
Approach to Teaching Handwriting and Letter Formation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Approach to Teaching 
Handwriting and Letter 

Formation 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Approach to Teaching Handwriting and Letter Formation 

 

We want every child to develop handwriting that is comfortable, accurate, legible and increasingly fluent. 

Handwriting is a foundational part of learning to write. When pupils have to concentrate heavily on how to form 

individual letters, less attention is available for spelling, sentence construction and composition. Our aim is 

therefore for handwriting to become increasingly automatic, enabling pupils to concentrate on what they want to 

communicate. 

Our approach reflects the Department for Education’s Writing Framework (2025) and Ofsted’s Strong Foundations 

in the First Years of School. We recognise that secure transcription skills must be deliberately taught and practised 

from the beginning of Reception and that pupils should not routinely be expected to complete increasingly 

complex writing tasks before the foundational skills needed to succeed are secure. 

Handwriting is therefore something that is explicitly taught, carefully practised and routinely applied, rather than 

something pupils are expected to improve simply by writing more. 

Handwriting as part of the English curriculum 

Handwriting is a core component of the English curriculum and an essential element of learning to write. It sits 

alongside spelling, sentence construction and composition as part of pupils’ development as writers. 

Particularly in Early Years and Key Stage 1, handwriting should not become a separate “bolt-on” activity 

disconnected from pupils’ English learning. Explicit teaching and practice of letter formation is planned as an 

integral part of English teaching and deliberately connected to the writing pupils are undertaking. 

Within an English lesson, teachers may explicitly model and rehearse letter formation, letter families, sizing, 

spacing or positioning on the line before pupils apply these skills within words, sentences and wider writing. 

Additional short periods of handwriting practice may also take place where appropriate, but this does not replace 

its central place within the teaching of English. 

Handwriting undertaken during phonics complements this work but does not replace it. Phonics supports pupils to 

associate graphemes with sounds and write them as part of learning the alphabetic code. Handwriting teaching has 

a related but distinct purpose: pupils learn the movements, starting points, orientation, size and spatial 

relationships needed to form letters efficiently and automatically. 

Our key principles 

Handwriting teaching begins in Term 1 of Reception and follows a clear, cumulative progression through the 

school. Teaching is regular and frequent and should be daily for pupils who are still developing secure letter 

formation and fluency. New learning is introduced in small steps, demonstrated clearly by an adult and practised 

sufficiently before pupils move on. 

Teachers intervene quickly where incorrect movements are becoming established so that pupils do not repeatedly 

rehearse mistakes. Correct formation is prioritised before speed, and speed before stylistic presentation. 

Pupils first learn: 

• where a letter begins; 

• the direction in which it is formed; 

• its correct orientation; 

• where it finishes; 

• its relative size and position on the line. 

They then develop increasingly consistent spacing, fluency and speed. 

We do not introduce joined handwriting before pupils can form unjoined lower-case letters correctly, 

consistently and fluently. Joining is a later stage of handwriting development, not a strategy for teaching initial 

letter formation. 
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Progression 

Phase Core expectation 

Reception Explicit handwriting teaching begins in Term 1 and forms part of early English teaching. 
Children learn a consistent “ready to write” routine, including posture, paper position and 
pencil grip. Teaching develops the movements that underpin handwriting before 
systematically teaching lower-case letter formation. Letters are grouped according to 
common movement patterns. Children learn the correct starting point, direction and 
orientation of letters and develop control through frequent, carefully supervised practice. 
Capital letters and digits are also taught explicitly. 

Year 1 Pupils consolidate accurate formation of all lower-case letters, capitals and digits. They 
continue to practise letter families and learn to position letters correctly on the line. 
Increasing attention is given to relative size, spacing and consistency. Pupils develop an 
increasingly efficient and fluent unjoined print style. Handwriting remains an explicit part 
of English teaching and is practised frequently. 

Year 2 Pupils secure the relative size of lower-case letters, capitals and digits and develop 
consistent spacing between words. When pupils can form unjoined letters accurately, 
consistently and with sufficient fluency, teaching begins to introduce the diagonal and 
horizontal strokes needed for joining. Pupils are also taught that not all letters should 
necessarily be joined. 

Lower Key Stage 2 Pupils consolidate fluent, legible handwriting and develop increasing consistency in size, 
spacing and joins. Teachers continue to model handwriting explicitly and address any 
insecure letter formation or inefficient joins. Pupils who enter KS2 without secure 
handwriting receive targeted catch-up teaching rather than simply being expected to keep 
pace with whole-class expectations. Fluency and stamina become increasingly important as 
the amount of written work grows. 

