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Abstract

In this paper, the importance of helping young pupils to develop the skills of
manipulating writing-materials on paper was discussed. It provided for the
teacher, a step by step guide for teaching the motor skills required for
writing, drawing and making designs on paper at the pre-primary and lower
primary levels. Particular attention is given to a description of the specific
handwriting problems and manipulative difficulties which young learners
encounter and recommendations are made on how teachers could effectively
help pupils to overcome them.

Among the four language skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing, two
are actually outstanding as literacy skills. These are precisely the ability to read and
write. Of these two literacy skills, writing is the more complex and difficult for a
school pupil (Jordan, 1980, Aziza, 2000). This is because it is a production skill that is
based on several literacy conventions at both the local and international levels of
language use. In this regard, it becomes imperative for a school teacher to fully help
her pupils in developing writing skills as early as possible. This will prepare the child
for progress and gradual advancement to effective written communication which is the
hallmark of a literate or educated person.

Importance of Manipulative Skills in the Writing Process

Writing, as we have noted above, is one basic skill that identifies an individual
as a literate person. Related to this fact is that it is a process that involves several
activities including taking the correct sitting position, handling of writing materials and
moving the writing materials skillfully to form shapes on different surfaces (ldris &
Egodo, 2002). These activities are essentially manipulative due to the fact that they are
based on psychomotor functioning.

A child begins to write by practicing to form signs or symbols on a slate or
paper. These are usually referred to as letter of the language alphabet. In Nigerian
schools, the primary focus is on the formation of letters of the English Language
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alphabet. The conventional symbols are formed by the child’s manipulation of pencil
on paper. Thus, manipulative ability is crucial to the development of writing skills.

The development of manipulative ability is usually very challenging to pupils.
The child needs to produce vertical, horizontal and slanting stroke as well as curves.
This normally leads to the formation of capital letters and progresses to lower case
letters. Teachers normally observe not only, correct formation of letters but also correct
placement on the lines. All these require good eye-head co-ordination skills.

It should also be necessary to add that work is also needed to be done with
respect to the formation of numbers. However, both letters and numbers require
manipulative skills since they are all forms of stylized shapes. The teacher is expected
to teach children how to write both letters and numbers. It must be stated that
organization and supervision on the part of the teacher is crucial to reinforcing good
handwriting habits by pupils (Waldhorn, Arthur and Arthur, Zeiger, cited in Waldhorn
Arthur and Waldhorn Gary, (2002).

Having discussed the importance of manipulative skills, it becomes to also
examine some strategies for teaching manipulative skills.

The Teaching of Perceptual and Motor Skills

Every child has his “occupation”. The ‘occupations’ of a child consists of
playing with friends, being a pupil, helping at home, eating, taking care of pets, getting
dressed and participating in hobbies and games, to name a few (Etefia, 2000). In this
regard, the all-inclusive job of a teacher or parent is to help children gain physical,
cognitive, sensory, motor and psychological abilities or skills needed for self-care,
work and play.

Some of the areas of focus in a school setting would include helping children
improve eye-hand co-ordination and fine motor skills. Motor skills include: pre-writing
skills, planning abilities, perceptual skills, etc. (Idrise & Egodo, 2002). On the whole,
we are concerned with gross motor functions including ability for the child’s body to
organize itself and integrate sensations for improved functioning in all of the above
areas.

In the context of this paper, manipulative skills will however, be limited to the
motor skills of writing, drawing and making designs on paper at the pre-school and
lower primary levels. In teaching the child, the teacher’s challenge would be to do so
much of demonstration especially in assisting the child to sit upright, in his desk,
holding the pencils, crayon or plastacine, and manipulating the materials to express
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shapes or forms of various symbols. The teacher also needs to pays attention to the
child’s movement of the finger and elbow joints during writing activities.

In addition, the child would greatly need the teacher’s assistance in improving
his perceptual skills to enable the child copy from the chalk or whiteboard, recall what
different objects look like and copying of designs presented to him. In effect, the child
needs to demonstrate hand dominance as it affects writing speed and neatness.

