
Penmanship:	  English	  Printing	  and	  Cursive	  
	  

Narration/Text	  
Introduction 
We’ve all seen examples of beautiful, creative and interesting 
handwriting. Everyone’s handwriting is as unique as our fingerprints. 
Penmanship refers to the technique of writing by hand using a writing 
instrument. Penmanship includes a variety of handwriting styles, 
such as, calligraphy, print (also called block letters or manuscript), 
cursive, or a combination of both the print and cursive. Cursive 
handwriting is writing where the characters are connected in a 
flowing manner. 
 
Cursive handwriting has been used since ancient times. While 
manuscript was used exclusively for more formal writing, such as 
permanent stone or clay inscriptions on buildings or temples, cursive 
was used for informal ancient Egyptian, Phoenician, Greek and Latin 
writing. Cursive is still widely used in a variety of languages including; 
Hebrew, Arabic, Persian, Chinese, Korean, Bengali, Russian and 
others. 
 
This documentary focuses on English print and cursive penmanship 
styles.  
 
Historical/Cultural Context 
The modern English alphabet is actually a Latin (or Roman) 
alphabet. The Phoenicians developed a 22 letter alphabet between 
1100 -1500 BC. By 800 BC, it had spread to Greece and even further 
under the rule of Alexander the Great. By the 2nd century BC the 
Roman Empire rose to power and later conquered Greece. During 
this time the Romans adopted aspects of Greek culture, including the 
alphabet. This alphabet spread across Europe as far as England, 
and also into Northern Africa and the Persian Gulf.  
 
At the end of the 8th century AD Charlemagne standardized 
handwriting, by implementing Carolingian minuscule, a script based 
on the tradition of Roman handwriting. The script was designed for 
maximum legibility. Later this style developed into the Romanesque 
and Gothic styles. The Gothic style was denser so it made better use 
of the limited and expensive parchment in order to meet the 
increasing demands for books during the middle ages. Initially 
Gutenberg’s press was based on the cursive style popularized by 
scribes of the mid-1400’s. With technological advancements, upright 
manuscript styles of lettering were used for printing. During the mid 
15th century, Chancery Cursive was created, and used for all Papal 
documents at the time. It was also used for correspondences, 
business, and for important formal documents. 
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By the late 1500’s cursive style typefaces were designed and printed 
documents where characterized by flourishes and curlicues. Elegant, 
beautiful handwriting became an indication of social status. This 
persisted into the late 1700’s when penmanship schools had begun 
educating generations of master scribes. Many of the jobs people 
had still required clear, legible writing, so by the late 1800’s teaching 
good penmanship became a part of the education system. 
 
The mid 1800’s to about the 1920’s the commercial demand for 
speed and legibility impacted how writing was taught in schools. 
Letters were simplified and teaching involved drills on larger amounts 
of paper.  
 
Implications for Literacy/Education 
 
The argument that the new technology will replace cursive is not a 
new one. In fact, when the typewriter was introduced the use of 
cursive was debated. The same is true now that computer-
keyboarding skills are being taught in schools and are more practical 
for preparing students for the workplace. 
 
Print is still taught in schools as the characters are similar to printed 
type, and more recognizable on keyboards. 
 
Argument Against: 
 
There are a number of arguments against teaching cursive in 
schools. In light of modern technologies, many people consider 
teaching cursive to be wasting time on an obsolete technology. They 
believe there are more important skills for students to focus on. For 
example, clearer writing and communication skills, keyboarding skills 
or even to focus on learning a musical instrument. 
 
A variety of different cursive styles were (or are still) taught in 
schools, and some students receive little training to write cursive 
compared with others. There is inconsistent knowledge of cursive, to 
the point were some children can’t even read cursive. And some 
researchers have indicated that writing in cursive impacts student 
outcomes due to poor legibility.  
 
 

Images/Video	  
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Cursive was initially 
connected to religion and 
scribes used it to 
propagate God’s word. 
Later, as literacy 
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embraced by business 
because it was faster 
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and legibility is not an 
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Argument For:  
Vanderbilt University professor, Steve Graham, conducted research 
with first-graders who could write only 10 to 12 letters per minute. 
After 15 minutes of handwriting instruction three times a week over 9 
weeks, they had doubled their writing speed and expressed more 
complex thoughts.  
 
Many of the world’s historical documents, such as religious doctrines, 
legal documents, constitutions, great literature, and even personal 
letters were written using cursive.  
 
Brain scan research has demonstrated tactile movements involved 
with cursive handwriting activate regions of children’s brains, which 
are the same as those involved in higher reasoning. In addition, the 
information is ingrained into the brain with handwriting.  
 
Handwriting, particularly cursive, is an art form. Cursive writing is still 
used in artwork, logos, invitations, advertising, and even computers 
include cursive fonts to offer users beautiful fonts to create 
documents with.  
 
Alternative Approach 
There has been no substantial evidence in the research to indicate 
that teaching children to print, cursive, or type has detrimental 
effects. In fact, keyboard skills are quite important, and practical to 
include in the curriculum. The best approach may be to teach 
children to be “multilingual by hand”.  
 
