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For the past several years, reports have been wafting about that the youth of our nation are no longer able to write in “cursive,” that rapid form of adult handwriting in which letters are set down and connected within words without lifting pen or pencil from the paper.
Instead, according to the well known Beloit College Mindset Study of 2010, only a small subset of this year’s entering freshmen are capable of writing like grownups, and the vast majority convey their handwritten messages in “printing.” 
Printing is the form of handwriting commonly associated with first- and second-graders, people at intersections promising to work for food, and bank robbers.
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In 2006 the College Board revealed that only 15 percent of SAT essays were written in cursive, the rest being presented in print or a facsimile there of. The number of script writers has since declined. 
Several surveys show that time to devoted to penmanship instruction in schools is negligible or nonexistent and that, increasingly, teachers have no training in the subject and lack the skill themselves.

 (No one has addressed the question of whether our youth can read cursive.)
Furthermore, I have learned, the disappearance of script is not limited to the United States. It’s an international phenomenon that is causing parents and the literati to wring their hands in despair around the world. It is causing particular alarm in Russia where printing was never sanctioned even among the youngest pupils. The impetus, of course, is the younger generations’ 24/7 exposure to printed text on the Internet, emails, text messages, tweets, and the ceaseless output of those expanding wonder-telephones. 
My grown kids keep their I-phones.

Blackberries, and other such
apparatuses belted to their bodies at all times and even sleep with them. I seldom make eye-contact with my children anymore, as they are forever casting their eyes down to glimpse some incoming message. 
Youngsters today don’t even wear wrist watches, since they simply glance at their phones to find out the time of day—or the score of some Barcelona-Istanbul soccer match.
I have pretty good recall of learning to write in cursive, because it was such an important milestone in my journey to adulthood. It was the 1952-53 school year and my third-grade teacher, Miss Horsfield, required each of us to bring a dip-pen to school, that is a wooden holder with a metal nib.
We learned to form our swirling slanted letters under her watchful and impatient eye for weeks and months on end, dipping our pens into the ink bottle that nested in the special hole on the corner of our desks. No pencils for big kids!

Our fingers perpetually blackened, we were “Palmer Method” slaves—just about the last to fall under its dictates. For the next three years we all had identical handwriting. But somehow as time passed, everyone developed his or her own personal style. 
In some school districts, kids of my era used fountain pens that they refilled from time to time. I was half way through high school when ballpoint pens became widely available, affordable, and supposedly dependable (I’d argue they’ve never become dependable, but then I’m still a fountain-pen girl—Pelikan 200.) 
If you’ve ever tried printing separate letters with a dip pen or a fountain pen you know why cursive is better. But today’s kids haven’t shared that experience.

Once in 7th grade I remember printing the answers to an essay test just for the novelty of it. I received an A (95 out of 100) for the exam, knocked down 10 points to a B (85) as a penalty for printing. Who knew!
Handwriting, Type,
and Technology Throughout History
While it’s tempting to lambaste technology for erasing many of the gracious traditions of a literate culture, I don’t see much point in it. Our chances of going back to the old ways of exchanging written information are about as likely as convincing the auto companies to restore bench seats in the front. And after all, what difference does it make?
Writing style has always been dependent upon technology and likewise the technology of writing has taken its cues from handwriting tradition and style. When type faces entered the picture fairly late in the Renaissance, the relationship became even more complex and interconnected. And which came first questions became more interesting!
In ancient Sumeria and environs, handwriting consisted of pressing a sharpened reed into a clay tablets to form angular cuneiform characters. Loops and curlicues were impossible to execute. Technology controlled the form.
At about the same time, the Egyptians developed papyrus as a writing surface and ink was applied with a brush-like reed giving them some measure of curvy flexibility in rendering their hieroglyphs and pictograms. The same forms were chiseled more stiffly onto the walls of tombs and public buildings. 
Before the invention of the printing press in about 1450 a.d., writing and reading in Europe were pretty much a monopoly of the Church and the monks, who copied and created manuscripts using quill pens and ink on parchment and vellum surfaces. 
It is not surprising then that when German goldsmith Johan Gutenberg invented his press with movable type and printed his famous 42-line Bible in Mainz, Germany, his type face imitated the handwriting of German monks. This clunky style is known as Franktur or Blackletter or any of a dozen other names. 
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Gutenberg couldn’t envision type looking any other way, though he tried. In his lifetime, he produced 300 almost identical fonts. 
But after Gutenberg’s breakthrough invention, the Italians moved in with sweeping advances in type design. Copying the more delicate styles of their monks’ manuscripts, the Italians set the gold standard in type design.  These faces are usually classified as “Romans.”
Other designers from France and England flocked to Venice and other Italian centers to learn the new art. An Italian also invented italics, to save space between letters and words and make books smaller and more affordable
The early Roman faces were still pretty thick and crude by today’s standards, because available technology did not enable them to cast really fine lines in metal type. This is an early Roman type face by Nicolas Jensen. 
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But by the late 1700s, metallurgy had advanced and more delicate type could be cast--Modern Romans. Bodoni is an Italian font that is still widely used today. Here are several family members. 
Bodoni  Bodoni  Bodoni  Bodoni
All early type, until the 19th century, shared at least one feature, serifs. These are the tags or blips at the end of up and down strokes that represents the little blobs of ink deposited when a pen stroke ends.
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Serifs also are usually present in letters carved in stone in public buildings. That’s done to make a clean end to a chiseled line. (Also Roman type strokes varied in width. This was in imitation of the heavier down stroke made by a pen and the lighter up- or cross-stroke.)

