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As wi th a l l  emerging ski l ls, what is learned r ight f rom the star t  wi l l  shape l i fe long habi ts 
and abi l i t ies. Wri t ing is a ski l l  used to express thoughts and communicate. A fundamental 
part  of wr i t ing is the learn ing and forming of let ters. With the teaching of any ski l l , there 
are choices to be made regarding the method(s) of instruct ion used. When teaching 
handwri t ing, is i t  bet ter to teach using the t radi t ional vert ica l  manuscr ipt let ter forms, or is 
i t  bet ter to use a s lanted a lphabet such as D’Neal ian? What are the di f ferences between 
the methods and how do those di f ferences af fect chi ldren who are learn ing to wr i te?

How educators answer these quest ions and the course of act ion they take regarding 
handwri t ing instruct ion may, indeed, af fect thei r  students for l i fe. So i t 
would be wise for educators to th ink carefu l ly, examine a l l 
thei r  opt ions, and be certa in thei r  choice of handwri t ing 
instruct ion is based upon the most current research 
(Dobbie Askov, 1995).

EDUCATORS INVOLVED WITH YOUNG
CHILDREN WHO ARE JUST BEGINNING TO
WRITE HAVE A VERY IMPORTANT JOB.
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VERTICAL VS. SLANTED:
A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

Manuscr ipt wr i t ing was 
brought to the U.S. f rom 
England in the ear ly 
1920s by Mar jor ie 
Wise, a specia l is t  in 
teaching handwri t ing. 
Manuscr ipt caught 
on as an in i t ia l 
wr i t ing sty le 
because the 
let ters are 
formed from 
simple strokes 
that are easy for 
young chi ldren to understand and wr i te. The 
discussion of vert ica l  vs. s lanted handwri t ing 
instruct ion commenced in 1968, when the f i rs t 
s lanted a lphabet was created—the debate has 
been ongoing ever s ince. Seen as a br idge 
between manuscr ipt and curs ive, the s lanted 
a lphabet uses unconnected let ter forms l ike 
the t radi t ional, vert ica l  manuscr ipt, but i ts 
let ter forms are s lanted l ike curs ive.  Thus, 
the s lanted a lphabet seems easier to wr i te 
than curs ive, yet is s imi lar enough to curs ive 
that chi ldren don’ t  have to learn 2 complete ly 
d i f ferent a lphabets. Using th is logic, teaching 
a s lanted a lphabet to young students seems a 
good idea. However, af ter severa l  years of use 
in some schools, research has found 
surpr is ing answers to some key 
quest ions in the ongoing 
debate of vert ica l  vs. s lanted.
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1. WHICH ALPHABET IS
DEVELOPMENTALLY APPROPRIATE?

Farr is (1997) mainta ins, “By age 3, chi ldren produce 
drawings that are composed of the same basic l ines 
that const i tute manuscr ipt let ters: (1) vert ica l  l ines, 
(2) hor izonta l  l ines, (3) c i rc les... Because of such 
ear ly exper ience, most 6- and 7-year o lds can create 
these vert ica l  and hor izonta l  l ines more easi ly than 
the re lat ive ly compl icated connect ions associated wi th 
D’Neal ian manuscr ipt or curs ive handwri t ing. Because 
vert ica l  l ines are made wi th a stra ight up and-down 
mot ion and hor izonta l  l ines by a lef t- to-r ight mot ion, 
they re ly predominant ly on a l ready acquired gross motor 
sk i l ls.” On the other hand, modi f ied i ta l ic let ters use very 
compl icated strokes for young chi ldren. When examined 
closely, s lanted let ters are actual ly curs ive let ters wi thout 
beginning and, in most cases, ending 
strokes. Graham (1992) states that, 
“The wr i t ing hand has to change 
direct ion more of ten when 
wr i t ing the [s lanted] a lphabet, 
do more retracing of l ines, and 
make more strokes that occur 
later in chi ldren’s development.”
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2. WHICH ALPHABET IS
EASIER TO WRITE?

