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Once children reach kindergarten and elementary school, one of their most important jobs is learning to print.  

For school-aged children, 30-60% of their day is related to fine motor activities

and of this, 85% are pencil/paper tasks.

Before children can be successful printers, they need to master the following preprinting skills:  

· Development of the small muscles in the hands: You need good wrist strength, thumb strength and arches of the hand in order to have a good pencil grasp – which will give good pencil control!
· Eye-hand coordination

· Tool and utensil manipulation: The ability to use a knife and fork, scissors and other tools around the class and home with ease. 

· Preprinting pencil strokes: Once you can copy shapes like a circle, square, triangle and an “X”, you have the pencil strokes you need to make most letters. 
· Alphabet letter recognition

[image: image2.wmf][image: image3.wmf]Children develop these preprinting skills at different ages.  A good rule of thumb is to wait until after the winter break of the kindergarten year before focusing on printing instruction.  By that time, most children are about 5 ½ years old – the age when the small muscles of the hands and wrist are usually developed.  Before this, the hand is simply not ready for lots of pencil/paper work.  It is okay to draw, colour, and most children love to try to print their names – just make sure you use an easel or other vertical surface.  The vertical surface is like a light switch that turns on the hand and wrist muscles.  It stops the child from using non-functional pencil grasps and movements which could otherwise become habit and eventually cause problems with speed and legibility.  

If your child is younger than 5 ½ years old, focus on playing and having fun while working on preprinting skills.  Play with toys requiring fine motor manipulation like Lego and lite brite, and if your child wants to draw and colour, try using crayons and chalk instead of a pencil or marker as these will promote better hand development.  Once your child is ready to print, keep in mind that there are two main components of printing:
1. Pencil control - allows you to make the refined strokes involved in printing.  Target pencil control by:

· Doing mazes, dot-to-dots and tracing along dotted lines.  The point is not necessarily to do the maze correctly or to follow the dots in order, but to stay on the “road” and to stop when you hit the next dot. 

2. Letter formation – allows you to know how to form the letters at a kinesthetic level.  In other words, your body knows the “feel of the movement” and you do not have to watch and think about every move!  Target letter formation by:

· Telling your hand what to do!  Use the same verbal cues each time you practice a letter.

· Practicing letters in multisensory ways – on sandpaper, draw in the sand or snow, in finger-paint or pudding, in shaving foam on the bathtub wall.  Make letters with glue then when the glue dries, trace along the bumpy ridge.  Practice letters in the air with a magic wand or pointed finger.

· No matter how you practice, always practice with eyes open then eyes closed.  Once you can make the letter with your eyes closed, you have learned the letter formation!
If your child is having troubles with preprinting or printing, talk to the Occupational Therapist!
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