Upper Key Stage 2 Pupils develop a mature handwriting style that is legible, sufficiently fast and sustainable 
across longer pieces of writing. They learn to adapt handwriting appropriately to purpose, 
for example when taking notes, completing diagrams or producing polished written work. 
Explicit handwriting teaching continues where needed, particularly for pupils whose 
transcription remains a barrier to composition. By the end of Year 6, handwriting should 
support rather than constrain pupils’ ability to write. 

 

 

Our agreed lower-case letter families broadly follow common movement groupings:  

c o a g q d 

i l t k j  

v w u y f 

r n m h p b 

e s x z 

The purpose is to help pupils recognise and become fluent in common movement patterns rather than simply 

memorising individual letter shapes. 
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What effective handwriting teaching looks like 

model → practise → check → practise again 

The teacher ensures that all pupils can see the modelling clearly and explicitly demonstrates where the pencil 

starts, the direction of movement, where the letter finishes, how the letter sits on the line and its size in relation to 

other letters. Teachers use consistent, concise language to describe these movements. 

Pupils then practise a small number of carefully selected letters, words or joins while adults actively observe them 

writing. Feedback is immediate and specific. Where a pupil forms a letter incorrectly, the movement is retaught 

before further repetition takes place. 

Practice should be purposeful. A small number of accurately formed letters is more valuable than a page of 

repeated incorrect formation. 

 

Dictation and transcription practice 
Dictation is used regularly to help pupils practise and develop fluent transcription. By removing the need for 

pupils to compose their own ideas at the same time, dictation allows them to focus their attention on accurate 

spelling, letter formation, spacing and punctuation. 

In Reception and Key Stage 1, teachers use carefully selected words, phrases and sentences that draw on the 

phonics, spelling and handwriting knowledge pupils have already been taught. Pupils should be expected to 

apply the same handwriting expectations during dictation as they do during direct handwriting teaching. 

As pupils become more fluent, dictation can continue to provide useful practice in applying spelling patterns, 

punctuation and fluent handwriting. It can also be particularly valuable for pupils who need additional practice to 

develop automaticity in transcription. 

Dictation should involve known or recently taught content and should be used as deliberate practice rather than 

as a test of unfamiliar spelling. 

That also aligns neatly with the National Curriculum, which specifically expects pupils in Years 1 and 2—and 

subsequently KS2—to write dictated sentences containing spelling patterns and punctuation they have been 

taught. 

Books, paper, modelling and writing tools 

We use handwriting guideline paper within pupils’ English books to support pupils in developing accurate letter 

sizing, position and proportion. The same guideline paper is used by teachers when modelling handwriting so that 

pupils see the same spatial expectations in adult modelling that they are expected to apply themselves. 

This helps pupils understand: 

• which letters sit between the main writing lines; 

• which letters have ascenders; 

• which letters have descenders; 

• the relative size of capital and lower-case letters; 

• consistent placement on the line. 

As pupils become increasingly secure and fluent, the level of scaffolding can be reduced appropriately. 
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We do not use separate handwriting books. Handwriting is part of learning to write and is therefore taught, 

practised and applied within pupils’ English books. This reinforces the message that accurate handwriting is not a 

separate presentation exercise but an integral part of written communication. 

Writing tools 

In Early Years and Key Stage 1, pupils write in pencil. This supports the explicit teaching and refinement of letter 

formation while pupils establish secure movement patterns, control, sizing and orientation. 

In Key Stage 2, the expectation is that the vast majority of pupils will write using a handwriting pen. Pupils should 

move to pen when their letter formation is sufficiently secure and they can write with appropriate control and 

consistency. Where a pupil is still developing these foundations, teachers may decide that continued use of pencil 

is more appropriate while targeted support is provided. 

When pupils write in pen, they must use a specialist handwriting pen rather than a biro, ballpoint or other 

general-purpose pen. Handwriting pens are designed to support a smooth, controlled and consistent ink flow and 

to move easily across the page, helping pupils develop fluent and legible handwriting without excessive pressure. 

The move from pencil to pen should reflect a pupil’s readiness and developing fluency rather than being used as a 

reward or simply determined by age. 

Ready to write: posture and pencil grip 

A consistent “ready to write” routine is established from Reception onwards so that the physical elements of 

handwriting become habitual. 

Pupils are explicitly taught to: 

• sit comfortably and securely in a stable writing position; 

• position their paper appropriately; 

• use their non-writing hand to steady the page; 

• hold and manoeuvre the pencil correctly; 

• keep the writing hand and arm sufficiently free to move across the page. 