The popular i ty of the vert ica l  manuscr ipt a lphabet is a 
di rect resul t  of i ts being an easi ly learned system that 
re lates c losely to in i t ia l  learn ing. Because there are only 
4 s imple strokes that make up the vert ica l  manuscr ipt 
a lphabet, wr i t ing the let ter forms is quickly mastered 
by young chi ldren. Slanted manuscr ipt, however, was 
created to be s imi lar to curs ive. Because of th is, chi ldren 
must learn 12 di f ferent st rokes. Educat ional researchers 
who tested the legib i l i ty of s lanted manuscr ipt found 
that chi ldren wr i t ing vert ica l  manuscr ipt “performed 
s igni f icant ly bet ter” than those wr i t ing s lanted manuscr ipt. 
The wr i ters of the s lanted a lphabet “produced more 
misshapen let ters, were more l ike ly to extend their  st rokes 
above and below the guidel ines, and had greater d i f f icu l ty 
mainta in ing consistency in let ter s ize” (Graham, 1992).
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3. WHICH ALPHABET IS
EASIER TO READ?

Vert ica l  manuscr ipt let ter forms are more easi ly read than other sty les of wr i t ing. 
This is why highway s igns and other publ ic s igns are most of ten pr inted in vert ica l 
let ter sty les. Newspapers, novels, textbooks, computers, and te lev is ion a lso 
make use of vert ica l  manuscr ipt let ters because people must be able to read the 
messages quickly and wi thout confusion. Indeed, advert isers and designers who 
use type for v isual  communicat ion favor manuscr ipt and avoid i ta l ic because i ta l ic 
is d i f f icu l t  to read. Wherever readabi l i ty is important, manuscr ipt let ters are used. 
Because i ta l ic wr i t ing is more di f f icu l t  to read, i t  inter feres wi th comprehension and 
speed. In a c lass ic study, Tinker (1955) found that i ta l ic pr int  was read 4.2% to 
6.3% more s lowly in 30 minutes of reading. 
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THIS IS WHY MOST LITERATURE, ESPECIALLY LITERATURE FOR 
BEGINNING READERS, IS PUBLISHED USING VERTICAL TYPE.
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4. WHICH ALPHABET IS
MORE EASILY INTEGRATED?

Handwri t ing is not an isolated part  of the 
language arts. Young chi ldren who are 
learn ing to wr i te are a lso learn ing to read 
and spel l . Let ter recogni t ion is the f i rs t 
step, and when the let ters chi ldren are 
learn ing to wr i te are s imi lar to those they 
use in reading and spel l ing, success in 
a l l  3 ski l ls comes more easi ly. Kuhl and 
Dewitz (1994) state that

“SINCE LETTER 
RECOGNITION IS 
ONE OF THE MOST 
CRITICAL SKILLS FOR 
EARLY READERS’ 
SUCCESS, HAVING 
DIFFICULTY WITH THIS 
SKILL CAN HAVE A 
DAMAGING IMPACT 
ON EARLY READING 
ACHIEVEMENT.”
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Modif ied i ta l ic let ter forms are not 
consistent wi th the let ters used in 
reading and spel l ing books; therefore, 
chi ldren must learn to wr i te us ing one 
set of symbols and to read and spel l 
us ing a di f ferent set of symbols. Barbe 
and Johnson (1984) state that the 
introduct ion of a sty le of let ters unl ike 
the vert ica l  pr int  found in chi ldren’s 
books is l ike ly to confuse the chi ld 
and may in fact hamper reading abi l i ty, 
especia l ly when the unfami l iar symbols 
are int roduced too ear ly. Kuhl (1994) 
c i tes her own classroom exper ience: 
“As my kindergarten students began 
to learn the a lphabet and learned 
to wr i te [us ing a s lanted D’Neal ian 
manuscr ipt adopted by the school] , 
I  not iced problems they had [when] 
learn ing to recognize let ters. They 
consistent ly had di f f icu l ty ident i fy ing 
severa l  let ters, of ten making the same 
erroneous response to the same 
let ter. As I  recorded al l  responses 
in an at tempt to analyze what 
they were doing, I  began to not ice 
pat terns f rom chi ld to chi ld. D’Neal ian 
manuscr ipt appeared to be harder to 
learn.” Upon making th is d iscovery, 
Kuhl and Dewitz (1994) went on to 
examine the research to f ind out 
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why th is confusion was happening. They 
found that let ter symbols are learned 
upon repeated exposure to predictable, 
d ist inct ive, and constant features. In 
other words, chi ldren exper ience success 
when learning to read and spel l  because 
the features (shape, angle, etc.)  of the 
let ters they are learn ing do not change 
s igni f icant ly f rom one s i tuat ion to the next. 
As chi ldren learn to wr i te us ing the s lanted 
D’Neal ian manuscr ipt, they are a lso reading 
t radi t ional manuscr ipt let ter forms in books 
and envi ronmental  pr int . The di f ference 

