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How to Improve Fine Motor Skills: Understanding 
the Components of School Related Fine Motor Skills 

 
While there are a multitude of fine motor activities available for improving children’s fine 
motor skills in general, certain fine motor activities are more suited to developing essential 
skills for school tasks. The songs, games and extension activities in this book have been 
specifically selected to achieve this purpose. 
 
Along with the fine motor checklist, this chapter explains the components of school related 
fine motor skills in detail. This theory will help you to understand why and how these 100 
activities have been used. This is important when you structure your particular fine motor 
program either following the program sheets or making necessary adaptations (see p13). 
 
While acknowledging the complexity of children’s fine motor development (there are many 
contributing factors), Songs & Games for Fantastic Fingers® focuses on three main 
components of school related fine motor skills:  

 Mr Muscles 

 Finger Fun  

 My Mind 
 
These three main components are the essential foundation upon which good fine motor 
manipulative and representational skills are built. When this foundation is not well 
consolidated, children struggle to perform fine motor tasks. 
 

1. Mr Muscles  
 
Mr Muscles is the strength component of fine motor skills. In order for a child to perform 
a fine motor task with good coordination, the child first needs to have sufficient muscle 
strength in the relevant muscle groups and use the correct movement patterns. 
 
In order to hold and write with a pencil, the child firstly needs a good upright seated 
posture to position their arms and hands optimally. This means that the muscles in their 
neck and trunk (stomach and back) must be strong. A child with weak neck and/or trunk 
muscles may lean heavily on the table or support their head in one hand. It is hard to write 
for any length of time when most of the child’s energy goes into just trying to sit up! 
 
Secondly, the muscles within their shoulder girdle (shoulder blade and collar bone region), 
arm and hand need to be strong. In addition, the way their forearm, wrist and fingers are 
positioned and moved is also important.  
 
Before children are ready to write successfully, they need to have developed strength in the 
following muscle groups and use the correct biomechanics and movement patterns: 
 

Shoulder stability is the ability to contract (pull together) the muscles on either 
side of the shoulder girdle to hold the upper arm steady. This allows the arm to be 
held in different positions while the forearm and hand do an activity like writing. 
 
Shoulder control refers to the ability of the muscles on either side of the shoulder 
joint to relax gradually on one side while contracting on the other side. This allows 
the arm to move in a controlled and accurate way. Shoulder stability and control are 
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important as they enable the child to place and hold their arms and hands in a good 
position for writing and other fine motor tasks. 
 
Forearm position for writing is pronated (turned) so that the palm faces partially 
down. This helps to position the wrist back for writing. Two muscles in the forearm 
need to be strong to keep the forearm pronated. 
 
Wrist strength is important for keeping the wrist extended (held in a slightly bent 
back position) during pencil tasks. This bent back position helps to position the 
thumb, pointer and middle fingertips close together allowing for better control. 
 
Thumb and pointer finger control the pencil with small bending and stretching 
movements at the finger joints. Sufficient finger strength is important. The middle 
finger supports the pencil from the side and also moves somewhat. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

       Correct Biomechanics to Facilitate a Good Tripod Pencil Grip 
 

2. Finger Fun  
 
Finger Fun covers the areas which are related to coordination, namely: 

 Kinaesthesia  

 Tactile awareness 

 Isolated finger movements 

 Refined finger movements 

 In-hand manipulation 

 
Kinaesthesia is the so-called ‘sixth sense’, telling the child where their body parts 
are positioned in space as well as the force and extent of their movements (Johnson 
Levine, 1991). The brain receives incoming information from receptors in their joints 
and muscles. Kinaesthesia is an internal body sense and does not involve vision. The 
tripod pencil grip illustrated above, allows the child to clearly see their pencil tip. It is 
important for younger children, whose sense of kinaesthesia is still developing, to be 
able to watch their pencil tip when forming letters. 

Thumb & pointer fingertips 
hold & control pencil 

Pencil shaft rests in 1st 
web space (space between 
thumb & pointer finger) 
 
Web space is held open 
maximising fingers’ ability 
to guide pencil movement 
& control pressure 

Wrist is extended (held 
bent back) to 30 degrees 

Forearm pronated (turned 
down) so palm faces down 
& last two fingers are 
curved to support hand 

Middle finger supports 
pencil from the side 
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Tactile or touch sensory awareness from receptors in the skin detect deep 
pressure, and light touch as well as pain and temperature. The ability to smoothly 
and evenly touch the tip of the thumb to the tip of each finger within the same hand 
has been found to be a significant predictor of handwriting ability (Berninger & 
Rutberg, 1992). Good processing of information from receptors in the joints, muscles 
and skin of the hand will contribute to correct pencil grip and pressure, and also well 
controlled movement of the writing tool. 
 
Isolated finger movements occur when one finger (or parts of the finger) moves 
independently from the other fingers. Isolated finger movements are required for 
tasks like pointing, counting on one’s fingers and touch typing. 
 
Refined finger movements are the small, precise movements of the thumb, 
pointer and middle fingers which occur during pencil tasks. For most children the 
tripod pencil grip places their first three fingers in the best position for optimal 
refined finger movements. Good refined finger movements together with efficient 
sensory processing (including the visual system) leads to good pencil control and an 
accurate, tidy end product.  
 
In-hand manipulation refers to the skilful repositioning of an object within the 
hand after it has been grasped. In-hand manipulation skills have been found to be a 
good predictor of handwriting ability (Cornhill & Case-Smith, 1996). This is because 
the pencil is manipulated several ways when writing: adjusting the pencil within the 
hand after picking it up and gripping it correctly before writing; subtly shifting the 
position of the fingers on the pencil shaft when writing; and sometimes rotating the 
pencil to use the eraser end. Mature in-hand manipulation skills allow for the pencil 
to be used with good control. 
 

3. My Mind 
 
My Mind refers to the knowledge component that the child requires in order to do the fine 
motor task more efficiently and successfully. This requires the adult’s teaching input and 
the child’s attention and interest.  
 
The knowledge component in the My Mind activities occurs as the child learns: 

 The identity and optimal use of their preferred and helping hands 

 The number and names of their fingers 

 How to hold and cut accurately with scissors 

 How to hold and efficiently manipulate a pencil 

 How to sit correctly when doing pencil and paper tasks 

 How to work from top to bottom and left to right (directionality) 

 
The components of My Mind are covered in more detail in Chapter 5. These include tips 
for teaching cutting with scissors, good pencil grip, seated posture and directionality.  
 
Consolidate your understanding of these fine motor components and the developmental 
stages of fine motor skill acquisition by watching Chapter 2 of the instructional DVD, 
Fantastic Fingers® or by watching the same online video renamed Fine Motor Theory 101. 
This online video is free and can be watched here: https://vimeo.com/94332433 or 
directly on the website. 
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