Researchers curse decline of cursive

Writing is on the wall for tech kids
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If you can't read the writing on the wall, chances are it's in cursive.

As more children are weaned on technology, researchers behind a new national study say handwriting instruction is paying the price. According to the findings of academics from five American universities, nearly 90 per cent of U.S. primary school teachers believe their college education didn't adequately prepare them to provide lessons in penmanship.

Not only do educators feel ill prepared to teach handwriting, the study shows they're devoting less class time to doing so.

Teachers reported spending an average 70 minutes a week on cursive. This amounts to roughly 14 minutes per day - far shorter than the 45 daily minutes recommended in the 1960s and '70s, and slightly less than the 15 minutes mandated in the '80s.

Likewise in Canada, handwriting researcher Marvin Simner has documented cases in Toronto in which senior kindergarten classes spent just two minutes a day on letter-formation activities. And even then, he says that the lessons were highly unstructured, casual and observation-based.

"It's my understanding that formal handwriting instruction, for the most part, has disappeared," says Simner, a University of Western Ontario psychologist and author of Promoting Skilled Handwriting.

According to Simner, the U.S. study's findings with regard to teacher preparedness are representative of a similar education deficit in Canada, where a focus on keyboarding skills has left kids' cursive bearing all the legibility of a doctor's prescription pad.

"If you look at the textbooks for teachers from the '60s or '70s, you would typically find an entire chapter devoted solely to handwriting instruction," says Simner. "By the '80s and '90s, that chapter was completely gone and all you had, by and large, were a few pages. And in one book I came across, just a paragraph."
