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Occupational Therapy 

Occupation - any activity 
that occupies your time. 

 

Therapy - non-surgical 
treatment for disease or 
disability. 
                      



Dysgraphia 
•Dysgraphia is a developmental brain disorder that targets motor skills and affects a 
person's ability to write. The word simply means difficulty expressing yourself in writing.  

What are the Symptoms of Dysgraphia? 

•Messy handwriting, wrong or alternate spellings, and misplacing words are the most 
common symptoms of dysgraphia. Additional symptoms include fatigue when writing, 
stress, and difficulty with grammar and organizing sentences.  

What are the Common Causes of Dysgraphia? 

•People with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) often have dysgraphia 
because they process information at a much faster speed than it takes to write things 
down. Visual processing weakness is often thought to be a cause as well, because it can 
alter judgment in reading and writing. Dysgraphia can also be caused by damage to the 
brain.  

Identification and School 

•Like all learning problems, every state has different criteria to determine whether a child 
is disabled or not. With dysgraphia, there are not a clearly defined criteria because a 
student with any amount of handwriting or writing difficulty could be considered 
dysgraphic. Therefore, being dysgraphic doesn't necessarily mean a student has a 
learning disability and this is why it is seldom used in public schooling.  

•www.ehow.com 

 



Dysgraphia – Warning Signs by Age 

Young Children 
 

Trouble With:  

 

•Tight, awkward pencil grip 

and body position 

•Avoiding writing or drawing 

tasks 

•Trouble forming letter shapes 

•Inconsistent spacing between 

letters or words 

•Poor understanding of 

uppercase and lowercase 

letters 

•Inability to write or draw in a 

line or within margins 

•Tiring quickly while writing 

School-Age Children 
 

Trouble With:  

 

•Illegible handwriting 

•Mixture of cursive and print 

writing 

•Saying words out loud while 

writing 

•Concentrating so hard on 

writing that comprehension of 

what's written is missed 

•Trouble thinking of words to 

write 

•Omitting or not finishing 

words in sentences 

Teenagers and Adults 
 

Trouble With: 

 

•Trouble organizing thoughts 

on paper 

•Trouble keeping track of 

thoughts already written down 

•Difficulty with syntax 

structure and grammar 

•Large gap between written 

ideas and understanding 

demonstrated through speech 

www.ncld.org/types-learning-disabilities/dysgraphia/what-is-dysgraphia 



Visual Processing 
Visual Discrimination  -  The ability to discriminate dominant features in various objects. 
     Example: What’s different between these two pictures? 
 
Visual Memory  -  The ability to remember an item or dominant features of the item. 
     Example: When I turn the page … which item looks like this one? 
 
Visual-Spatial Relations  -  The ability to orient one’s body in space to perceive positions of  
                                            objects in relation to self and other objects. 
     Example: Please place your pencil on the top line. The belly on the d goes to the left of the line. 
 
Visual Form Constancy  -  The ability to determine a specific shape or object in various 
                                          positions and altered sizes. 

     Example: This is A …  this is A … this is A 
 
Visual Sequential Memory  -  The ability to retain and recall the sequences of several 
                                               items or shapes. 
     Example: Dog is spelled d…o…g not g ….o….d! 
 
Visual Figure Ground  -  The ability to distinguish an object from its background. 
     Example:  Grab the green crayon and color in the small umbrella (while the desk looks like a bomb 
                     exploded on top of it and the worksheet is visually enriched!) 
 
Visual Closure  -  The ability to identify figures or objects when only part of the object 
                            is presented. 
     Example: The interpretive art created by lousy photo copiers!!!!! 



For More on Visual Processing 

http://www.childrensvision.com/reading.htm 

Great site for additional information on learning related vision 
problems such as: 

•Eye teaming problems 
•Tracking issues 
•Focusing issues 
•Visual-motor integration 

Outside Expert: Developmental Optometrist specializing in 
pediatrics. 
 
Inside Resources: VI specialist; School Nurse; Occupational 
Therapist. 



How to teach a child with 

dysgraphia…. 
1. When you are teaching students with dysgraphia, allow for accommodations. Permit 

the student more time to complete the task or let him begin early. Allow the student 
to use a "scribe"--a person who writes down exactly what the dysgraphic student 
says--and allow the dysgraphic student to then correct her own words. Encourage 
the student to use the computer to produce work. A computer helps a dysgraphic 
student organize, spell check and rewrite work, but keyboarding is also difficult for 
these students. 

2. Modify your expectations or the task to avoid problem areas while still maintaining 
learning. Reduce the amount of copying needed. In math, instead of having the 
student write out all the problems, provide a sheet with the problems already 
printed for him to use. Other accommodations: not reducing a grade for incorrect 
spelling, cutting the length of a paper and giving the student more structure. 

