size - this refers both to the size of the individual letters and to the size
of letters in relation to one another.

• Writing on the line - the main part of all the letters in English "walk
on the line", although some letters are ascenders, having parts that go above
the middle line like h, t, and f, and some letters are descenders, having parts
that go below the line like y, p, and j. This issue is further complicated in
cursive script, where some characters have both ascenders and descenders.

• Upper and lower case letters - upper case letters mark the beginning
of sentences and proper nouns (names of particular persons, places and
things) in English.

Shape and Directionality

It is best to begin teaching children to draw lines and shapes before they
proceed to forming letters. You can make a story or game of this where they
complete pictures by drawing the centers of flowers as ooos, the vvv shape
of waves in the sea, walking through tall grass on a lion hunt making //////
shapes, etc.

“trees” “tall grass” “hills” “little rocks” “big rocks”

Examples of descending letters:

Examples of ascending letters:

g  j  p  q  y

b  d  f  l  t
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Exercises above can be combined with an oral story. Encourage children to
make shapes in the air as you tell them about The Lion Hunt.
Later they can practice strokes on paper as you retell the story below. (At first
you will need to tell the story in Arabic so that the children will understand
it, but with repetition you can include more and more English).

Today we are going on a Lion Hunt. Off we go. First, we are going
through the trees.  Now we are out of the trees but here is some tall
grass. Now we are going over some hills. Oh that was hard work!!
Now, we are going over some small rocks and now some big rocks.

Encourage children to write English letters from left to right and to draw all
vertical lines in letters from the top to the bottom. You can help them to
remember this by telling them in Arabic that in English we make letters from
the head to the tail. When producing straight-line shapes, have students draw
vertical lines first, left side then right side, and then add connecting horizontal
lines. Circles (counter-clockwise) and u shapes (down, around, then up, from
left to right) can be added last. Have the children practice drawing the letter
shapes with a finger in the air before moving on to pencil and paper. They
can copy you doing this. Stand with your back to the class and draw the letter
making a big shape in the right direction. This type of practice can begin in
the very first unit of Hello!

Correct Letter and Number Formation.

Once basic shape and directionality have been mastered, your pupils can
begin practicing the formation of letters. Give them several letters/numbers
at a time. It is not necessary to introduce the letters in alphabetical order. It
is better to teach letters that are similar in shape (e.g. 'v' and 'w'). It is helpful
to introduce vowels at an early stage so that words can be created as soon as
possible. The Hello! Book introduces two to three letters at a time beginning
with the letters c, a, and e. Numbers are introduced in Hello! 1, Unit 3.
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The focus at first should be on the correct formation of the letters. Don't
worry about letter size at this point. When presenting a new letter or number,
you may want to stand facing the board diagonally at one side of the classroom.
Hold your arm out and draw the shape of the letter in the air while the class
copy the movements.

You can also get the children to write in the air with their fingers.

Next, write the letter you are teaching on the board while describing how to
form the letter (give instructions in Arabic so that your pupils understand
them).

For the letter c, start a little below the line like this.  Now go up to
the middle line from right to left, then around and down to the bottom
line, then around and up a little.

For the letter a, start a little below the middle line like this. Go
around and up to the right to touch the middle line, then around and
down to the bottom line, then up to where you started, back down to
the bottom line, and curve up a little.

You must be sure to write large enough for all children to see. As you write
the letters tell the pupils the sound each letter represents so that they can
begin to connect sounds to their spellings. Be sure to show the pupils how to
hold their pencil, where to begin each letter, and where to end up before
asking them to copy the letter in their copybook. In the Hello! Book, arrows
     are used during the writing practice stage to show the correct starting place
and directionality for each letter. This is very important and should not be
ignored. You can make an alphabet chart or individual letter cards to put up
on the wall to remind your children of correct letter formation.
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Mr. Mohamed Darwish from the Counsellor's Office demonstrating his chart.

If your pupils are having difficulty forming the letters, have them start with
blank sheets of paper or the blackboard for practice so that they are not
confined to the small space provided in the textbook. Young children should
use large writing tools for better control. If you are asking young children to
copy in a book, remember it is better to get them to copy right below the text
so they can see it clearly.

Size
Once letter formation is consistent, pupils should practice on the pages of
Hello that are marked with lines.

