
Handwriting progression  - Reception to Year 6  

Reception  - Early years foundation stage  

Prior to and working alongside the development of letter formation, children in the EYFS will have access to 

both fine and gross motor skill activities, that are both child initiated and adult supported. To support the 

development of fine motor skills, and to assess the children’s pre-writing skills, teachers and support staff 

may choose to use: ‘The Highland council: Pre-handwriting – Developmental Continuum’. Please find a copy 

of the continuum below:  

 



Pencil control  - directionality  

Teachers and support staff may find it useful to consider the concept of ‘directionality’ when promoting 

positive handwriting habitats. The Highland Council have produced a definition which staff might find useful. 

Please find this definition below: 

 

Teachers and support staff may find the following activities produced by The Highland Council useful to 

support and promote the concept of ‘directionality’:  

 

 



 

Pencil control  - pressure control  

Teachers and support staff may find it useful to consider pressure control when they are supporting the 

development of handwriting skills. The Highland Council have produced the following definition which staff 

might find useful. Please find this definition below: 

 

Teachers and support staff may find the following activities produced by The Highland Council useful to 

support and promote pressure control:  



 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Pencil control – Shape manipulation 

Teachers and support staff may find it useful to consider shape manipulation when they are supporting the 

development of handwriting skills. The Highland Council have produced the following definition which staff 

might find useful. Please find this definition below: 

 

Teachers and support staff may find the following activities produced by The Highland Council useful to 

support shape manipulation:  

 

 



Pencil grip development 

Children in reception will be provided with a range of mark making and writing opportunities that are both 

adult supported and child initiated. The children will be encouraged to explore a variety of pencil grips 

through mark making opportunities using a variety of different media. The children will be supported to 

achieving an appropriate pencil grip for their level of development, leading to improved and accurate letter 

formation.  Throughout the year, Teachers and support staff will assess the children through observation 

and they will identify children who may need intervention for fine motor support. Below you will find a 

progression grid for pencil grip development.   

 



Mark making skills  - handwriting patterns  

Children in reception will be encouraged to access both child initiated and adult directed mark making 

activities that are cross-curricular. The children  will have access to multi-sensory activities, including dough 

disco and outdoor writing opportunities, to also develop a positive attitude towards mark making and the 

development of early handwriting skills. As part of this provision, children will be encouraged to make the 

following patterns to support the development of letter formation skills. These patterns lead into the Nelson 

handwriting program that is being used from year one to year six. Please find the handwriting patterns 

below:  

 

Children will be encouraged to make marks and form letters on different writing formats for example,  lines, 

plain paper and whiteboards. This is to consolidate and apply early writing skills. Most children will be 

forming letters correctly by the end of reception using different writing formats, for example on plain paper, 

whiteboards and lined paper. Regardless of which format they are writing on, positive handwriting habits 

will be recognised and celebrated.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Letter formation 

Alongside the aforementioned skills, children in reception will be taught how to correctly form and orientate 

letters. This will be delivered through shared writing opportunities, phonics sessions and adult directed 

tasks. The children will also have access to the handwriting patterns (as mentioned above in mark making 

skills) and letter formation resources in their classroom provision. Class teachers and support staff will use a 

variety of creative teaching strategies to engage children in letter formation learning opportunities.  

Through the development of gross/fine motor skills, the development of mark making skills and the direct 

teaching of letter formation, by the end of reception, most children will be able to form and orientate letters 

correctly with ‘lead outs’. Some children may find achieving this end of year expectation challenging. Those 

children will be supported with targeted and appropriate intervention, based on their needs. Please find the 

end of reception year expectation for letter formation:  

Aa Bb Cc Dd Ee Ff Gg Hh Ii 

Jj Kk Ll Mm Nn Oo Pp Qq 

Rr Ss Tt Uu Vv Ww Xx Yy 

Zz 
 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Letter families’ 

To support the teaching of letter formation, Teachers and support staff might find it useful to group letters 

according to how they are formed.  We will refer to these as letter families. However, Teachers might decide 

to teach letter formation in a different order to the letter families. This is up to teacher discretion.  Please 

find the ‘letter families’ below: 

The flick letter family – Letters based on a single vertical line. 



i l t j 
The curly c letter family  - letters based on a ‘c’ shape.  

c o a d g q 
Letter ‘e’ – related to the coat hanger letter family, begins differently but still based on the ‘c’ shape.  

e 
The bouncy ball letter family  - letters that have a vertical down stroke followed by a diagonal movement to 

the right.  

n m r h b k p 
 

The zig zag letter family – Both letters start on the top line, have a diagonal stroke and have a ‘lead out’ that 

sits on the top line.  

v w x z 
  

 

The loop letter family - Both letters start on the top line, begin with a downward stroke, curve back up to 

the top and then down to the bottom solid line.  

u y 
 

The letter ‘s’ and the letter ‘f’ - Letter that are unique and individual and do not fit with any other letter 

groups.  



s f 
Key stage one  - Years one and two  

As children enter year one from reception, Class teachers and support staff will assess the children’s 

handwriting needs through their usual writing and classroom assessments. Children identified as needing 

handwriting/fine motor support will have targeted intervention and/or in class provision to support the 

development of these skills. Once initial assessments have been complete, the children will be introduced to 

the ‘Nelson handwriting scheme’. Class teachers and/or support staff will be delivering handwriting sessions 

between two/three times a week, and they may find it useful to refer to the reception section of the 

handwriting progression document to support their delivery of handwriting sessions.  