3. Because handwriting is still necessary to function in our society, provide remediation 
to improve the student's handwriting skills. Build handwriting into the curriculum for 
dysgraphic students and allow them to use wider-ruled paper. For younger writers, 
use raised line paper to help them stay within the lines. Encourage proper grip on 
the pen or pencil and consider occupational therapy to assist the student. 

www.ehow.com 



Start with good positioning 
Child should be seated comfortably in the chair with feet flat on the floor. 
Child’s arms should rest comfortably on the desktop with elbows bent. 
The child’s shoulders should not be elevated. 

Now let’s talk about how to hold the pencil…..these things must be taught. 



Inefficient Grips 

Thumb Wrap Thumb Tuck Transpalmar 

Interdigital Brace Supinate Index Grip 

How should you not hold your pencil….. 



Efficient Grips 

Mature Tripod 

Quadrupod 

Adapted Tripod 
 

This is the healthiest grip! 

Use slant boards, pencil grips, triangular pencils, or golf pencils to 
promote the proper grasp. 



Work from large to small 

•Chalkboards 

•Smartboards 

•Sky writing 

•Flashlight writing 

•Walking out the letter 

•Rainbow letters 

Write letters with eyes open and then eyes closed. 



Give visual structure for the 

spatial concepts 

  

                                
 

Highlighted papers of various heights 

Sticker or smiley face for left side of paper 

Over-emphasize spatial terms used 

Over-emphasize the concepts of tall letters and    
descending letters 

Use spacers for between words (ie. finger, paper 
clip, sticky tabs). 



Explore Keyboarding 

Poor fine motor skills affect keyboarding skills as well. 

So …. build fine motor skills (ie. crafts, games with small pieces, beading, 
pegs, tongs, ball skills…etc.) 

Try label makers for easy worksheet adaptation. 

Reduce the amount of written output required (ie. multiple choice, short 
answer, fill in the blank, word banks, true/false). 

Provide copies of notes. 

Don’t require copying from the board. 

Place an alphabet strip on the desk or folder for easy reference. 

Explore position of material for easier processing. 

LOVE …. the Ipad … but it won’t replace tool useage (ie. pencil, 
screwdriver)! 



Handwriting is a life-long skill 

To become automatic…handwriting has to have LOTS of practice (a 
minimum of 15 minutes daily is recommended).  

Goal: 4th grade – write a lowercase cursive alphabet in 24-30 seconds 
with ease (5th grade – 20-26 seconds; 6th 16-22 seconds). 

It’s easier to teach a correct habit than to try and change a bad one. 

Try teaching uppercase print with lowercase cursive. 

Teach letters according to the stroke patterns and starting spots. 

If using tracing then use tracks instead of dotted lines. 

All handwriting programs should have some form of self-evaluation. 

The component skills learned in handwriting instruction are beneficial for 
other skills as well (ie. reading cursive, tool usage). 



A little about STAAR Accommodation 

There are accommodations on STAAR for handwriting (dysgraphic) 
difficulties: 
 

•Basic Transcribing 
•Complex Transcribing 
•Spelling 

 
Who decides when accommodations will be used? 
 

•Special Education Student – ARD committee 
•504 student  - Placement committee 
•Mainstream student – RTI committee, Student Assistance Team 
•ELL student – Team plus LPAC 

The student MUST be using these strategies for daily assignments & 
tests! 

http://www.tea.state.tx.us/student.assessment/accommodations/staar-
telpas/ 



 

10. You get to sit and work in those tiny little chairs. 
9. The massive exposure to runny noses, chicken pox, colds and flu. 
8. There is always a pencil sharpener handy. 
7. The staggering weight lifting and motor planning opportunities offered  
 by dragging large equipment in and out of schools. 
6. The plethora of exciting opportunities to explain occupational therapy and  
 sensory integration. 
5. The cafeteria food – ketchup is our favorite VEGETABLE. 
4. FIRE DRILLS – and the challenges they present to the auditorily defensive. 
3. At least 50% of the time the student you need to test, whose IEP is  
 scheduled for that afternoon, is ABSENT. 
2. The overwhelming abundance of space in which to treat and test. 
1. To an UNINFORMED observer, it doesn’t look like work. 
 

The Top Ten Reasons  
O.T.s Work in the Schools 



My Teachers 
Benbow M.. 1998. Understanding the hand from the inside out. Kinesthetic  
approach for handwriting difficulties conference. Dallas TX. 
 
www.ldonline.org 
 
www.ehow.com 
 
www.hwtears.com  

Favorite Sites 

www.pfot.com 

http://store.schoolspecialtyonline.net  

www.therapro.com 
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