Correct pencil grip is explicitly taught, modelled and reinforced. We do not assume that any grip is acceptable 

simply because a pupil is able to write with it. The way a pupil holds a pencil can affect the quality, speed and flow 

of handwriting, and inefficient grips can make fluent writing increasingly difficult as the amount and length of 

writing increases. 

For the vast majority of pupils, adults teach and encourage a comfortable tripod grip. Pupils are shown how to 

pinch the pencil between the thumb and index finger, approximately a finger-space from the pencil tip, with the 

middle finger supporting the pencil underneath. The grip should remain relaxed, avoiding excessive pressure on 

either the pencil or the paper. 

Adults should notice inefficient or awkward grips early and intervene rather than allowing them to become 

habitual. This may involve further modelling, repositioning the fingers, reminding pupils of the agreed “ready to 

write” routine or providing additional short periods of supported practice. 

Where necessary, specialist pen or pencil grips may be used to help pupils establish and maintain appropriate 

finger positioning. These should be used purposefully as a scaffold towards an efficient grip, alongside explicit 

teaching and adult support. 

Reception also provides rich opportunities for activities that strengthen gross- and fine-motor control, including 

climbing, building, cutting, manipulating objects and drawing. These experiences support the physical development 

required for writing, but they do not replace explicit teaching of pencil grip, posture and letter formation. 

Left-handed pupils receive appropriate modelling and adaptation, including suitable paper position, seating and 

sufficient space for the writing arm. Adults should not attempt to change a pupil’s natural hand preference. 
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Identifying and catching up pupils who have fallen behind 

A central principle of our approach is that insecure handwriting foundations are identified and addressed early. 

Teachers should not assume that because a pupil has moved into the next year group they have secured the 

handwriting expectations of the previous phase. Where pupils have gaps, teaching returns to the specific point in 

the progression that is insecure. 

This is particularly important for pupils who: 

• form letters using incorrect starting points or movements; 

• reverse or inconsistently orientate letters; 

• have poorly established pencil grip or posture; 

• cannot control relative letter size; 

• have difficulty positioning letters on the line; 

• write so slowly that transcription restricts composition; 

• have developed inefficient or inconsistent joins. 

Assessment therefore involves watching pupils write, not simply judging the appearance of completed work. 

Teachers need to understand how a pupil produces their handwriting as well as what the finished writing looks 

like. 

Teachers identify precisely what is causing difficulty and provide focused teaching to address it. Catch-up may 

include short periods of additional direct instruction, increased supervised practice and carefully selected rehearsal 

of particular letter families or movements. 

For pupils who have fallen significantly behind, additional teaching should be frequent, brief and precise. Pupils 

should not simply be given more handwriting sheets or asked to “write more neatly”. Adults reteach the underlying 

knowledge, movement or physical habit until it becomes secure. 

This catch-up teaching is additional to pupils’ entitlement to high-quality handwriting teaching within English 

lessons. Its purpose is to enable pupils to reconnect with the school’s handwriting progression as quickly as 

possible. 

Where pupils in Key Stage 2 continue to have insecure basic formation, teachers prioritise securing these 

foundations rather than moving immediately to increasingly complex joining patterns. A pupil should not continue 

through school repeatedly rehearsing an inefficient formation simply because it has become established. 

Inclusion and SEND 

Pupils with SEND are taught the same ambitious foundational knowledge wherever possible, with adaptations that 

enable successful participation. 

These might include: 

• adjusted guideline spacing; 

• specialist pen or pencil grips; 

• alternative writing implements; 

• adapted seating or paper position; 

• reduced quantities of writing during practice; 

• more frequent rehearsal; 

• additional adult modelling; 

• shorter but more frequent practice sessions. 

Where persistent physical or coordination difficulties affect a pupil’s ability to write, teachers work with the 

SENDCo and relevant professionals to identify appropriate adaptations and support. 
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Adaptation should not mean lowering expectations unnecessarily. The aim remains to enable every pupil to 

develop the most fluent and functional handwriting of which they are capable. 

Consistency across the curriculum 

Adults model the handwriting we expect pupils to develop. Teacher modelling, annotations and written examples 

should therefore reflect the agreed school approach wherever appropriate. The expectations established during 

English teaching are reinforced across the wider curriculum. 

However, teachers consider cognitive load. A pupil who has only recently learned a new letter formation or join 

should not immediately be expected to sustain it throughout a lengthy piece of writing while simultaneously 

managing new vocabulary, ideas and subject knowledge. Application is built progressively as handwriting becomes 

increasingly automatic. 

The expectation across the school is clear: we teach handwriting explicitly, notice when foundations are insecure 

and intervene quickly. 

 


