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Mourning the Death of Handwriting
By Claire Suddath

I can't remember how to write a capital Z in cursive. The rest of my letters are shaky and stiff, my words slanted in
all directions. It's not for lack of trying. In grade school I was one of those insufferable girls who used pink pencils
and dotted their i's with little circles. I experimented with different scripts, and for a brief period I even took the
time to make two-story a's, with the fancy overhang used in most fonts (including this magazine's). But everythin
I wrote, I wrote in print. I am a member of Gen Y, the generation that shunned cursive. And now there is a group
coming after me, a boom of tech-savvy children who don't remember life before the Internet and who textmessage nearly as much as they talk. They have even less need for good penmanship. We are witnessing the death
of handwriting.
People born after 1980 tend to have a distinctive style of handwriting: a little bit sloppy, a little bit childish and
almost never in cursive. The knee-jerk explanation is that computers are responsible for our increasingly illegible
scrawl, but Steve Graham, a special-education and literacy professor at Vanderbilt University, says that's not the
case. The simple fact is that kids haven't learned to write neatly because no one has forced them to. "Writing is
just not part of the national agenda anymore," he says. (See pictures of the college dorm's evolution.)
Cursive started to lose its clout back in the 1920s, when educators theorized that because children learned to read
by looking at books printed in manuscript rather than cursive, they should learn to write the same way. By World
War II, manuscript, or print writing, was in standard use across the U.S. Today schoolchildren typically learn
print in kindergarten, cursive in third grade. But they don't master either one. Over the decades, daily
handwriting lessons have decreased from an average of 30 minutes to 15.
Zaner-Bloser, the nation's largest supplier of handwriting manuals, offers coursework through the eighth grade
but admits that these days, schools rarely purchase materials beyond the third grade. The company, which is
named for two men who ran a penmanship school back when most business documents were handwritten,
occasionally modifies its alphabet according to cultural tastes and needs. (See pictures of a public boarding
school.)
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Handwriting has never been a static art. The Puritans simplified what they considered hedonistically elaborate
letters. Nineteenth century America fell in love with loopy, rhythmic Spencerian script (think Coca-Cola: the softdrink behemoth's logo is nothing more than a company bookkeeper's handiwork), but the early 20th century
favored the stripped-down, practical style touted in 1894's Palmer Guide to Business Writing.
The most recent shift occurred in 1990, when Zaner-Bloser eliminated all superfluous adornments from the socalled Zanerian alphabet. "They were nice and pretty and cosmetic," says Kathleen Wright, the company's national
product manager, "but that isn't the purpose of handwriting anymore. The purpose is to get a thought across as
quickly as possible." One of the most radical overhauls was to Q, after the U.S. Postal Service complained that
people's sloppy handwriting frequently caused its employees to misread the capital letter as the number 2.
Read TIME's 1942 article "Handwriting As Character."
See TIME's education covers.
I entered third grade in 1990, the year of the great alphabet change. My teacher, Linda Garcia at Central
Elementary in Wilmette, Ill., says my class was one of the last to learn the loops and squiggles. "For a while I'd
show my kids both ways," she says. "But the new alphabet is easier for them, so now I just use that one."
Garcia, who has been teaching for 32 years, says her children consider cursive a "rite of passage" and are just as
excited to learn it as ever. But once they leave her classroom, it's a different story. She doesn't know any teachers
in the upper grades who address the issue of handwriting, and she frequently sees her former students reverting
to old habits. "They go back to sloppy letters and squished words," she says. "Handwriting is becoming a lost art."
Why? Technology is only part of the reason. A study published in the February issue of the Journal of Educational
Psychology found that just 9% of American high school students use an in-class computer more than once a week.
The cause of the decline in handwriting may lie not so much in computers as in standardized testing. The Federal
Government's landmark 1983 report A Nation at Risk, on the dismal state of public education, ushered in a new
era of standardized assessment that has intensified since the passage in 2002 of the No Child Left Behind Act. "In
schools today, they're teaching to the tests," says Tamara Thornton, a University of Buffalo professor and the
author of a history of American handwriting. "If something isn't on a test, it's viewed as a luxury." Garcia agrees.
"It's getting harder and harder to balance what's on the test with the rest of what children need to know," she says.
"Reading is on there, but handwriting isn't, so it's not as important." In other words, schools don't care how a
child holds her pencil as long as she can read. (Read "No More Pencils, No More Bics.")
Is that such a bad thing? Except for physicians — whose illegible handwriting on charts and prescription pads
causes thousands of deaths a year — penmanship has almost no bearing on job performance. And aside from the
occasional grocery list or Post-it note, most adults write very little by hand. The Emily Post Institute recommends
sending a handwritten thank-you but says it doesn't matter whether the note is in cursive or print, as long as it
looks tidy. But with the declining emphasis in schools, neatness is becoming a rarity.
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"I worry that cursive will go the way of Latin and that eventually we won't be able to read it," says Garcia. "What if
50 years from now, kids can't read the Declaration of Independence?"
I am not bothered by the fact that I will never have beautiful handwriting. My printing will always be fat and
round and look as if it came from a 12-year-old. And let's be honest: the Declaration of Independence is already
hard to read. We are living in the age of social networks and frenzied conversation, composing more e-mails,
texting more messages and keeping in touch with more people than ever before. Maybe this is the trade-off. We've
given up beauty for speed, artistry for efficiency. And yes, maybe we are a little bit lazy.
Cursive's demise is due in part to the kind of circular logic espoused by Alex McCarter, a 15-year-old in New York
City. He has such bad handwriting that he is allowed to use a computer on standardized tests. The U.S.
Department of Education estimates that only 0.3% of high school students receive this particular accommodation.
McCarter's mother tried everything to help him improve his penmanship, including therapy, but the teenager
likes his special status. "I kind of want to stay bad at it," he says. These days, that shouldn't be a problem.
Read TIME's 1970 article "Pen-and-Pencil Therapy."
Read "Cause of Death: Sloppy Doctors."
Click to Print

Find this article at:
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1912419,00.html

http://www.time.com/time/printout/0,8816,1912419,00.html

7/28/2009

