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INTRODUCTION TO ZANER
BLOSER HANDWRITING

Handwriting remains a foundational skill
that  supports  l iteracy,  cognitive
development,  and personal  expression.
Among the many instructional methods
developed over the past century, Zaner
Bloser Handwriting stands out as one
of  the  most  widely  recognized  and
respected systems in the United States.
First introduced in the early 1900s, this
method has evolved to meet the needs
of modern classrooms while retaining its
core  principles:  clear,  legible,  and
efficient  writing.  Whether  you  are  a
teacher  seeking  effective  handwriting
instruction,  a  parent  supporting  your
child’s learning, or simply curious about
the  art  of  penmanship,  understanding
Zaner  Bloser  Handwriting  can  provide
valuable insights into how we teach and
learn to write by hand.
The  system  emphasizes  a  continuous,
fluid motion that helps students develop
muscle memory and automaticity. Unlike
some other  handwriting programs that
focus  on  perfect  letter  formation  from
the  start,  Zaner  Bloser  Handwriting
gradually  builds  ski l ls  through  a
structured  sequence:  from  prewriting
strokes to manuscript (print) letters and
then to cursive. This approach not only
improves  legibility  but  also  supports
reading development,  as many studies
have  shown  a  strong  link  between
handwriting  and  early  literacy.  In  this

article,  we  will  explore  the  history,
methodology,  benefits,  and  practical
applications of Zaner Bloser Handwriting,
helping you understand why it remains a
trusted  choice  for  educators  and
families.

THE HISTORY AND EVOLUTION OF
ZANER BLOSER HANDWRITING

To  ful ly  appreciate  Zaner  Bloser
Handwriting, it helps to know its origins.
The method was developed by Charles
Paxton Zaner in  the late 19th century
and  later  refined  by  his  student  Elmer
Ward  Bloser.  Zaner  founded  the
Zanerian  College  of  Penmanship  in
Columbus,  Ohio,  in  1888,  where  he
trained countless teachers and business
professionals  in  the  art  of  beautiful
writing. The college became famous for
i ts  Spencer ian  and  ornamenta l
penmanship,  but  it  was  the  simpler,
more  practical  “Zaner  Method”  that
gained  traction  in  public  schools.
In the early 1900s, educators recognized
that the elaborate Spencerian script was
too  time-consuming  and  difficult  for
young  ch i l d ren .  Zane r  B l o se r
Handwriting  offered  a  streamlined
alternative  that  still  emphasized  letter
clarity  and proper  formation.  Over  the
decades, the method has been updated
to reflect research in motor development
and educational psychology. Today, the
Zaner-Bloser  company  provides
complete  instructional  programs  for
grades  K–8,  including  both  print  and
cursive, with additional digital resources.
The enduring popularity of this method
is  a  testament  to  its  effectiveness  in
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helping  students  produce  legible
handwriting that can be produced at a
reasonable speed.
One key innovation was the introduction
of  the  “Zaner  Bloser  Handwriting”
vertical  manuscript  alphabet  in  the
1920s.  This  style  features  letters  that
stand  upright,  with  simple,  unadorned
shapes—making  them  easy  for  young
children  to  form and  recognize.  Later,
the  cursive  style  was  designed  to
transition  smoothly  from  manuscript,
using  similar  stroke  patterns  so  that
students  do  not  have  to  relearn
completely  new shapes.  This  seamless
progression is  one of  the reasons why
many school districts have adopted this
system for decades.

CORE PRINCIPLES AND
METHODOLOGY

Stages of
Instruction
Zaner  Bloser  Handwriting  follows  a
developmental  sequence  that  respects
children’s  fine  motor  growth.  The
program  typ ica l l y  beg ins  w i th
prewriting activities that help children
practice  basic  strokes:  vertical  lines,
horizontal  lines,  circles,  and  slants.
These  are  the  building  blocks  of  all
letters.  Next,  students  learn  to  form
manuscript (print) letters, one stroke
at  a  time,  using  a  specific  order  that
avoids  common  reversals.  Letters  are
introduced in groups that share similar
shapes  (e.g.,  l,  t,  i,  j,  k)  to  reinforce
consistency.
Once  s tudents  have  maste red
manuscript,  usually  around  second  or
third grade, they transition to cursive.
The cursive curriculum in Zaner Bloser

Handwriting  focuses  on  connecting
letters  fluidly,  with  an  emphasis  on
proper slant and size. The program uses
a  “ c o n t i n u o u s  s t r o k e ”
approach—meaning  letters  are  formed
without  lifting  the  pencil  whenever
possible. This helps students write more
quickly and with better rhythm.

