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Pied Piper Principle # 22

Solidify skill with cursive writing.


Mastering a skill based on eye-hand coordination requires hours and hours of practice. No one develops proficiency in whole body activities without investing a great del of energy into repetitively going over and over the movements and techniques. This is how we learn to play the guitar, hit a golf ball, shot a gun, do bird imitations, dance a job, or juggle three chain saws and an apple. There’s an old joke about a lost tourist asking, “How do you get to Carnegie Hall?” The answer comes back, “Practice. Practice. Practice.”  


Outside the music room, the auditorium, and the gym, we have pretty much removed practicing from our schools.  That type of repetitive drill is fine for dribbling a basketball, but is much too time consuming for the classroom. Within the academic activities of the curriculum, anything that requires practice is relegated to homework. For many skill-building activities, that removes the chances for close supervision from a trained professional along with encouragement, approval, applause, and guidance. And it means that if no one checks over the homework, the practice becomes optional.


One unfortunate ninth grader had an algebra I teacher who took this kind of casual approach to nightly homework assignments. The answers were in the back of the book and the pages of problems listed in the syllabus, but it was entirely up to these high school freshmen to decide how many problems to work and correct. Lee chose to do none of the homework. He figured that paying close attention in class and thorough studying for tests would be sufficient. Even with an expensive tutor coaching him on test preparation, he barely squeezed by the state exam at the end of the course. And, skipping all the homework assignments deprived him of the practice that would have prepared him for Algebra II two years later. It took a lot of tutoring to get Lee through that higher level course. 


Unfortunately, this boy’s algebra teacher played right into one of our most self- defeating human characteristics. By nature, we tend to take the path of least resistance. If practicing some desired skill is boring and tedious, we can’t seem to force ourselves to stick with it. Inertia overwhelms our motivation. 

Many skills that used to get massive amounts of drill within the classroom are now squeezed into a tiny window of opportunity, then dropped. Kids who master the technique are briefly applauded while those who don’t are left to revert back to their original unskilled level. No attempt is made to remediate these skill deficits. This is what has happened in teaching cursive handwriting. Instruction is provided somewhere in second or third grade, then the matter is dropped. Youngsters are never forced to practice or employ cursive. Those who wish to switch, do so. Those who never developed much proficiency go back to the old ball and stick printing and stay there for life. Most of us shrug and think we haven’t lost much. 

On close examination, three significant areas of personal skills development have been sacrificed: (1) The connected form of handwriting was created to flow across a page at a speed unattainable with the separated style of letter formation. The word cursive comes from a Latin word meaning to run. It’s pointless to try to force older students to abandon the choppy manuscript they’ve trusted since kindergarten. Even when they master a gorgeous cursive style with excellent speed, they rarely switch. However, a stronger emphasis on cursive instruction in the early grades would probably be a good investment. It’s a very calming activity that helps youngsters get centered and focused. With the younger children, it makes them feel very big and grown up so they have lots of motivation for wanting to learn it. The skill can be easily mastered with ten minutes of practice a day while attendance is taken and other routine classroom business matters dealt with. (2) The current trend that allows students to ignore cursive is costly in a way few teachers seem to have noticed. We have created an entire generation of young people who have never learned to read cursive handwriting. Many can’t decipher it at all and rely on teachers to print. Some count on a classmate to translate. This is very common among gifted and talented teens. Bright students who can’t read this more sophisticated form of handwriting keep their deficiency to themselves. Few of them realize that this limitation will be a definite handicap in adult life. (3) By allowing cursive handwriting to slip quietly out of our culture, we are disconnecting an avenue of inner expression that touches on the mysterious side of our nature. In our society, handwriting is thought to reveal deeply hidden personality traits. Handwriting analysis is believed to expose the truth about a person’s true character. Although many are skeptical about the validity of such practices, psychologists and criminologists often use grapho-analysis to gain insight into the minds of kidnappers, bombers, and serial killers. Somewhere back in the recesses of our psyche, we harbor the primitive belief that our scribbling has the power to expose the real truth about us. In the nineteenth century it was thought that writing a good hand was a sign of an orderly mind. I wonder what the jumbled scratchings of our twenty-first century students reveal. 

Several studies have found that teachers, exam evaluators, and human resources personnel are strongly influenced by the quality of an applicant’s penmanship. The recently revised SAT requires a hand written essay which must be produced in cursive. (That caught a lot of college bound young people by surprise.) Oddly, the students with the highest SAT scores were also the ones with the best handwriting. Coincidence? Perhaps. But a number of studies have found the same bias working in favor of college students who have attractive, legible penmanship.  One researcher submitted a set of exam bluebooks to a panel of faculty volunteers who believed they could remain uninfluenced by the appearance of a student’s work and evaluate essays on the merits of their content alone. In preparing the booklets for the evaluators, those that were particularly sloppy were copied over in a neater hand. Those done in elegant handwriting were replicated in an illegible scrawl. The booklets written in the lovely flowing cursive consistently received higher grades than their less appealing duplicates. There was often a difference of two whole letter grades between the two versions. These faculty volunteers were deliberately trying to avoid being influenced by the quality of a student’s handwriting. Are the rest of us even more biased? 


For most youngsters, the issue of writing or not writing cursive is not of earth shattering importance. However, for those who are going on to college, it is. In addition to the SAT essay hurdle, many penmanship challenges face students once they get on campus. University professors are famous for the illegible scrawl they pour across blackboards and expect pupils to decipher. Young people who can’t read even the best of cursive are at a great disadvantage. The easiest way to get young people to learn to read cursive is to force them to write it. Direct instruction might occasionally be needed, but usually regular required practice with a sentence or two is all that’s necessary. As usual, the ones who complain the most are the ones who find it most difficult. That’s why they never learned it in the first place. 


Keyboarding and basic computer skills are another area where practice is essential to attaining mastery. Unless forced to learn what used to be called “touch typing”, most young people find the boring repetitious drill just too tedious. Many schools make keyboarding classes mandatory. Research is indicating that the earlier the better Unfortunately, many school programs allow youngsters to keep looking at the keys throughout the hours of practice. This deprives them of the chance to develop the skills that allow them to key in information while reading from text and watching the monitor. The kids who develop amazing speed and dexterity at a computer take the basic skill building classes and then spend hours and hours contentedly logged on honing their skills. 

Children who have a natural reluctance or aversion to computers, opt out of these basic classes when they can. By missing that window of opportunity, they fail to develop the proficiency that they are definitely going to need to be successful in the world we are preparing them to live in. We may have already lost the war on cursive. Let’s not make the same mistake with computers. If a crucial skill requires repeated drill and practice, we’ll have to find a way to provide it within the school. 

