
B E F O R E  H A N D W R I TI N G ,  C HI L D R E N  N E E D  T O  M A S TE R   
P R E - W R I T I N G  S K I L L S  
 
Pre-writing skills are the lines, shapes, and strokes kids need to master and know before 
learning how to write letters. They develop from 1 year to 5 years old. 
Pre-writing skills ARE important. 
Children need to learn and master pre-writing lines, strokes, and shapes and strengthen 
their fine motor skills before learning how to form the letters of their name or the 
alphabet. 

P R E W R I T I N G  M I L E S TO N E S  
1 - 2  Y E A R S  O L D :  

A baby is typically scribbling and learning to make marks on a paper. They are probably 
holding a crayon or marker with their whole hand. This is called a palmar supinate 
grasp. 

As they develop more control, the next step is to imitate. Maybe you make a line or 
shape and then your child imitates that same line or shape. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I M IT AT I N G  V S  C O P Y I N G  

 Imitating is when a child watches you draw the line or shape before they try it. 
Copying is when there’s already lines on a page and the child looks at it and then they 
figure out how to make those lines. 

 Learning the correct formation is very important – This will impact how they form 
their letters as they get older. 

 
 

 

 

https://www.missjaimeot.com/why-not-to-push-handwriting-for-kids
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&url=http://zepan.connectionsproject.org/pencil-grasp-development-chart/&psig=AOvVaw3whXQb6ZWjaIPL75aw2zGb&ust=1587832003567000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCLDo3eS9gekCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAJ


P R E - W R I T I N G  A T  2 - 3  Y E A R S  O L D  :  

 Learning to imitate vertical and horizontal lines. They are also learning to 
imitate circular lines. They are also holding their writing tool in a digital pronate 
grasp. 

 

3 - 4  Y E A R S  O L D  P R E W R I T I N G  S K I L L S :  

  Copy vertical and horizontal lines and a circle. They are now learning how to 
imitate a cross. 

 Pencil grasp is progressing. They are holding it with their thumb and their fingers, but 
they’re probably using their wrists or their shoulders to do the work. 

 
 
P R E W R I T I N G  A T  4 - 5  Y E A R S  O L D :   
 

 Copying a cross as well as lines and circles. 
 Learning to imitate squares and diagonal lines. 
 Once they learn the diagonal lines, you can teach them how to make an X. 

Their grasp will develop to a dynamic tripod grasp.  This means the movement is 
coming from their hand as opposed to their wrist and shoulders. 

5  Y E A R S  O L D  S H O U L D  B E  A B L E  T O :  

 Copy horizontal and vertical lines, circles, crosses, squares, and diagonal lines. The 
next shape to learn is a triangle! 

 
 

  T H E  O U T C O M E  O F  P O O R  P R E - W R I T I N G  S K I L L S  

 If 5-year-olds have not developed good pre-writing skills, this can impact the 
legibility of their emerging handwriting skills. 

 Their letters will be sloppy because they have not learned how to make a circle 
properly with closure. They will rush that circle and add a line in order to make 
an a. If they haven’t learned to form their lines and shapes from top to bottom, 
this will lead to poor letter and number formation. Eventually, this impacts 
their speed of writing. 

 

W H A T  C A N  Y O U  D O  T O  H E L P ?  

In order for children to succeed in school, we have to build confidence in your child’s 
pre-writing skills. There are a number of ways to develop and build these skills without 
using crayons or pencils. 

 Finger paint  Shaving cream   chalk 
 Use stickers  Playdough   pipe cleaners or string 
 Gather some sticks outside or lolly sticks to make lines and shapes 



T E A C H I N G  C H I L D R E N  A B O U T  S H A P E S  A N D  L I N E S  H E L P S  T H E M  T O  D E V E L O P  P R O P E R  
H A N D W R I T I N G  S K I L L S .  
 

 

It may seem silly to spend so much time working on lines and squiggles but our children 
really need that! 

There’s a developmental progression to letters, too!   Children understand straight lines 
first, then circular lines, then diagonal lines. 

videoplayback 

(4).mp4
An OT video showing the Pinch and flip pencil grasp trick which we use in Primary. 

                                  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=92ln2VMPQ-g 

                                  The hand out she talks about in her video is included on the next page. 

   

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=92ln2VMPQ-g


 

 

 
 


