
Add Visual Meaning
to Make Your Child

a Better Letter Learner
On their own, young children learn 

to identify twenty-six classmates quickly 
and easily but even with help 
— often a great deal of it — 

it takes one to two years for children 
to learn to identify twenty-six uppercase letters.

What makes the difference between learning 
to identify classmates and letters?

Meaningful visual information.
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Too little meaningful visual information
hinders letter learning

For a young child, people present an abundance of visual information 
that they can understand and use to identify individuals, enabling them, 
for example, to tell one classmate from another. 

Classmates present a 
super-abundance of visual 
information making 
identification easy and fast. 
Classmates have lots of 
visually meaningful elements 
in common, such as height, 
hair, skin and eyes. And each 
classmate presents variations 
on these common elements 

—such as height: tall; hair: brown, wavy; skin: medium tone; eyes: blue— 
along with many other visually distinguishing characteristics. The unique 
combination of characteristics makes each classmate visually meaningful 
and distinguishable from all others, enabling the child to identify each 
person. 

On the other hand, letters are arbitrary line configurations. Letters do not 
have relatable visual meaning that a child is familiar with. For a young 
child, letters offer no list of comprehensible common elements and no 
meaningful variation of their own that the child can refer to, making 
them difficult to distinguish, remember and identify. 
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How letters used to be learned

Easy letter learning 4,000 years ago

Evidence from the Wadi el-Hol site, 1800 BCE, shows written Semitic 
letters. These Semitic letters appear to be pictorial representations of 
common objects that were named for those objects. To say the name of 
the thing a letter represented was to say the name of the letter and so 
identify the letter.

Taken from ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs, the written Semitic letter ’alp, 
the ancestor of today’s A, was a picture of an ox head. The word “’alp” 
meant “ox” or “ox head.” To say the word for the pictured ox, was to 
identify the letter as ’alp. Because of the clear relationship between the 
picture of the thing, the name of the thing and the letter, the identity of 
the letter was self-evident.

Figure 1.  The letter ’alp (in red) means “ox” or “ox head” and 
depicts an ox head; the letter’s shape provides the letter’s name. 

Inscription from Wadi el-Hol 1800 BCE.
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Loss of meaningful visual information 
for letter identification

Over time, the written Semitic letters were adopted and adapted by 
the Phoenicians and then by the ancient Greeks. In the ancient Greek 
alphabet, the pictorial images that had made written Semitic letters easy 
to identify were replaced with stylized graphical versions that lost visual 
connection to both their representational origins and the letter names. 
The Semitic letter name ’alp was replaced with the letter name alpha with 
no connection left to the word for ox.

Today, letters of the English alphabet have no pictorial meaning. Letter 
names generally stand alone, without any other spoken meaning. 
This renders written letters devoid of relatable visual or spoken 
meaning, leaving children little means to remember the twenty-six line 
configurations.

With the loss of the Semitic alphabet’s clear connection between letter 
and letter name, for thousands of years learning to identify letters of 
Western alphabets simply relied on repeatedly presenting each letter 
to the learner, together with its spoken name, until its identity was 
remembered.

Figure 2.  Bowl with ancient Greek alphabet. Attribution: National 
Archaeological Museum of Athens, CC 3.0, Marsyas (2007).
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The pictorial alphabet and letter identification

A shift in the method of letter instruction for English was made with 
introduction of the pictorial alphabet, seen in the American colonies with 
the publication of The New England Primer by Benjamin Harris in 1686.

The New England Primer’s pictorial alphabet combined rhyming letter 
couplets with illustrations related to each letter.

The pictures added an element of entertainment while the aphorisms 
merged religious instruction with the work of learning to identify letters. 
The most famous of these is for letter A: In Adam’s fall, we sinned all. 

More significantly for the purpose of reading instruction, each letter’s 
picture illustrated a word that begins with the letter to be identified.

Historically, methods of teaching literacy focused on a single learning 
objective, and one topic was taught before moving on to the next. 
For example, recitation of the alphabet was the first step of literacy 
instruction, followed by letter identification.

The pictorial alphabet began the shift to simultaneous multiple learning 
objectives, the basis of the form–function approach to letter instruction 
that is still used today.

Figure 3.  “Alphabet” 1727. Rare Book Division, The New York 
Public library, Digital Collection.
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The form–function approach to letter 
identification learning

A is for apple  

Form–function instruction is a 
comprehensive approach used for three 
instructional objectives: learning letter 
identification, learning the language 
sounds and matching letters with their 
respective language sounds. With the 
form–function approach, children see 
the printed letter and a picture of a 
word example that begins with that 
letter and they hear the language sound 
pronounced.