Though serifs serve no purpose when casting type in hot metal, type makers didn’t consider eliminating them for about 400 years. This illustrates tradition leading technology.
Beginning in the early 1800s but really going into high gear beginning in the early and mid 1900s, type designers began removing serifs and making strokes of uniform width. In this way they allowed technological capability to make inroads into tradition.
Helvetica or Arial, as Microsoft has renamed it, is a good example of a popular san serif font.

Helvetica  Helvetica  Helvetica
Helvetica  Helvetica
When serif-less or sans-serif type first arrived on the scene, educators and editors were outraged. Among other things they claimed the new type fonts slowed down reading speed and comprehension by as much as 50 percent. Of course they didn’t, once people got used to them. Now even life-saving road signs are printed in “sans-serif” type. 
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Cursive handwriting developed as the common man became literate and educated. Writing was no longer confined to the church and the production of beautiful books, but became a speedy and practical way to record and share information about business and other day-to-day matters. 
Cursive was a fast way to write. It also was easier to execute connected letters than individual printed letters when using a flowing quill pen. The first handwriting copied capital letter forms but soon evolved into less elaborate lower case too.
In today’s world, our young people, bombarded with images of words that are printed and not written in cursive, do what the early type designers did. They mimic the models they see.
Designers did. They mimic the models they see.

They aren’t confined by dripping reeds, quills, or even fountain pens. No doubt a Bic or even a pencil is their instrument of choice.
[image: image5.png]Quud3 efus libros né ipfius



My conclusion: From a historical perspective abandoning cursive for hand printing is no big deal. Let the kids write however they want.
The Disappearing Signature

I was discussing the disappearance of cursive writing in the younger 
generations with my hairdresser when 
she brought up another element I hadn’t even thought about. The signature. 
She was signing a form from the 
high school which allowed her son Jamal to participate in football activities. Both her and Jamal’s signatures were required.

After Teresa signed, Jamal took the pen and added his signature—that is he printed it. Teresa was horrified. “That isn’t a signature! Write it, don’t print it,” she admonished him. 
“Nope, that’s my signature. That’s the way I sign my name,” Jamal said and put the sheet in his backpack.
 Now a signature has special significance because it is, for one thing, a way we identify ourselves legally. As extortionists and
kidnappers know, your printed handwriting is pretty much indistinguishable from anyone else’s.

And then there’s the aesthetics of it. When I was growing up most of us practiced coming up with a good signature to identify us throughout our lives.

Can you imagine this at the end of the Declaration of Independence?


Concern over the loss of conventional signatures may be misplaced however. Waiting in line at the bank the other day my husband Jack stood behind a man who wished to have his paycheck cashed.
He had no identification and was illiterate. But he did have a thumb. 
At the cashier’s suggestion, he placed his thumb down on a special pad, was instantly recognized and approved by some machine, and walked happily away, cash in hand. Biometrics, perhaps, will soon replace the signature, Jack predicts. 
How would you feel about a cluster of fingerprints on the bottom of the Declaration of Independence? Paris Hilton’s DNA sample instead of her autograph? A baseball embellished with an eyeball print of your favorite pitcher? It could be in our future.
























