What Are Fine Motor Skills?
Being prepared for all of the skills involved in paper, pencil and scissor tasks at school require well-developed fine motor skills. Handwriting is more than forming symbols on a page. It is how the child "grasps" his pencil, small muscle development and control in the fingers and hand, handedness (left or right?), positioning and the approach of the teacher.

In my experience as an educator, I have seen many young children coming to school with awkward pencil grips, poorly developed coordination and visual motor skills, and frustrated parents! Be patient. Most children will develop fine motor skills with practice and opportunity. However, if you happen to have a child who seems to have a delay in this area, there are many rewarding remedies for you to try  at home.

Please note that if a child still appears to have severely delayed handwriting/fine motor skills by second or third grade, there may be other issues such as vision problems. This can lead to other difficulties in school. Don't let this slip by you! They may need occupational therapy, and alternatives to printing such as word processing. These are often the children who have difficulty copying from the board, poor cutting skills, coloring within the lines, etc. In her article, Students need fine motor control for eye muscles to focus and distinguish letters, crossing midline, and tracking -- all essential skills for reading and writing.
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Pencil Possiblities

· Sometimes fumbling fingers and helpless hands need the right tools for acquiring the power of print. Try a variety of writing implements, particularly pencils, colored pencils and crayons that have a triangular shape.

· Explore an assortment of pencil grips. There are many that are commercially available at discount stores (Wal-mart, Target),school supply stores and via the internet. 

· Reading Recovery® suggests using colored marking pens, although their reasoning is not about fine motor skills. However, I have found that younger children seem to let go of some of their inhibitions when they use thin or broad markers for writing on unlined paper. Too often we expect beginning writers to conform to writing within the confines of lined paper when they are still exploring the shapes and directionality of letters and numbers.

· Reading Recovery® also suggests what is known as "flexible practice," using vertical and horizontal surfaces and working for flexibility. This involves having children write letters or construct words in new places using an assortment of materials or medium in a variety of sizes: chalk, finger paint, water and a paintbrush, sand trays, white boards, MagnaDoodles, etc. They may also write it in the air, using their whole arm or writing on the carpet with their finger. Whatever you do, don't always insist on using pencil and paper at a desk for a child who has not developed fluency and automaticity in their writing performance.

· Use tactile-kinesthetic methods with a child who appears to have reversals or difficulty forming letters. Actually hold the child's hand to guide the formation of the letter. Use directionality language when guiding the writing. Have an assortment of models for tracing with the finger: sandpaper letters, magnetic letters, hair gel bags, etc. There are many commercially produced aids, but talented people can create their own!

· Find fat pencils for fat fingers! They are often easier to grip and to control.

· Take away the erasers! Children will be more willing to take risks if they can't erase. Encourage them to cross out errors and to insert changes. This will also allow you to see what they’re thinking processes are when they make attempts. Did they make reversals? Capital letters in the wrong place? 

