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Pencil grasp
A pencil grasp needs to allow for maximum finger movement and control of the writing implement. Most ‘natural’ grasps are for holding rather than for manipulation, using fine motor coordination, so young children must be taught an effective pencil grasp which provides precision and flexibility of movement.
[image: ]A preschool child will sometimes scribble and draw pictures without the forearm or hand touching the writing surface.











[image: ]As a child becomes more experienced in the use of pen and paper, they begin to use the forearm as a support when writing; however, the hand may be kept quite flat. They can be encouraged to use their non-writing hand to hold the paper.












With encouragement and practice the child learns to use the correct pencil presentation with the forearm supported by the writing surface and the writing hand turned on its side so that the outer edge of the hand rests on the table. The writing grasp gradually becomes less rigid until the pad of the index finger, the edge of the tip of the middle finger and the pad of the thumb control the implement flexibly.
Implements to support the development of a mature pencil grasp
“Younger children may prefer pencils with a large diameter as they are easier for them to hold, and triangle pencils can promote the development of a mature grasp. Soft lead pencils (e.g. 2B) is also recommended for early learners and left-handed learners, as they prevent the point digging into the page. In contrast, pencils with a thinner diameter encourage greater refinement of movements. Pencils with raised dots, indents, grooves and built in grips encourage the development of a mature pencil grasp.” (Mackenzie & Spokes, in press) 
Developing a mature pencil grasp
‘The challenge in the classroom is to avoid inefficient pencil grasps and related postures becoming habitual. It is, therefore important that through modelling, direct instruction and close monitoring, teachers help children to develop and refine their pencil grasp to avoid long term hand or arm injuries’ (Mackenzie & Spokes, in press).  
A mature pencil grasp balances stability and the ability to manipulate the pencil with finger-based movements,(Mackenzie & Spokes, 2024). Some children will begin to develop a mature pencil grasp as young as four years of age, while other children will not be developmentally ready to begin using a mature grasp until somewhere between the ages of five and seven years (Schneck & Henderson, 1990; Tseng, 1998). 
The Dynamic tripod pencil grasp
When it comes to mature pencil grasps, the most common pencil grasp observed in the classroom is the dynamic tripod pencil grasp (Schneck & Henderson, 1990). This pencil grasp provides the best balance between finger stability and finger mobilisation by resting the pencil on the side of the first joint of the middle finger while holding the pencil with the thumb and index finger. The hand forms a question mark shape with the index finger approximately two centimetres from the point of the pencil. The dynamic tripod grasp can usually be developed between the ages of four and six, although sometimes it may take until age seven or eight. Teachers and parents can monitor the development of students’ pen grasp. Teachers will be aware that variations may arise due to individual differences in size of hand, length of fingers or the demands of a particular writing instrument.
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For right-handers the barrel of the pencil rests against the long bone of the index finger, rather than in the V between the finger and thumb.
For left-handers, the pencil grasp where the barrel of the pencil is held in the V between the finger and thumb or the web of the hand is more suitable.
Alternate pencil grasps
A number of alternate pencil grasps have also been shown to facilitate the finger movements necessary to produce legible letters at functional speeds. What is important is that the student develops a functional grasp, that does not impact on the legibility and speed of their writing (Schwellnus et al., 2012). Schwellnus and colleagues suggest that “occupational therapy practitioners and educators may reconsider the need for changing a child’s pencil grasp when the child has adopted one of the four mature grasp patterns” (2012, p. 722). 
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Left-handed writers can also employ any one of the mature pencil grasps but in order that their writing is not obscured, teachers might consider asking the left-handed learner to hold the implement at least 3cm (a rubber band can mark the spot) from the tip, or use a commercial triangular implement grasp placed far enough up the barrel that the learner can see around his or her hand (Tas DECYP, 2023). They may also position their hand beneath the writing line with their wrist in greater extension, allowing them to see what they are writing and reducing the incidence of smudging their work as their hand glides across the page.
Activities and exercises to help develop pencil grasp
For beginning, emergent and early writers, finger plays (for example, ‘Where Is Thumbkin?’) can help raise awareness of the three fingers (thumb, index finger and middle finger) used to hold the writing implement. In addition, pen grasp exercises – such as wriggling or rolling the pencil barrel while using a mature grasp are suitable activities to promote the traditional tripod grasp. For some early and fluent writers, ‘caterpillar slides’ where the three fingers slide the barrel of the pencil from the writing point to the top of the pencil’s barrel and back again – can help to teach and improve pencil grasp. 
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