Key Features of
Letter Formation
For both manuscript and cursive, Zaner
Bloser Handwriting emphasizes:

Vertical letters – Manuscript
letters stand straight, not slanted,
which reduces confusion with
reading text.
Simple, round shapes – Letters
like a, d, g, and q are formed with
a single continuous circle stroke,
minimizing fine motor demands.
Consistent letter size – All
capital letters touch the top and
bottom lines, while lowercase
letters fit in the middle space (with
tall and descending extenders).
Arm movement – For cursive, the
program encourages movement
from the arm and shoulder rather
than excessive finger motion,
promoting endurance and
neatness.

Lessons are structured around a “model
and  practice”  framework:  the  teacher
demonstrates the stroke sequence on a
chalkboard  or  interactive  display,
students air-write the letter, then trace
and copy it independently. Regular self-
assessment  is  built  in,  with  students
comparing  their  work  to  model  letters
and making corrections.
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BENEFITS OF ZANER BLOSER
HANDWRITING

Supports Early
Literacy
Research  has  consistently  found  that
handwriting  practice  activates  brain
regions involved in reading and spelling.
Because Zaner Bloser Handwriting uses
clear, distinct letter shapes, children are
less likely to confuse similar letters like b
and  d.  The  program’s  systematic
approach  also  reinforces  letter-sound
associations,  which  is  crucial  for
decoding words.  Teachers  often report
that  students  who  receive  explicit
handwriting  instruction  show  improved
letter  recognition  and  word  writing
fluency.

Develops Fine
Motor Skills and
Cognitive Focus
The repetitive, guided practice in Zaner
Bloser  Handwriting  helps  children
develop  fine  motor  control,  hand-eye
coordination,  and  pencil  grip.  The
structured  nature  of  the  lessons  also
teaches patience and attention to detail.
In an age of digital distraction, the quiet,
focused act of writing by hand can be a
calming  and  grounding  activity.  Many
occupational therapists recommend this
method  for  children  with  coordination
difficulties  because  its  predictable
strokes  reduce  cognitive  load.

Provides a
Seamless
Transition to
Cursive
Unlike  some  programs  that  teach
manuscript  and  cursive  as  completely
separate  systems,  Zaner  Bloser
Handwriting  maintains  continuity.  The
cursive  letters  are  derived  from  the
same basic shapes used in manuscript,
and the size proportions are similar. This
means  that  once  students  have
mastered  the  print  alphabet,  they
already possess about 80% of the motor
patterns  needed  for  cursive.  Only  the
connections and a few new letterforms
(like the looped cursive “e”) need to be
learned. This efficiency is a major reason
why schools can teach both styles within
a limited time.

Emphasizes
Legibility Over
Speed
A  common  concern  with  curs ive
instruction is that it can become messy
as  students  try  to  write  faster.  Zaner
Bloser  Handwriting  prioritizes  legibility
from the start.  Students are taught to
write at a comfortable pace, focusing on
consistent  letter  size,  shape,  and
spacing. Speed is gradually built through
practice,  but  never  at  the  expense  of
readability.  This  balanced  approach
produces  handwriting  that  is  both
efficient  and  attractive.
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ZANER BLOSER HANDWRITING
VS. OTHER METHODS

Several handwriting systems are used in
schools  today,  including  D’Nealian,
Handwrit ing  Without  Tears,  and
traditional  Spencerian.  Here  is  how
Zaner  Bloser  Handwriting  compares:

D’Nealian uses slanted
manuscript letters to ease the
transition to cursive. Zaner Bloser
uses vertical manuscript, which
some research suggests is easier
for young children to form because
it does not require judgment of
slant.
Handwriting Without Tears
employs a multisensory approach
with simpler letter shapes (no tails
on manuscript letters). Zaner
Bloser includes tails (small curves)
on letters like “a” and “g” to better
prepare for cursive connections.
Both are effective, but Zaner
Bloser places more emphasis on
traditional penmanship aesthetics.
Spencerian is more ornate and
historically significant, but Zaner
Bloser’s simpler forms are more
practical for everyday writing in
classrooms.