Ali and Heba are at a wedding.
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At this point, pupils should focus on size and uniformity of size. The teacher
should oversee the writing practice stage to be sure that the pupils are forming
the letters correctly, holding their pencils correctly, and attending to size.
Teachers should praise children for letters and words written well and have
pupils erase and rewrite anything unacceptable. This may seem time
consuming but it will take a lot more time to undo bad habits later. In addition
to making letters the correct size, pupils need to learn to leave enough space
between each letter. Letters should not be connected at this point.

Writing on the Line
Demonstrate to the children the use of lines when writing in roman script.
In English, letters are written on, above, or below the line. The letter is never
written through the line. This is different from Arabic script and should be
pointed out to the students. A simple technique when correcting written
work is to color in the parts of the word below the line.

Upper and Lower Case Letters
In English, names of particular persons, places, and things as well as titles
and beginning letters of sentences are capitalized.  Students should be taught
the difference between capital and small letters.  They must also be taught
when to use and when not to use them.  It is very important to practice writing
capital letters and you may wish to supplement the textbook to provide extra
practice.  Use the chart below as a reference guide.

CcAa Bb Dd Ee Ff
Gg Hh Ii Jj Kk Ll
Mm Nn Oo Pp Qq Rr
Ss Tt Uu Vv Ww Xx
Yy Zz
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Letter Sounds
It is helpful to teach the sounds of the letters as you teach the alphabet. You
can introduce the letter by its name but it is best to emphasize the sound that
the letter makes once the letter has been introduced. Highlighting the sounds
that the letters make will make it easier for you to introduce words. The names
of the letters may cause some confusion with your pupils. We recommend
teaching the names of the letters with the alphabet song but referring to the
letters by the sounds they represent when discussing and writing them. This
is sometimes hard to do in practice. Some letters have several sounds in
English such as the letter g. You might wish to associate a picture with each
sound, for example, /s/ as in school or Samy. So you can then say "Let's write
/s/ as in "school", /p/ as in "pen", etc.

Introducing Words and Phrases
After your pupils have learned several letters, they are ready to learn to write
simple words using these letters. Words are introduced in Hello! in Book 1
Unit 7. Always make sure that your pupils know the meaning of the words
they are writing.

(from Hello! 1, Book 1, Unit 7)
Once words are introduced it won't be long before you can begin teaching
phrases and meaningful sentences. This practice will help to develop the
children's reading skills as well. The first words you might introduce are the
names of common objects found in the classroom (chair, pencil, paper,
notebook, etc). Many children will want to write their own names in English
at an early stage - encourage them to do so, but make sure that they form the
letters in their names correctly and use capital letters only for the initial letters.
Once pupils begin writing phrases and sentences, be sure that they allow for
enough space between words. One simple technique is to ask the pupils to
leave a "finger space" between each word or to put a pencil in between each
word.

B    Trace and copy
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Providing Writing Practice for Your
Students
Your pupils will develop neat writing through practice, practice, practice and
clear feedback from you. Try to find a little time for your pupils to practice
handwriting every day. In addition to the writing practice in the Hello! book
and the Activity Book, ask pupils to copy simple sentences that communicate
real-life messages from the blackboard into their copybooks. Sample sentences
may include the date, the unit of study, or a simple greeting from you.
Whenever you can, try to integrate handwriting practice into the content
theme of the lesson you are teaching.
The Activity Book provides handwriting practice for your pupils, starting
with practicing simple letters and moving to words and sentences.
Remember that you are modelling for the children each and every time you
write something on the blackboard. Give special attention to writing clearly
and using correct letter formation on the board.

Teaching Cursive
The style of handwriting that connects the individual letters is called cursive.
A simplified version of cursive writing is introduced in Egypt in Preparatory
1. Therefore, it will not be dealt with in this chapter for primary teachers.

Challenges for Arabic-Literate Pupils
Learning to Write English
The Roman script used to write English differs a great deal from the Arabic
script. In addition, the writing conventions are different. Therefore, your
students may have difficulties at first. The following list summarizes some
of the challenges your pupils will face with their new language. Your pupils
will have to learn to:

• Write from left to right.

I'm          sweeping          the          floor.
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• Move their hands and pens or pencils in a different direction.
• Write on the line.
• Write capital and small letters and know when to use each type of letter.

