
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Fine Motor: 2- Environment  
 

 

Frequently when we visit a Student in school, we start with a conversation about sitting position.  

 

At Primary, this is often students not being able to put their feet flat, table too high etc. Often writing interventions 

happen outside the classroom, in different areas of the school- this can lead to sessions using wrong size seating/ 

table combinations. 

 

At secondary, we would choose to visit a Science lesson, where we often see Students sat on stools with no back 

rest, and often high up. As a result, students struggling with handwriting will produce poor quality writing, limited 

amount or deploy a variety of behavioural strategies to avoid writing at all.  

 

When next seated, lift your feet off even a few inches off the ground and you will quickly see how much work it takes 
to stay upright. You will likely feel it in your core and some of you may even find yourself using your hands to stabilise 
yourself.  
So, you can imagine how the students feel when they can't touch the floor. When a chair is too big for a student you 
will frequently see them stand up at their desk, sit on their knees, try to touch the tips of their toes to the ground, or 
even put their feet on the chair in front of them to help them stabilize.  
 

With this in mind, we have listed some key factors to consider when observing students in your school.  

 

Table too high: This causes children to sit with hunched shoulders which restricts movements and affects efficient 
function of the hands. The child will often hold their head too close to the desk also. Ideally, a student's desk should 
be at the level his/her elbows rest when seated in a correctly sized chair.  
Make sure their desk isn't so small or messy that there is no room to write. Organisation is often a skill that needs to 
be taught directly in schools in order to keep their desk clear – this is particularly observed in Secondary School.  
 

Table too low: To achieve stability children will often lean forward excessively and will then use the non-dominant 

hand to support their head rather than the paper.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Chair too high: If a child’s feet are not on a stable surface, then this reduces the base of support and the child has to 

put more effort in to maintaining their own posture rather than concentrating on their work.  

 

 

Chair too low: The child’s knees will be too low which they may find uncomfortable for long periods.  

 

 

Best Position: The chair should allow the child to sit comfortably, with feet flat on the floor and bottom well back on 

the seat. If the chair is too high (and no smaller one is available), and the child’s feet are not touching the floor, then 

a phone book, wooden step or footstool should be used to support the feet.  

 

You are aiming for a student to be able to sit at 90o/90o/90o position. 

 
 

 

 

If the chair is too low, cushions or pieces of foam can be used to raise the child. If the child’s difficulties require 

slightly different positioning in order to achieve a good working position, then the child’s Occupational Therapist or 

Physiotherapist will explain and advise on this. 

 

 
Left-handed writers not being able to see what they are copying  
This is often an issue for younger students who are just learning to copy letters and words. Staff often use 
worksheets that have a student copy a letter or word from the left side of the page onto the right side of the same 
page. For right handers, this is great, but for left-handed writers, their arm is often covering whatever it is that they 
are supposed to be copying.  
This can lead them to attempt to use an awkward "hook" grasp in which they flex their wrist so that they can see 
what is on the page.  
We have a dedicated page to Left-handed writers here; 
http://redbridgeserc.org/resources/entry/handwriting-observation-advice-and-strategy-sheets-10-17  

 
Copying from something that that looks very different than what they are asked to write on 

Be aware that when modelling how to complete a task on the Interactive board, the visual structure needs to 

resemble the format given to a student in a worksheet. If this is not possible, it is best to print out the slide from the 

presentation and allow the student to annotate/copy from it. 

http://redbridgeserc.org/resources/entry/handwriting-observation-advice-and-strategy-sheets-10-17


 

 

 

 

Font used for worksheets  

Be aware of fonts used when creating worksheets. When using a font such as this, the ‘a’ is recorded in this format, 

however we are asking a student to write using ‘a’. 
 

Comic Sans MS is the most used font. However, I am aware that Secondary often don’t like using this, due to its 

Primary connections. 

