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How Do We Teach Handwriting? 

Across the school, handwriting is taught as a formal, discrete lesson as well as within other 
writing opportunities. A formal lesson (supported by RWI or Oxford Owl Nelson resources) 
should include: 

• A warm up, including a fine or gross motor warm up activity and a reminder of correct 
posture and pen grip. 

• A modelled element, looking at a specific letter formation or join (usually following the 
sequence in RWI or Nelson as appropriate, although it may be necessary to revise 
certain formations and joins as a result of in-class assessments). 

• Independent application time, in which the teacher circulates and gives feedback, 
including modelling in books and use of green and pink pen. 

 

See also Appendix D – Teaching and Organising Handwriting. 

 

Year Group Frequency 

EYFS – Year 1 Daily 

Year 2 3 times a week 

Years 3–4 3 times a week 

Years 5–6 1–2 times a week 

 

Where Do We Write? 

Year Group Book 

Year 1 Green A4 half lined books 

Year 2 Green A5 6mm lined books with margin (wider lines available as 
necessary) 

Years 3–6 Green A5 6mm lined books with margin 

 

What Do We Write With? 

Children will use standard sized HB pencils for writing until they achieve their pen licence. 
Where individually necessary, we also have over-sized triangular pencils available. 

When children reach a certain level of fluency and skill in their joined script (from Year 3 
onwards), teachers can award them a pen licence. The pen licence relates not just to 
handwriting but other transcription skills. To be awarded a pen licence, a child must: 

• Correctly form all letters and numbers in their writing (see Appendix B – Letter 
Formation Teaching). 

• Mainly use correct diagonal and horizontal joins (see Appendix C – The Joins). 
• Not attempt to join break letters (see Appendix A – Nelson Ready Reference Guide). 
• Use capital letters and terminal punctuation correctly. 
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Where performance in one or more of these areas dips, pen licences can be suspended until 
performance improves. 

 

Research into the best pens for handwriting is extremely limited. At Magdalen Gates Primary 
School, pupils with a pen licence write using a black Bic Roundstick ballpoint pen, which is 
smooth-gliding, quick-drying and comfortable. 

 

How Does Handwriting Progress Through the School? 

EYFS – Year 1 

Children’s movement from early mark making to letter formation is pursued through daily 
practice and opportunities. Children are taught the tripod pen grip when they are 
developmentally ready; this is dependent on individual physiological factors including bone 
structure, fine motor development and hand strength. Alongside handwriting sessions, 
children will be given other opportunities to develop fine motor skills and hand strength (e.g. 
through dough disco, threading and use of tweezers). 

Children are taught letter formation and orientation through the RWI programme with 
associated mnemonics used consistently. Letter formation and orientation is more important 
than size, speed or fluency. In EYFS, writing and mark making activities will be recorded in a 
range of formats; in Year 1 children record handwriting in their green handwriting books, and 
these will show evidence of teacher modelling and feedback to encourage correct letter 
formation. 

 

Year 2 

In Year 2, children will begin to transition from RWI to Nelson handwriting; over the course of 
the year, they will be introduced to the initial diagonal and horizontal joins. At this stage, 
correct movements are more important than appearance of letters, and children are 
discouraged from joining or forming letters with incorrect movements, even if the results are 
satisfactory. 

 

Years 3–4 

Across Years 3 and 4, orientation and letter formation should be embedded, but where 
children struggle, they can be reminded using the Nelson letter formation instructions. In 
early Year 3, it may be helpful to refer to the RWI mnemonics instead. Children are taught all 
the joins, and move towards joined writing with increasing fluency, including a slight forward 
slant. Letters should generally be of a consistent size and height, and straight upright lines 
should run parallel to one another. 

 

Years 5–6 

At this point, children should be secure with all letter formation and joins, although this can 
be modelled again where necessary, referring to the Nelson letter formation and joining 
instructions. Speed and fluency becomes more important at Year 5 and 6, and children 
should be guided in making their own choices about the level of handwriting required for a 
particular task. 
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See also Appendix E – Handwriting in the National Curriculum. 

 

Presentation Expectations in Different Subjects 

Work in books will usually have a date and learning intention recorded. In some subjects this 
might be a date and title, or just a date. See the table below for the format that this should be 
in. 

Per our marking and feedback policy, purple pen (Bic round stick ballpoint pen) can be used 
in any book for correction or editing. Where the teacher knows in advance that the work will 
take up a whole page (i.e. if something needs to be stuck in), a fresh page should be started. 
In other cases, children should start a new page when there is a third or less of the current 
page available. Where work continues on the same page, pupils should rule a line across 
the page. 

 

Subject Date LI Pen or Pencil 

English (purple and 
blue books) 

Left aligned long date on 
top line, unruled, with a 
blank line underneath. 

Written underneath date 
with a one line gap, 
unruled, with a line left 
before starting work. 

Pen (if pupil has a pen 
licence). All pictures in 
pencil. 

Maths (red books) Left aligned short date on 
top line, unruled. 

Written underneath date 
with a one line gap, 
unruled, with a line left 
before starting work. 

Pencil for all work. 

Science (orange 
books) 

Left aligned long date on 
top line, unruled, with a 
blank line underneath. 

Written underneath date 
with a one line gap, 
unruled, with a line left 
before starting work. 

Pen (if pupil has a pen 
licence). All diagrams or 
tables in pencil. 

Curriculum (green 
books) 

Left aligned long date on 
top line, unruled, with a 
blank line underneath. 

Written underneath date 
with a one line gap, 
unruled, with a line left 
before starting work. 

Pen (if pupil has a pen 
licence). All diagrams or 
tables in pencil. 

Destination Reader Date on selfie. Title on selfie. Pen (if pupil has a pen 
licence). 

Handwriting books Left aligned short date on 
top line, unruled, with a 
blank line underneath. 

No title. Pen (if pupil has a pen 
licence). 

 

Ideally, work to be stuck into books will be cut to a size where it does not need to be folded. 
Where work is folded, pupils will fold it so that at least some of the work is visible – e.g. with 
a Z fold. 
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Where a teacher feels that a pupil has not taken sufficient care over their presentation, they 
may choose to get the child to rewrite one or two sentences in their best handwriting after 
the lesson (e.g. at the beginning of break or lunchtime). This judgement should be based on 
the teacher’s knowledge of reasonable expectations for individual children. 