More specifically, let us look into sonic common handwriting problems among
children and how they can be instructed to find solutions to them, viewing them as
manipulative problems.

Specific Handwriting Problems and Manipulative Difficulties
Children at an early stage of writing practice usually encounter the following problems:

(i) Poor grasp of the pencil

Ideally, it would be nice to teach every child how to hold his pencil correctly from the
start. The optimal pencil gasp is known as the “tripod grasp” (Olsen 2006). The pencil
is supported by the thumb, index and middle finger. The ring and little finger are bent
and rest comfortably on the desk. The teacher should demonstrate this for the child to
imitate.

(if) Child moves entire arm when writing

This is characteristic of young children. The adaptive techniques include having the
child lie on a carpet floor to write. This puts weight on the arms and stabilizes them.
You can also have the child write on a, vertical surface (i.e. Chalkboard or stable
easel). This helps the child put his wrist in a functional writing position and also works
on shoulder stability (Olsen, 2006).

(iif) Child does not space between words

Show the child a model of what is written, pointing at the short space between words.
You can also make the child to put a short line 9-0 after each word, indicating that it
represents a space that should usually be between one word and another. Also, the
teacher can use a stamp pad and have the child stamp his fingerprint between each
word. This will be a kind of interesting activity for the child while, through it, he
achieves manipulative benefits.

(iv) Child writes too hard

This may be because the child has poor awareness of finger placement and movement
or poor control of the smaller muscles of the hand (National Teachers Institute (NTI),
2000). Correcting the pencil grip may sometimes help this problem. In addition, have
the child practice colouring in different degrees of pressure on the pencil. You can also
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have the child place his paper on a piece of light foam (if lie presses too hard, he will
poke holes in his paper). Also, try having the child write on a newsprint paper material.

(v) Child writes too soft

Have the child practice colouring some drawings dark. You can also try a weighted
pencil to give the child more awareness of the pencil. Sometimes, correcting the pencil
grasps can also help with this problem.

(vi) Letter and number reversals

Choose one reversal problem per assignment to work on. If the child reverses many of
his numbers, the teacher should work on them one at a time, beginning with the lowest
number. Let the child master that particular formation before moving on to another
number. Using the slate, chalkboard may be helpful. For the child to quickly learn to
form the letter the right way, the teacher should demonstrate copiously and give the
child opportunities to simply imitate.

(vii) Poor Posture

Children will sacrifice all forms of mobility for stability. Children need to sit in their
chair with their hips, knees and feet at 90 degree angle. To help with stability, the
teacher should ensure that the child’s feet touch the floor. If your children sit at tables,
you may need to adjust the height of the table or chair to get an optimal position. You
may need to place a box or stool under the child’s feet to help with stability.

(viii) Poor paper placement

At an early age, children should just have the paper placed in front of them parallel to
the edge of the table and centred in front, adjusted to keep the writing area convenient.
For children who are left-handed, the right corner should be higher. A trick you can
teach children, is to place an arrow at the bottom corner of their paper. For a right—
handed child, the arrow should be at the left bottom corner and right bottom corner for
left-handed child. You then teach them that the arrow should point to their belly
bottom. This puts their paper in an optimal placement for writing.

(ix) Child does not stabilize paper with other hand

If the child is disabled, use a clipboard or a piece of tape to hold paper in place. For
other children, try naming their helper hand (non-dominant hand) and show how it has
other jobs to do. Children love when you talk to their hand like it is a person.

(x) Child has a difficult time seeing the chalk/whiteboard

In this situation, the child may need an eye test to rule out the need for glasses.
Children at this age may also have difficult time looking up to a vertical surface and
then back down to a horizontal surface. One thing the teacher could do is to try having
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the child work on a vertical/slanted surface. If a slanted desk is not available you can
try a slanted board.

(xi) Child holds pencil too close or too far from the tip

This definitely affects the manipulation of the pencil. The teacher could wrap a small
rubber band around the area where the fingers should be placed. This will remind the
child where to hold the pencil. This, of course, should be accompanied by
demonstration.

