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How Handwriting Trains the Brain

Forming Letters
Is Key to Learning,
Memory, deas

By GwennoLys BouNns

Ask preschooler Eane Pike o
write his mame cr the alphabet,
then watch this 4-year-old’s stub-
born side kick in. He spurns prac-
tice at srhool and tosses aside
workhooks at home. But Angie
Pike, Zane's mom, persists, be-
Tieving that handwrlting is &
building block to learning.

She's right, Ysing advanced
tools such as magnetic resonance
imaging, researchers ave finding
that writing by hand is more than
Jjust & way to comumunicate. The
practice helps with learning let-
ters and shapes, can improve idea
cormpoesition and expression, and
wiay ail fine motor-skitl develop-
meant.

It's nat just children who ben-
efit. fdults studying new sym-
bols, such as Chinese characters,
might enhance recognition by
writing the characters by hand,
researchers say. Some physicians
say handwriting could be a good
copnitive exercise for baby boom-
ers working to keep their minds
sharp as they age,

Studies suggest there's real
value It bearning 4nd maintaining
this ancient skill, even as we in-
craasingly communicate electron-
irally via kevboards big and
siadl. Indeed, technology often
gais blamed for handwriting's de-
mise. But in an interesting twist,
new software for tonch-screen
devices, such as the iPad, is start-
ing to reinvigorate the practice.

flast schools still include con-
vestiotal handwriting instruction
in their primary-grade curricu-
Jur, but today that amounts 1o
just over an hour a week, accord-
g to Zaner-Bloser Inc., one of
ke nation’s largest handwriting-
cureicwium publishers, Even at in-
stitutions that make i1 a strong
prigrity, such as the privata
Erearley School in New York City,
“seme parents say, ‘1 can't believe
¥Ou are wasting a minute on
{his,™ says Linda Boldk, the
school’s head of learning skdlls,

Recent research dlostrutes
how writing by hend engages the
rain in learning. During one
study at Todiana Unlversity pub-
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& Four-year-old
Zane Pike used
to toss aside his
handwriting
books. Now, the
Cabet, Ark.
preschooder |s
Iearning to write
his ketters using a
smartphone
application.

A For mesearch at Indiana Unlversity,
children undergo speclallzed MRI brain
scans that spot neurclogical activity.

¥ In cilldren who had practiced
writing by hand, the scans showed
heightered brain activity in a key area,
drcled on the image at right, indicating
learning took place.
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How Handuwriting Boosts Brainpower
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lished thus year, researchers in-
vited children to man a "space-
ship,” actually an MBI machine
using a specialized scan called
"functional® MRI1 that spots
netral activity in the brain.
The kKids werp shown letters
befora and after receiving dif-
ferent letter-learning instruc-
tion. In children who had prac-
ticed printing by hand, the
newral activity was far more
enhanced and “adult-like” than
in those whao had simply
fooked at letters.

“It seems there is same-
thing really important about
manually manipuating and
drawing out two-dimensional
things we see-all the time,”
says Karin Harman James, as-
sistant professor of psychology
and neuroscience at Indiana
University who led the study.

Adults may benefit similariy
when learning a new graphi-
cally different language, such
as Mandarin, or symbaol sys-
terns for mathermatics, muasic
und chemistry, Dr. James says.
For instance, in a 2008 study
in the Journal of Cognitive
Neuroscience, adults wera
asked to distinguish betwean
new characters and a mirror
image of them after producing
the charactors using pan-and-
Paper writing and @ computer
kevboard. The result: For those
writing by hand, there was
stronger and longer-lasting
recognition of the characters'
propet ariehtation, sugzesting
that the specific movements
memorized when learning how
to wrile aided the visual iden-
tification of graphic shapes.

(ther research highlights
the hand's unigue relationship
with the brain when it comes
to composing thoughts and
ideas, Yizginia Berninger, a
prafessor of edueational psy-
chology at the University of
Washington, says handwriting
differs from typing because it
requures executing sequential
strokes to form a lstrer,
whereds keyboarding involves
selecting a whole letter by
touching a kew.

She says pictures of the
brain kave illusiraed that sa-
quential fingey movemants ac-
tivated massive regions in-
volved in thinkang, language

Need a Penmanship Tune-Up?

Mozt of us l=arned to print In eary grade school, graduating soon after
to linked cursive for fluldity ant spead. Without practlce, our scrlpt may
marph Inte something less than keglble. Hare are aorme resdupess
offering lessens in @ sampling of handwriting methads, To view and
compare ail these handwriting methods and more {except Barchowsky),

ao ta educationalfontware.com.
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Zemver-Bloser | ‘Self-Instruction in Handwriting.”

