Sunday essay -~ -
NikkiMacdonald = "
Semorwnter R

opping lists 6n the fridge;the odd:
cribbledniote: “Gonefor.arun’ (OK,
maybe that’s wishful thinking): And
hat's aboutit = the: only time my: :
fingers:evertrace the shapes formed. of a.
lifetime of handwriting: * i e
All thoseyears learmng- fashlon. i
perfect “o7;or the seamless: spill of alooping
4P intoa fo wing vowel-All those child+":
> ngs set ininkand staccato : -
! eal—coVered exerc1se books

mostlytyped I’ ' p

that 1 still pick up a penrand paper every
day. But'whatrollsoff my. ba]lpomt isas:
indeciphérableto'most as my partner’s:
shoppmg hst entnes Becau se’ rt S: wntten m

" her passion, and sh

wntlng champion Dr

for 23 minutes explainifigwk
cation consultant and researcher barely
writes lonighand-either; but that’s beside the
point: Kids'still need to learn handwntmg,
whether they-useitin laterlife ornot.

" There’s-anexercise she uses when: ta]kmg
toiteachersabout teaching handwntmg
Write:a'sentence and‘discuss whatyou': .
were thinking about = descriptive Vocab
‘sentenceistructure; imaginative ideas. -

. Nowwritea different seiitence with your

non-dominant-hand. Suddenly all that
brainpoweris channe]led 1nto ]ust scratch—
ingoutthe letters.~: = *. :
That’s how it-feels to learn to wnte
-The brain’s working memoty can deal
with only a few things at.once. So until
you've practised those letters often enough

that the knowledge of them migrates to .
" long-term memory, there’s little space to* -

think about what you're actually writing.
«:2%We need to-automate letter formation
asfast as we can; because otherwise;, every
time they set up: to write; alltheyll beé wor~-
riéd:about is: hiow-dothey fit:theletters'on:

‘the line? Which way around does the‘d’ go? ‘
- Why-doesmy writinglook SO-Scrappy?.

“They won’t be thinking about spelling..

- They won'tbe thinking about'sentences.

They won’tbe thinking: about mterestmg

_.words or interesting ideas.”

And New Zealand’s past neélect of the .

.importance of teaching handwriting is.at
ithe heart of our? shameful” low: hteracy ,
. ‘rates; argues’ ‘Walls. Because kids whodon't” .

learn to write well, don’t:want to writé atall.
Boys are worst affected, and it'soften -

.boys from depnved areas,; whohaven’t.
~been to the posh preschool orhada lovely
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- handwntlng, ;
“résource. Wée set.the: Children: free. They'can-
sud denly concentrate on the other th1ngs

a 2021 pilot of new NCEA standards’ forliter-
acy, onlyathird of kids passed the Writing -
standard, and that plummeted- toawoeful .
2% for the poorest schools.. I
-“It’s a sotial justice issue as well'as-an:: -
educatlonal issue. It’s absolutelyhuge,
Walls says. “Rich get richer; poor: get poorer.
Children that arrive at school with good -

‘skills-and knowledge: alréadytend.to:do”

quite'well: But.the ones that don t stay low
so the gap gets wider.” -
Sowhynotditch. wntmg, and ]ust teach
5-year-olds:to type insstead? “That would be
the biggest mistake ever,” Walls warns:.
Forone, kids don’t have the fine mOtor;
skills to co-ordinate two hands until they’re
about10.But more importantly, physmally
tracing the-arcs and spines of letters does -
more tocement them inyourbrainthan
typing them: And that mattérs not. Just for -

writing, but also for reading. . .. R

*We are buﬂdmg the brain’s architec-
ture for learmng toread.When we, teach b
/€ free up Worlqn ] emory

nking about,
“I firmly believe that ifevery cthd m New -
Zealand learned to handwnte within: the»

,aun't,with‘timer to teach them their letters, In ﬁrst couple of: years at school, we wouIdn £

have'aproblem with: literacy-achievement.”
No-one will mourn ' my hand-written
verse;or thie five minutes wasted trying: to
decode my partner’s latest’ shoppmg hst
c1pher (itwas mousetrap).=: =
~"But if you've ever fossicked in :archlves
or dugrout a musty letter fromari’ anc1ent ¥
‘relative, you'll know:the power of ink on "
paperto convey more than just the story
the words themselves tell; .-
There’sa frisson of ¢ oonnecuon in know—
- ing that the hands that wrote those: words
alsotouched this age-curled sheet:: i
Sure; Katherinie Mansfield’s precious:.
notebooks might have beén easierwork:
without her famously illegible handwrit- -
Ing. Butwould artist CF Goldie’s will be "
anywhere nearas interesting if it wasn’t -+
scrawled.on a plece of Sydne hotel note.. g
paper?: - BN
.--Imagine the Treaty of Wa1tang1 mth .
typed names, instead of signatures; or Cohn'
- McCahon’s Victory over.Death 2, Iltyped' v
:in Times New Roman bol '
‘And if everything goes'digital, Linda for: ;
rell could be out of a job. S
-When the Northern Ireland if# port was
15 she watchéd a TV programme: ca]led
. Indelible Evidence, about the ise of foren- -
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She'did a- master’s in forensics in Scot— -

land and settled on documernt examination

as her niche. Handwriting and signatures:
are her bread:and butter.-And despite the '
digital revolution; there’s still plenty-of it
From disputed wills in Fiji, to big-buck .
spats between company:ditectors;toan -
Aussie murder cold:case; Motrell has given' .-
evidence thousands of times:Is that critical
signature forged? Did snurder victim Roxlyri:
really write that Dear Johriletter? Why
have.police notes: been wntten wrth three

differentinks? = . vinmTE i [

Give hera- wntmg sample and a rmcro—
scope-and:she can tellyouif the writer =
isleftzorright-handed, by the:'way.a Tis ..
crossed; or whetherazero hasbeen drawn-

: clockwise or anti-clockwise; from the direc-
tion of the thin:white striations from the - .-
tmy scratches onthe! ba]lpomt that don’t ﬁll )

It’s a'science:Not to be confused wrth

graphology = whicCh- claims to‘assess p.er,-
sonality-based on the: > Way: youwdraga pen
That, says Morrell, is “just a load of rubblsh

~as farasT'm- concerned T
There’s nothing rubbish, though, about -

- that they only told pohce they wrote that

-under.pressure. .

s rea]ly gorngto change Ilves

incriminating document becau se they felt

“They presented rny report to the prose—

"cutlon and five minutes later they withdrew
‘the charges. 'mvery passionate about what
I doand:in some cases 1 domake a differf .

ence andithat’s very rewarding,”

Morrell isn’t worried the. dechne in hand— :
writing will. do her-out of a;job: Signatures
—and the pagesthey appear on—will stlll
te]l tales.: f

“People say ‘Have you got mu ch work
on? And I'm going, “Yes, T'm busierthan.
ever’:As long asithe courts rely ondocus . -
ments; there’llalways be work forme:” -

ButWalls is.adamant handwriting: - -
isn’t on the out. After decades.of neglect,
she hopes:the tide is turning; with-a new

_emphasis on the skill invschool‘cun-'iculums.

“Things are looking up; but the faster:
we can-achieve this change; the better. It s

P

'What do you thmk7 Enwll sundayletters@ ‘
~stuff.comiz: Please include your ﬁzll name and
) address. ‘