(xii) Teaching manipulative skills for handwriting
Some children have more trouble with lines on their paper. The triple line paper (2D
exercise book) is recommended for our children. The bottom line keeps the writing
straight and the top line controls the size of the letters, thus making letter placement
uniform and neat.
It makes sense also that capital letters are taught first. This is because some letters are
more difficult (developmentally speaking) than others. Capital letters are much easier
to form than lower case letters, and here are some of the reasons;

1. All capital letters are the same

2. All capital letters start at the same place — the top

3. All capital letters occupy the same vertical space

4. All capital letters are easy to recognize and identify

Consider the lower case letters b, d, g, p, . They all look very similar, they all
start at different places; some go above the line, some go below the line; they are easily
reversed. Now consider the same letters as capital letters — B, D, G, P, Q. They all start
at the top. They have very distinct formations with two letters being easily confused.
The capital letters should be taught in a developmental sequence in the order of
difficulty. The harder ones are those which have diagonal lines (AKMNQRWXY2Z),
are reversible (BCDEFGP), etc) or change direction during stroke(s) through research,
it is realized the children gradually develop the ability to copy forms in a certain order
(Odukwe, 1990). The child begins with a veridical stroke, horizontal comes next, then
the circle, a cross (+) like a plus sign, the square, then the triangle, and (diagonal lines)
is last.

Conclusion

Manipulative skills are fundamental to learning among pre-school children and
lower primary pupils. The child should be given every opportunity to manipulate
objects and materials available in his learning environment.
Our concern here, therefore, has been to describe manipulative skills as it relates to the
coordination of eye-hand movement, control of the small muscles of the child,
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including hand joints and fingers in the process of forming conventional writing
symbols and signs.

In our discussion, we have emphasized the manipulative dexterity leading to
writing during early childhood period should be well attended to by the school teacher.
For this purpose, we have explained some of the difficulties faced by children and how
a teacher can overcome these challenges systemically as she observes them in her
class. The recommendations made in this connection are expected to be of invaluable
help to the teacher of writing skills at the lower level.

Recommendations Concerning Time to Spend Teaching in a Day

For young children, teachers are encouraged to spend ten (10) minutes per day
instructing, handwriting, then 5 minutes of practice time is recommended with the new
skill that has been introduced. With the short 5 minutes practice sessions, children
remain excited, alert and eager to come back for more.

The idea is for children to build on the skills that they have mastered new
letters are put into words. Eventually, the words are put into sentences, and the children
are continuously using the letters previously learned, thus developing proficiency in
manipulative dexterity for good handwriting.

The teaching of handwriting should be done everyday of the week. Friday
could possibly be set aside as a review day, to assess the child’s mastery level, without
introducing something new.

Handwriting instruction can take place during a lesson time that has been
singled out for “handwriting” and even during mathematics instruction when working
on the formation of numbers.

Recommendations Concerning Materials

Plastic and work pieces of various shapes and size (big lines, little lines, big
curves, etc) are excellent for teaching manipulation. They help to teach shapes, texture,
figure, group skills, matching skills, etc. The child can hold them, feel them, change
them, stack them and sort them. If made available in the class, these pieces can assist a
child in developing perceptual and fine motor skills that will benefit their handwriting
ability in the future.

Recommendation Concerning Evaluation and Grades

It is recommended that the teacher should grade a pupil based on effort (Burns,
1980). Is the child paying attention during the handwriting instruction? Is the child
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making a genuine effort to complete assignment? These are the questions which the
teacher must bear in mind.

Remember that children will be functioning on different development levels.
Grade them on their level of ability. It is very frustrating for a child who excels in all
other elementary subjects, but receives a poor grade in handwriting, children should be
graded accordingly.

Teachers should consider the purpose of grading a child. Grades are typically
given to communicate the child’s progress to the parents. When a child is doing poorly

in handwriting, suggestions can be made to help the child improve, rather than issuing
a poor grade, especially if the child is putting forth his best.
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