21549 at shopzaner -blosarcom

£ Thas smagie 1 homimdbm Framotion of the hnraster
it | Fis I1Wrter $19.95 at

Fluent
bihhandwriting.com

The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog

Getty-Dubay | ‘Write Now,
$14.95 at handwritingsuceess.com

£ Meallan | 'TNealion Handwriting Student Edition;

$11.%7 at pearsonschaclcom

I .j.u_(—r_léf . yfm«?mﬁ

Palmey | 'The Paimer Method of Busliness Writing'

3645 at amazon.com
Sheguick Faouy
b

Hursharting
$7.25 each at hwtears.com

amd working merory—the sys-
tem for temporatily storing
and managing mformation,

And one recent srhudy of
hers demonstrated that in
grades two, four and six, chil-
dren wrote more words, faster,
and expressed more ideas
when writing essays by hand
versus with a keyhoard,

Exen in the digital age, peo-
pie remnain enthralied by hand-
writing for myriad rea-
sons—the intimacy implied by
a loved one's script, or what
the slant and shape of letters
right reveal about personality.
During actress Lindsay Lohan's
probation viclation court ap-
pearance this summer, a
swarm of handwriting experis
profferad analysis of her
blacky courtronm seribbling,
“Prajecting a false image” and
“crossing boundaries,” con-
cluded two on celebrity news
and entertalnment site holly-
wodlifecong. Beyond identify-
ing personality traits through
handwriting, catied graphology,
some doctors treating netee-
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Without Tears | ‘Can-Ta Print’ and "Can-Do Curslve,

logieal disorders say handwrit-
ing can be an early diagnostic
oo,

“8Some patients bring in
journaks from the years, and
you can ses dramatic change
fram when they were 55 and
doing fine and now at 70,"
says B Murall Doraiswamy, a
neurascientist at Duke Univer-
sity, “As more people lose
writing skills and migrate to
the computer, retraining pec-
ple in handwriting skidls could
bie a useful cognitive exercise”

in high sehools, where lap-
Enps ave ncreasingly used,
Randwriting still matters. Lo
the essay section of SAT col-
lege-entrance exams, scorers
wnable to read a student's
writlig can assign that portion
an “illegible” score of O,

Evon legible handwriting
that’s messy can have its own
ramifications, says Steve Gra-
ham, professor of education at
Vanderhilt University. He cites
several stadies indicating that
Zood handwriting can take &
#enerie classroom test score
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from the 50th percentile to the
#4th percentile, while bad pen-
manship could tank it to the
16th. *There js a reader effest
that 35 insidicus,” Dr. Graham
says. “People judge the quality
of your ideas based on your
handwriting."

Handwriting-curricalum
creators sayv they’re seeing re-
newed interest among parcnts
looking to hone clder chil-
drer’s skills—or even their
©WN penmanship, Nan Bar-
thowsky, who developed the
Farchowsky Fluent Handwrit-
ing method fo ease transition
fromm print-script to joined cur-
sive letters, says she's sold
more than 1,300 copies of “Fix
Ir ... Write” in tha past year.

Some high-lech allies also

¥ are giving the practice an uy-
£ expected boost through hand-
2 held gadgets like smariphicnes
% and tablets. Dan Feather, a
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o = graphic designer and compatar

onsultant in Nashwille, Temn.,
% says he's “never adapted well
= 1o the keypads un Littie de-
% vices.” Instead, he uses a $3.99
- application called “WritePad”
3 on his iPhovte, 1t acceprs hand-
2 writing input with a finger or
& stylus, then conveyts it to fext
for email, documents or
Twitter updates.

And apps are hefping ane
File—the 4 -year-old who ro-
fuzed to practice his letters.
The Cabot, Ark, boy won't put
down his mom’s iFhone, where
she's dewnloaded a $1.99 app
called “abe PocketPhomics.”
The program lnstructs Zane to
draw lettars with his finger or
a stylus: COrrect movements
earn him chearing pencils.

“He thinks it's a game,”
says Angie Pike.

Similarly, kindergarkncers at
Harford Day School in Bel Ajr,
M4, are taught to write on pa-
per but recently aivo begun
tracing letter shepes on the
screen of an iPad using a hand-
writing app.

“Childrer will be using
technology uniike I did, and
it’s inportant for teachers 1o
be familiar with [t," says Kay
Crocker, the sehool's lead kin-
dergarten teacher, Regardless
of the input method, she says,
“You still need to be able to
write, and soneone needs to
be able to read it



