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DYSGRAPHIA 

what is dysgraphia? 

Dysgraphia is a ‘transcription disability’, i.e. it is a learning difference that affects writing. It is associ-
ated with impaired handwriting, orthographic coding and finger sequencing. It usually becomes evi-
dent because of the gap between the ideas and understanding a child can demonstrate when speak-
ing compared to when they are writing.  

The term ‘dysgraphia’ is not a medical term. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Dis-
orders-5 (DSM-5) uses the phrase “an impairment in written expression” under the category of 
“specific learning disorder”. Literacy Specialists and Educational Psychologists use the term 
‘dysgraphia’ to describe this type of specific learning difference.  

The DSM-5 suggests that a learning disability is present when writing skills are below what would 
be expected given a personals age (given their intelligence and age appropriate education). It is 
not clear in this definition if writing refers to the narrow definition of motor skills processes only or 
also orthographic skills and spelling.  

However most professionals characterise dysgraphia as a neurological condition that impairs writ-
ing and memory processing. It must be understood that some people use the word dysgraphia to 
refer to the writing of a child with messy writing who may not show any memory processing is-
sues or orthographic difficulties. It is important to be clear about this distinction as it has implica-
tions regarding appropriate support.  

how can you tell if a child has dysgraphia?  

spatial skills / fine motor skills 

 Messy handwriting 
 Poor legibility 
 Unfinished letters. 
 Letter reversal, inversion, transpositions and 

elision 
 Slow writing speed 
 Irregular letter size 
 Letters may not sit on the line 
 Mix of cursive and non-cursive styles 
 Letters are bunched or spaced unevenly 
 Writing isn’t justified to left of page 
 Odd posture, pencil grip or paper angle 
 Writing fatigue and cramping 
 May have difficulty with other fine motor skills 

such as tying shoelaces 
 Slow copying speed.  
 Need to watch pen to write legibly. 
 Inconsistent letter formation 
 Slow or laboured writing (which may be 
 neat)  

literacy skills / orthographic  
coding and processing 

 Poor spelling 
 May skip words 
 Poor punctuation  
 Word errors - writing a different word to 

the target 
 Difficulty with syntax structure or grammar 
 Words ordered incorrectly 
 Incorrect verb and pronoun usage 
 Word ending errors 

cognitive skills / working memory 

 Difficulty putting ideas in writing 
 Disorganised writing 
 Writing that lacks coherence 
 
May have wider difficulties associated with work-
ing memory issues such as difficulty following 
multistep instructions or poor organising. 

As with dyslexia, difficulty with the fundamental skills such as letter formation can lead to prob-
lems with higher order skills. Basically the child is putting so much effort into the physical process 
of letter formation, that there is little processing space left for checking punctuation, spelling  
errors, sentence planning etc. As a result children's work may become disjointed with poor punctu-
ation and spelling not because to specific difficulties in these areas but because of fluency and  
automaticity issues. Once automaticity and fluency issues are resolved (either through developing fine 
motor skills or by word processing) there is often a marked improvement in higher order skills too.  
 
Copying or writing to consolidate learning is particularly unlikely to work for these children as they 
will be focusing on letter formation and presentation rather than the meaning of what they write.  