You can help the children face these challenges by doing the following:

• Be a good model. Write clearly on the board with correct letter formation.
• Show your pupils exactly where to begin and end each letter.
• Ask students to trace the letters with their fingers before using pencils.
• Encourage pupils to practice writing shapes.
• Give your pupils time to practice in class.
• Observe the learners and help those having difficulties.
• Encourage the children to practice writing at home.
• Prepare letter cards for each letter of the alphabet and display them in the

classroom (Dallas and Brown, 1994).

Considerations for Left-Handed
Pupils
Always allow left-handed pupils to use their left-hand; do not tell them to
use their right hand. Remember to encourage the left-handed pupils to write
as comfortably as they can, pulling their pencils and not trying to copy the
movement of the right-handed pupils. (Dallas and Brown, 1997).

Conclusion

Teaching handwriting does not have to be difficult. The most important
things to remember are to focus on a few letters at a time, to serve as a model
whenever you write on the board, and to provide adequate practice and
feedback for your students. Young children will want to impress you with
neat handwriting if you encourage them. Praise their efforts and help them
to take pride in their work. Introduce some fun handwriting activities into
your work. As a teacher at the primary stage, you have an important task -
if you plant the seeds of good handwriting habits that will stay with your
students for the rest of their lives.
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Key Terminology

Upper case letters

Capital letters: ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZ.

Lower case letters

Small letters: abcdefghijklmnopqrstuvwxyz.

Roman script
The script in which English is written.

"Leave a Finger Space"
Mohamed Mukhtar, teacher, Fourth And Fifth Year Primary
Supervisor: Hossam Abdel Hameed, Moe, Qena

When I started teaching handwriting I noticed that my students did not leave a space
between the words in any sentence. That made the sentence a group of closely packed
letters. I tried to make the students understand that problem so I wrote a sentence
on the board without leaving a space between the words. Then I asked my students
as a riddle or a puzzle to read the sentence and see if they understood. They could
not understand it. When I wrote the same sentence leaving enough space between the
words, the sentence became easy to understand. The students realized the importance
of leaving a space between words but still they forgot to do it. Then I started to
apply the technique "Leave a finger space" and I was surprised. My students responded
quickly to this technique. In fact using this technique was very fruitful. They used
their two hands in writing and so they did not forget to leave a space between words.
I was surprised again when my students realized that the required space in writing
on a paper is different from that space on the blackboard because the blackboard
is bigger than the paper and the chalk is bigger than the pencil. So a student in
the fourth grade devised a style in writing when he left a space of four fingers
on the blackboard to match the space of a single finger on the paper. That made
it more convincing for the students who thought that leaving a finger space on the
blackboard was not sufficient. I applied my students' technique in other classes
and all the students approved and liked it. That made me very pleased. I felt I
have added something new and effective to my students' minds and experiences. That
motivated me to try to teach them other "SPEER" techniques in writing and in different
activities in class.
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Cursive
The type of writing used in handwriting with letters joined within a word:
Cursive looks something like this.

Descenders
Letters with parts that go below the line: e, g, j, and g are descenders.

Ascenders
Letters with parts that go up to the top line: b, d, f, h, k, l, and t are ascenders.

Slant
The angle of letters.
Teach children to use a consistent slant that leans to the right.

Understanding Check
1. In what script is English written?
2. What five components of teaching handwriting do the authors mention?
3. When should children be introduced to writing whole words?
4. How can the teacher insure that the pupils leave enough space between

each word in a sentence?
5. Name four challenges that Egyptian children may face when learning

to write English.
6. Look at the following example of written work from an Egyptian

pupil.  What difficulties does this student face and how might you
overcome these?
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Summary Handout for Chapter 14:

Handwriting

Teaching Handwriting Summary

The five components of early writing a teacher should keep
in mind are:

• Shape and directionality
• Correct letter and number formation
• Size
• Writing on the line
• Upper and lower case letters

Other considerations include:
• Teaching the sounds of the letters

Next steps
• Writing words
• Giving writing practice
• Teaching cursive writing

Suggestions for Good practice
• Be a good model - write clearly on the board.
• Show your pupils exactly where to begin and end each letter.
• Ask the children to trace the letters with their fingers before using

pencils.
• Encourage them to practice writing shapes.
• Give your pupils time to practice in class.
• Observe learners and help those having difficulties.
• Encourage your pupils to practice writing at home.
• Prepare letter cards for each letter of the alphabet and display them

in the classroom. (Dallas and Brown, 1997)