‘Break letters’: 

As part of the ‘Nelson handwriting scheme’, children will be introduced to ‘break letters’ i.e. letters that are 

not joined after being formed. Children will explore how to join these letters (where appropriate) at a later 

date within the scheme. The break letters are follows: 

j p q b g y x z 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Year one (Book 1) 

When children enter year one, they will begin with unit one of the ‘Nelson handwriting scheme’ and finish 

the year by completing unit six. As a part of the unit one section of work, Class teachers and support staff 

might find it useful to revise and review ‘marking making skills – handwriting patterns’; and refer to the 

‘letter formation families’ (please see the reception section for the models)  when they are delivering 

handwriting sessions and during other writing opportunities.  Furthermore, as part of unit one work, Class 

teachers might find it useful to emphasise how letters are formed and ‘how they sit in relation to a line’. 

These will be referred to as letters with ‘ascenders’ (tall letters) and letters with ‘descenders’ (letters with 

tails). Please find examples below: 

Letters with ascenders: (tall letters) 

b d h k l t 



Letters with descenders: (letters with tails) 

g j f p q y 
Please find below a breakdown of the units covered in year one: 

1. Unit One  - Handwriting patterns  

2. Unit Two – revision of un-joined script  

3. Unit Three  - Practicing the first join 

4. Unit Four – Practicing the second join 

5. Unit Five  - Practicing the third join 

6. Unit Six – Practicing the fourth join  

 

Year two (Book 1) 

When children enter year two, they will begin with consolidating the handwriting skills they began to 

develop in year one. Class teachers and support staff will refer to the reception and year one sections of the 

handwriting document where appropriate to support the delivery of handwriting sessions. Please find a 

breakdown of the units of work covered:  

1. Unit seven – tricky letters: joining s to s and joining f to f.  

2. Unit eight/nine  - Grammar in handwriting and number words  

3. Unit ten  - ‘ee’ and ‘ea’ 

4. Unit eleven  - Practice with opposites 

5. Unit twelve – Practice with lists  

6. Unit thirteen – Practice with sequencing  

7. Unit fourteen/fifteen  - Grammar  

8. Unit Sixteen/Seventeen/Eighteen  - Practice within genres/stamina for writing 

Year three (Book 2) 

The start of Year 3 will focus on the revision of unjoined scripts and the previously taught  joins. Class 

teachers and support staff will refer to the reception and year one and two sections of the handwriting 

document where appropriate to support the delivery of handwriting sessions. Where children require 

additional support with handwriting and fine motor skills, teachers should use the earlier skills outlined in 

this document.  Please find a breakdown of the units of work covered:  

1. Unit 1 - revision of unjoined scripty and the joins 

2. Unit 2 - Revision of e,s and f 

3. Unit 3 - Practise with poems and prose 

4. Unit 4 - Joining consonants ff, ll, ss 

5. Unit 5 - vowel digraphs 

6. Unit 6 - Practise with all the joins - silent letters 

7. Unit 7 - Practise with verbs and adverbs 

8. Unit 8 - Practise with conjunctions - and 

9. Unit 9 - Questions and answers 

10. Unit 10 - inverted commas 

11. Unit 11 - writing with a slope 



12.  Unit 12 - Vocabulary practise - synonyms and antonyms 

13.  Unit 13 - Dictionary skills - alphabetical order, definitions 

14. Unit 14 - Speed writing 

15. Unit 15 - Drafting and editing 

16.  Unit 16 - Print 

17. Unit 17 - writing in ink 

18.  Unit 18 - writing letters 

19. Unit 19 - Check your handwriting 

 

Year Four (Book 3) 

By the end of Year 3, children should have had experience of writing in pen. By the end of Year 4, most 

pupils should be writing in pen.  Some pupils with a specific need may prefer, or need, to write in pencil.  

1. Unit 1 - Revision of the unjoined script and joins 

2. Unit 2 - Revision of sloped writing 

3. Unit 3 - Practice with gh spellings 

4. Unit 4 - Practice with the -le word endings 

5. Unit 5 - Practice with verbs 

6. Unit 6 - Practice with conjunctions 

7. Unit 7 - practice with pronouns 

8. Unit 8 - Practice with paragraphs 

9. Unit 9 - Punctuation - apostrophes, exclamation marks 

10.  Unit 10 - Speed writing 

11. Unit 11 - Writing a topic report 

12.  Unit 12 - Writing letters 

13.  Unit 13 - Speed writing in ink 

14. Unit 14 - Print 

15. Unit 15 - Practice with synonyms and definitions 

16.  Unit 16 - Practice with collective nouns 

17.  Unit 17 - Practice with proverbs 

18. Unit 18 - Penmanship 

19. Unit 19 - Presentation 

20. Unit 20 - Check your writing 

Year Five (Book 4) 

By the end of Year 4, the majority of pupils will be able to write with a joined script, in pen. Year 5 will 

consolidate the joins and develop an individual style of handwriting. 

1. Unit 1 - Revision of un-joined script and the joins 

2. Unit 2 - Presenting a project 

3. Unit 3 - Practice with prefixes 

4. Unit 4 - Practise with word origins 

5. Unit 5 - Practice with tricky spellings 

6. Unit 6 - Practice with parts of speech 

7. Unit 7 - Practice with punctuation marks 

8. Unit 8 - Practice with paragraphs 

9. Unit 9 - Practice with print 

10. Unit 10 - Penmanship 



11. Unit 11 - Developing an individual style 

12.  Unit 12 - Practice with similes 

13.  Unit 13 - Practice with figures of speech 

14.  Unit 14 - Drafting and editing 

15.  Unit 15 - Practice with playscripts 

16.  Unit 16 - Presentation  

17.  Unit 17 - Check your writing 

 

Year Six 

 

This handwriting scheme should be completed by the end of Year 5. We would expect the majority of pupils 

at the start of year 6 to be writing in a joined script that is clear and legible. However, some pupils may need 

additional support. Teachers should refer to the earlier sections and provide intervention and/or support at 

the level the child is at. 

 

 

  


