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How Ho,r\aNrilingTrains lne Brain
Forming Letters
ls Key to Learning,
Memory, ldeas
By Gwplootyl BouNDs

Ask preschooler Zane Pike to
write his name or the alphabet,
then watch this 4-year-old's stub-
born side kick in. He spurns prac-
tice at schooi and tosses aside
workbooks at home. But Angie
Pike, Zane's mom, persists, be-
lieving that handwriting is a
building block to learning.

She's right. Using advanced
toois such as magnetic resonance
imaging, researchers are finding
that writing by hand is more than
just a way to communicate. The
practice helps with learning let-
ters and shapes, can improve idea
composition and expression, and
may aid fine motor-skill develop-
ment.

It's not just children who ben-
efit. Adults 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
cognitive exercise for baby boom-
ers working to keep their rninds
sharp as they age.

Studies suggest there's reai
value in learning and maintaining
this ancient skil l , even as we in-
creasingly comrnunicate electron-
ically via keyboards big and
small. Indeed, technology often
gets blamed for handwriting's de^
mise. But in an interesting twist,
new software for touch-screen
devices, such as the iPad, is start-
ing to reinvigorate the practice.

Most schools still include con-
ventional handwriting instruction
in their primary-grade curricu-
lum, but today that amounts to
just over an hour a week, accord-
ing to Zaner-Bloser Inc., one of
the nation's iargest handwriting-
curriculum publishers. Even at in-
stitutions that make it a strong
priority, such as the private
Breariey School in New York City,
"some parents say, 'I can't believe
you are wasting a minute on
this,"' says Linda Boldt, the
school's head of learning skills.

Recent research illustrates
how writing by hand engages the
brain in learning. During one
study at Indiana University pub-
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.d, Four-year-ofd
Zane Pike used
to toss aside his
handwriting
books. Now, the
Cabot, Ark.,
preschooler is
learning to write
his letters using
smartphone
application.

4 For research ai Indiana University,
children undergo specralized MRI brain
scans that spot neurological activity.

ts ln children who had practiced
writing by hand, the scans showed
heightened brain activity in a key area,
circled on the image at right, indicating
learning took piace.
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