Some educators, who had previously cut out teaching cursive, have 
brought it back. There are even educational applications now, which 
use i-pads to teach cursive in the classroom. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
è Slides: for cursive 
è Show legible cursive 

image 
è Slides on cursive & 

multiple literacies 
è Images of sample uses of 

cursive 
Alternative Approaches 
è Slides: Alternative 

approaches 
è I-pad video clip 
è Summary Slide 
 
 



Penmanship:	  English	  Printing	  and	  Cursive	  
	  
Bibliography 
 
BFHhandwriting. (2013, July 20). History of Cursive [Video file]. 
Retrieved from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3kmJc3BCu5g 
 
Cohen, Jennie. (2013, January 23). A brief history of penmanship on 
national handwriting day. History.com [Website]. Retrieved from: 
http://www.history.com/news/a-brief-history-of-penmanship-on-
national-handwriting-day  
  
Dougherty, Mary. (1917, December).  History of the teaching of 
handwriting in America. The Elementary School Journal, Vol. 18, No. 
4, The University of Chicago Press. 
 
Cursive (n.d.). In Wikipedia. Retrieved July 6, 2015 from: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cursive 
  
History of Handwriting. (n.d.) Retrieved from: 
https://www.vletter.com/help/font-faq/history-of-handwriting.html  
 
Is cursive writing worth teaching? (2011). Learning & Leading with 
Technology, 39(2), 8.  
 
Penmanship (n.d.). In Wikipedia. Retrieved July 6, 2015 from: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Penmanship 
 
Saba, Michael, (2011, August 26). Handwriting through the ages: An 
abridged history of English script. CNN [website]. Retrieved from: 
http://www.cnn.com/2011/IREPORT/08/26/handwriting.history.irpt/  
 
Supon, V. (2009). Cursive writing: Are its last days approaching? 
Journal of Instructional Psychology, 36(4), 357.  
 
Weidmann, J. (2010, December 21). Jake Weidmann: Why write? 
Penmanship for the 21st Century. Video file]. Retrieved from: 
https://youtu.be/85bqT904VWA  
 
Turner, Cory (2014, March 26). Cursive, print, or type? The point is to 
keep writing. [Website]. Retrieved from:  
http://ww2.kqed.org/mindshift/2014/03/26/cursive-print-or-type-the-
point-is-to-keep-writing/  
 
Webb Pressler, Margaret. (2006, October 11). The Handwriting Is on 
the Wall. The Washington Post. Retrieved from:  
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/content/article/2006/10/10/AR2006101001475.html  
 

  



Penmanship:	  English	  Printing	  and	  Cursive	  
	  
Western, R. D. (1977). The case against cursive script. The 
Elementary School Journal, 78(1), 1-3. doi:10.1086/461075  
 
  



Penmanship:	  English	  Printing	  and	  Cursive	  
	  
Credits (Audio, Image and Video) 
 
Barrett, Ali. (2007, January 1). Shasta's tattoo.[Image]. Retrieved 
from:  https://flic.kr/p/wjGDV  
 
Coke Cola. (n.d.). Logo. [Image]. Public Domain. Retrieved from: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coca-Cola#/media/File:Coca-
Cola_logo.svg  
 
Encyclopaedia Britannica Films (Producer). (1950). Office Etiquette 
[Motion Picture]. United States: Columbia University. [Video file]. 
Retrieved from: https://archive.org/details/OfficeEt1950 
 
Graves, Stephanie. (2007, March 20). #79 journal interior 2.  [Image]. 
Retrieved from: https://flic.kr/p/ERQDk 
 
Photosteve101. (2011, February 5). Metallic ballpen tips / biro 
Ballpen Ballpoint pen in silver with handwritten random blue text on 
quad-ruled paper. [Image]. Retrieved from: https://flic.kr/p/9fNJoC  
 
McCutcheon, Sharon & Nikki. (2015, April 6). Kindergarten 
Handwriting. [Image]. Retrieved from: https://flic.kr/p/rXMmtb  
 
Roth, Paul, (2011, January 7). Have I sent you any handwritten 
notes? If I have, I've probably used the cursive letters taught in this 
Palmer Method. [Image]. Retrieved from: https://flic.kr/p/98nq2M  
 
Rutz, Christina. (2009, May 9) Happy Mother’s Day. [Image]. 
Retrieved from: https://flic.kr/p/6mVqqu  
 
Sobotta, J. (1908.). Human brain viewed through a mid-line incision. 
[Image]. Public Domain. Retrieved from: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_brain#/media/File:Sobo_1909_6
24.png  
 
Shakespeare, William. (1616). "Shakespeare-Testament". [Image]. 
Retrieved from: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cursive#/media/File:Shakespeare-
Testament.jpg  
 
Shivers, Misha. (2014, December 27). SMR - Handwriting Practice 
[No Talking] [Video file]. Retrieved from: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rUkKZEBju84 
 
Tech Edge. (2014, October 27) Tech Edge, iPads In The Classroom 
- Episode 135, Cursive Writing Apps. [Video]. Retrieved from: 
https://youtu.be/VmpXB05WTUQ  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Penmanship:	  English	  Printing	  and	  Cursive	  
	  
 
 
 
 
The U.S. National Archives. (1961, January 17). Inaugural Address, 
Kennedy Draft, 01/17/1961. [Image]. Retrieved from: 
https://flic.kr/p/944cWT  
 
Wichary, Marcin (2007, December 24). Handwriting at Starbucks.  
[Image]. Retrieved from: https://flic.kr/p/4fyRxP  
 
 