IT IS LOGICAL TO 
TEACH CHILDREN TO 
WRITE LETTERS THAT 
ARE SIMILAR TO THE 
LETTERS THEY ARE 
LEARNING TO READ.

in the let ter forms between what they are 
learn ing to read and what they are learn ing 
to wr i te is of ten substant ia l , causing great 
confusion for some chi ldren. Chi ldren who 
learn to wr i te us ing vert ica l  manuscr ipt 
avoid th is confusion. They are learn ing to 
read, wr i te, and spel l  based on the same, 
constant model. Hi ldreth (1963), in a study 
on ear ly wr i t ing as an a id to reading, a lso 
pointed out the re lat ionship of manuscr ipt 
wr i t ing to beginning reading and suggested 
that these areas should not be separated 
but are in fact mutual ly re inforced. 
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5. WHICH ALPHABET IS
EASIER TO TEACH?
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Graham (1992) states: “Before star t ing school, many chi ldren learn how to 
wr i te t radi t ional [ver t ica l ]  manuscr ipt let ters f rom their  parents or preschool 
teachers. Learning a specia l  a lphabet such as [s lanted] means that these 
chi ldren wi l l  have to re learn many of the let ters they can a l ready wr i te.” The 
vert ica l  manuscr ipt a lphabet is easy to teach because there is no reteaching 
involved. Chi ldren are a l ready fami l iar wi th vert ica l  let ter forms—they have 
learned them at home.

THE VERTICAL MANUSCRIPT 
ALPHABET IS EASY TO TEACH 

BECAUSE THERE IS NO 
RETEACHING INVOLVED.
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	  WHEN THE 
LETTERFORMS 
STUDENTS ARE 
LEARNING TO WRITE 
ARE THE SAME AS 
THE LETTERS THEY 
ARE LEARNING TO 
READ, BOTH SKILLS 
ARE MORE EASILY 
ACQUIRED.

WALTER B. BARBE, PH.D.
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6. DOES SLANTED 

MANUSCRIPT HELP STUDENTS’ 

TRANSITION TO CURSIVE?

Proponents of modi f ied i ta l ic let ter forms say that 
in i t ia l  instruct ion in thei r  a lphabets wi l l  fac i l i ta te the 
t ransi t ion f rom manuscr ipt to curs ive wr i t ing, but there 
is no research avai lable to support th is c la im. 
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IN FACT, IN AN EXTENSIVE STUDY 
OF THE AVAILABLE RESEARCH, 
GRAHAM (1992) FINDS NO 
EVIDENCE SUBSTANTIATING 
CLAIMS THAT USING A SLANTED 
MANUSCRIPT ALPHABET 
ENHANCES THE TRANSITION TO 
WRITING WITH CURSIVE LETTERS.
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After examining the avai lable research and answer ing the most common quest ions in the 
ongoing debate of vert ica l  vs. s lanted handwri t ing instruct ion, educators are lef t  wi th one 
f ina l  quest ion: Which a lphabet wi l l  I  teach my students? There are 2 choices: The vert ica l 
a lphabet which, according to research, is more developmental ly appropr iate, easier to 
read, and easier to wr i te for young chi ldren as wel l  as being easier for educators to 
integrate and teach; or, the s lanted a lphabet, which was or ig inal ly designed wi th the good 
intent ion of moving chi ldren more quickly and easi ly into curs ive, but has been shown by 
research and exper ience to not only have fa l len short of i ts or ig inal  goal, but a lso to have 
created some problems for young chi ldren. The alphabet teachers choose should a id the 
teaching and learning process, not cause unnecessary di f f icu l ty, now or later.
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AFTER ALL, IN THE FINAL ANALYSIS 
THERE IS ONE TRUE MEASUREMENT 

OF WHETHER A SKILL HAS BEEN 
MASTERED OR NOT—

STUDENT SUCCESS.
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