
Parent Handout: Understanding and Developing My Child’s Grasp of Drawing Tools 
 
An important skill and play for preschoolers is learning color and writing their names.  One step 
of that is being able to pick up and hold onto a pencil or crayon to make marks on paper.  But 
does it matter how my child holds the pencil or crayon?  Yes it does. 
 
How does it develop? 
Muscle strength and control typically develops from the center/trunk of the body to 
peripheral/fingers and toes.  Your child begins to hold items with a gross, fisted grasp (ages 1-2 
years)and then moves into the fingertips (age 2-3).  The whole arm is used to make marks 
(ages 3-4) and then gradually moves to the fingertips moving (ages 4-6). 

 
 
 
What should it look like? 
The development of a child’s grasp represents the increasing strength and coordination of the 
shoulder and arm muscles so that the little tiny muscles of the hand can move a pencil.  This 
pairs with their eyes to look at what I am doing and connect how I move my hand changes the 
marks I can make.  The grasp should look like a circle with the pointer finger and thumb.  The 
other fingers curl into the palm of the hand and rest on the table.  Think of making a pincer or 
OK symbol or bird beak and the other fingers curl up. 

 
 
What should it not look like?  How did that happen? 
If a pencil or crayon is introduced too early and if children are not given the chance to play and 
develop the muscles and eye skills the grasp can struggle.  Your child will squeeze the pencil or 
crayon and use muscles of the shoulder and arm instead of the hand. 

 



 
What can I do to help? 
Provide activities to play using your fingers and arms. Crawl on the ground, climb on the 
playground, and reach up high and carry things.  Use the hands to squeeze tongs and water 
bottles, play with playdough and putty, scoop and stir.  Tongs, tweezers, clothespins, putty, 
stringing beads, pegs, buttons. 
 
Use writing tools that are small and chunky and pinch near the tip and flip the crayon into the 
thumb space.  Draw and color on vertical surfaces. 

 
 