Ultimately, the best method depends on
the teacher’s comfort and the students’
needs.  Zaner  Bloser  Handwriting  is  a
strong  choice  because  it  is  well-
documented,  widely  available  with
comprehensive  resources,  and  has  a
long track record of success.

PRACTICAL TIPS FOR TEACHING
ZANER BLOSER HANDWRITING

Use the Right
Tools
For best  results,  provide students with
paper that has three lines: a top, middle
(dotted),  and  bottom  line.  The  Zaner
Bloser Handwriting program uses a “sky
line,  plane line,  grass line,  worm line”
nomenclature to help children visualize
where letters  sit.  Using pencils  with  a
triangular  grip  can  also  promote  the
correct tripod grasp.

Model and
Explain Strokes
Before students write, demonstrate each
letter’s  formation while  verbalizing the
strokes. For example, for the manuscript
letter “a”: “Start at the top, go around,
pull  down  straight.”  This  verbal  script
helps children internalize the sequence.
Encourage them to say the strokes aloud
as they write, gradually fading the verbal
prompts as they gain independence.

Practice a Little
Each Day
Handwriting is a motor skill that benefits
from short, consistent practice. Aim for
10–15 minutes daily rather than longer
sessions once a week. The Zaner Bloser
program  provides  practice  pages  that
include tracing, copying, and self-check
activities.  Rotating  between  letter
practice,  word  writing,  and  sentence
writing keeps lessons engaging.
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Incorporate
Multisensory

Activities
To  reinforce  learning,  have  students
write letters in sand, shaving cream, or
on  a  chalkboard  with  a  wet  sponge.
These  activities  strengthen  the  neural
pathways  associated  with  letter
formation. The Zaner Bloser curriculum
includes such suggestions in its teacher
guides.

Praise Progress,
Not Perfection
Every child develops at a different pace.
Celebrate improvements in letter shape,
size consistency, or decreased reversals.
Zaner  Bloser  Handwriting  includes
rubrics and self-assessment sheets that
encourage  students  to  evaluate  their
own work, fostering a growth mindset.

THE MODERN RELEVANCE OF
HANDWRITING INSTRUCTION

In a world dominated by keyboards and
touchscreens,  some  question  whether
teaching handwriting is  still  necessary.
However,  research  continues  to  show
tha t  handwr i t i ng—espec ia l l y
cursive—activates unique patterns in the
brain  that  enhance  learning,  memory,
and  idea  generat ion.  The  act  of
physically forming letters helps children
internalize  the  alphabet  and  improves
spelling accuracy. Moreover, many state
standards  s t i l l  requ i re  leg ib le
handwriting,  and  standardized  tests

often  include  handwritten  essay
sections.
Zaner  Bloser  Handwriting  remains
relevant  because  it  adapts  to  modern
classrooms.  The  publisher  offers  digital
tools,  including  interactive  whiteboard
demonstrations  and  online  practice
apps,  which  combine  tradit ional
instruction with technology. This hybrid
approach  allows  teachers  to  use  the
method’s  proven  techniques  while
engaging  students  who  are  digital
natives.  Furthermore,  handwriting  is  a
form  of  personal  express ion—a
handwritten  note  or  card  feels  more
meaningful  than a  typed message.  By
teaching  children  to  write  clearly  and
beautifully,  Zaner  Bloser  Handwriting
provides a lifelong skill that goes beyond
the classroom.

CONCLUSION

Zaner Bloser Handwriting is more than a
collection  of  letter  shapes—it  is  a
thoughtfully  designed  instructional
system  that  has  helped  millions  of
students  develop  legible,  efficient
handwriting. From its roots in early 20th-
century  penmanship  to  its  modern
digital resources, this method balances
tradition with practicality. By focusing on
clear  letter  formation,  developmental
progression,  and  consistent  practice,
Zaner  Bloser  Handwriting  supports
literacy,  fine  motor  skills,  and  cognitive
focus.  Whether  you  are  an  educator
selecting a program or a parent looking
for  home practice tips,  embracing this
time-tested approach can make a lasting
difference in a child’s writing journey. In
an  age  where  speed often  dominates,
teaching children to write with care and
clarity is a gift that will serve them for a
lifetime.