Here you can find a range of dyslexic friendly fonts which students /staff can explore. 

https://www.bdadyslexia.org.uk/advice/employers/creating-a-dyslexia-friendly-workplace/dyslexia-friendly-style-

guide  

 

 

Visual & Auditory distractions  
In the schools we visit, we generally see very good classroom noise control, and students have the opportunity to 
learn to a calm/ quiet environment. However Primary/SEN hubs sometimes have a tendency to have a brightly 
coloured and visually stimulating rooms. For some of our students (with or without special needs), this can be 
overwhelming and distracting for a student who already struggles with writing.  
 
A workstation, or an area where a student can move to while writing is often successful. In Secondary, talk to the 
student, they will often be able to suggest parts of the classroom where it is easier to concentrate or who not to sit 
next to who maybe distracting them (you may have to negotiate with Class Teachers who have a very rigid seating 
plan!) 
Quick Fixes 
A tri-fold piece of cardboard (or carboard box) or laminated manila folder "study coral" or "privacy boards" can be 
put up to help a student focus 

                                 
   

Write while standing  

 

Historically, when working with some students who have had a significant challenge handwriting, we have set up a 

high table at the side of the room and they allowed them to write standing up.  

This has been very successful, when all other traditional approaches have failed.  

 

 

 
 

 

https://www.bdadyslexia.org.uk/advice/employers/creating-a-dyslexia-friendly-workplace/dyslexia-friendly-style-guide
https://www.bdadyslexia.org.uk/advice/employers/creating-a-dyslexia-friendly-workplace/dyslexia-friendly-style-guide


 

 

Paper and books used  

 

Sometimes, especially with older students, the ability to have double spacing or clearly defined lines, can make an 

enormous difference to the fluency of their handwriting.  

 

I would suggest all SEND Staff and Teachers- have this pack in their ‘toolkit’ which is free to download. This will allow 

you to trial a variety of paper types to see if this makes a difference for that student. 

 

https://www.otschoolhouse.com/single-post/Gray-Space  

 

 

 
 

Poor lighting 
Until students have mastered their visual motor skills to write without looking at their hand, taking notes during a 
video or in a dark classroom can be difficult for them. As the lights dim, the lines on the paper become more difficult 
to distinguish and you are likely to see more illegible work from your students. Try keeping half of the lights on next 
time you watch a video clip or provide a small reading light for the students who still need it. 
 
Pens  

 

When visiting Students to look at Handwriting, I have always carried a pencil case with a variety of pens. I generally 

let even the youngest try them all, until they find one that is comfortable for them.  

 

Handwriting pens provided by school, are generally scratchy and if used by others can have a worn nib, making 

directional writing even more challenging. Consider in your school, if having access to alternative pens such as gel 

pens is a reasonable adjustment. Equally I have had older students preferring to write in pencil due to the 

proprioceptive feedback provided to them.  

 

The quickest and cheapest way to explore options is to have a wider range for students to try. 

 

The most commonly chosen pen is a gel pen with a wide soft rubber grip area. 

https://www.otschoolhouse.com/single-post/Gray-Space


 

 

                     

 
 

Pencil grips  

   
https://www.tts-group.co.uk/essential-pencil-grip-kit  

 

 

 

https://www.tts-group.co.uk/essential-pencil-grip-kit


 

 

 

 

Writing slopes  

 

These can be very helpful, especially with younger children who are less self-conscious.  

I would recommend that all schools have a slope board for students to trial.  

 

Older students can be self conscious and prefer to use an A4 folder turned on its side or a clear slope.  

 

It is worth SEND departments, having a couple to trial with students before purchasing. 

 

https://www.zieler.co.uk/8-things-you-must-know-before-you-buy-a-writing-slope/  

 
 

https://www.zieler.co.uk/8-things-you-must-know-before-you-buy-a-writing-slope/


 

 

  

   

  

   

 

Website: 
 

 

 

Email: 

www.redbridgeserc.org  seatss@redbridge.gov.uk  

 

 

 

 

 

You will find a variety of Fine and Gross Motor videos here. 

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL7MVghDNLeJz-IOnEzJCxolM8n0v4wi_O  

We have a wide range of handwriting and motor skill advice videos on our website www.redbridgeserc.org  

Check out our You Tube channel- https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCYvQ3ULh0WWJAYVzcV7xZoQ/playlists 
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