When broken down, each of the three elements of the form–function 
approach to letter instruction is present in the simple phrase, “This is A. 
A says ‘a’ as in ‘apple.’”

This is A: letter identification
A says “a”: language-sound learning

A says “a” as in “apple”: association of language sounds with letters
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Problems with the form–function approach

Although engagingly presented, and culturally and educationally 
entrenched, the form–function approach presents problems for letter-
identification learning that may create broader learning difficulties.

High learning burden

The learning requirements of form–function instruction are complex. The 
deceptively simple “This is A. A says, ‘a’ as in ‘apple.’” asks children to learn to 
identify letters, learn the relevant language sounds, and associate the printed 
letters with the language sounds. Tasking children with three formidable and 
effectively simultaneous learning objectives creates a high learning burden, 
which perhaps too often results in confusion, frustration and difficulty. 

No instructional improvement

The form–function approach may not improve letter-identification learning in 
two ways. Critically, it does not provide any increase in the visual information 
offered by the letters. And additionally, form–function instruction may reduce 
the focus, time and attention given to letter-identification learning because of 
its diffuse, multi-pronged instructional approach.
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STEM letter-form learning: more visual 
information makes letter identification 

learning easier and faster (and fun)

Letter-form learning is a STEM-based instructional approach for the 
structural analysis of the twenty-six uppercase letters of the alphabet. 

With knowledge of the letter forms, of the kinds, parts and layout of each 
letter’s lines that increase visual information, it becomes easier (and fun) 
for children to recognize, distinguish and identify the letters.

Three-year-old David builds letters with Those Are the Strokes, Folks! 

Showing no interest in letter-identification learning in pre-school, 
David, aged three years and three months, was given a Those Are 
the Strokes, Folks! prototype. He would not wait for a letter recipe 
to be read to him. He wanted to do it all—by himself—now. I was 
barely able to show him that he should follow the pictures in the 
book showing how the Three Strokes and a Bump characters make 

the letters and how to build a letter before David raced through the book selecting and 
building one letter after another. Using his own choices of letter lines, here, you see the 
letters A and B that he has built. Amazing! 

More like the way he is able to use visual information to help him name classmates, once 
David has experienced letter building and the letters come to have visual meaning of their 
forms, it will be easier for him to recognize and name the letters. 
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How letter-form learning works:  
letter deconstruction and letter building 

For young children, STEM letter-form learning uses the processes of 
letter deconstruction and letter building to increase visual information of 
the letters and aid letter identification. 

Letter deconstruction:  
the four kinds of letter lines

Letters are deconstructed into their 
common elements—the four kinds of 
letter lines: straight, circle, diagonal and 
U-shaped, from which every uppercase 
letter can be made. 

This reduction and simplification from twenty-six unique and visually 
meaningless letter forms to the more manageable and meaningful four 
letter line shapes begins the process of understanding the letter forms. 
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Letter building:  
build the letters, learn the letters

 

Hands-on letter building provides a further increase of visual 
information of the letter forms. When children build the letters, they 
learn to know the letters. Just as a child uses visual information to name 
Maria, Malik, Joshua and Angela, with increased visual information 
provided through letter-form learning, a child can distinguish and name 
B, M, R and S.   

To build the letters, children follow engaging, age-
appropriate letter “recipes” which describe each 
letter’s lines, the sequence of their placement, and 
how each line is arranged. 

Following the letter “recipe” instructions and 
using three-dimensional letter line manipulatives, 
children build the letters. 

In the same way that a child can identify classmate Sally — the tallest 
child in the class, with long curly brown hair, and green eyes — the letter 
‘R’ becomes visually meaningful and identifiable when the child knows 
R’s lines and how they arranged. 

The processes of deconstruction and letter building increase 
understanding of the underlying structure of the letter forms, making the 
uppercase letters easier to recognize, distinguish and identify. 

Figure 4.  Building R with Those Are the 
Strokes, Folks! Watch-Me Video Book

Figure 5.  Building R with Those Are the 
Strokes, Folks! Read-to-Me Book



— 12 — 

STEM letter-form learning  
for printing readiness

In the past, most children achieved satisfactory, and often higher, levels 
of handwriting proficiency. Today, basic print learning success rates 
are at an all-time low. In response to the problem, some schools have 
simply abandoned print instruction altogether. But learning to print is 
important. Printing learning problems have been linked to reading and 
writing problems. 

To account for the penmanship skills of older generations, we must 
remember that penmanship was a primary school subject and a great 
deal of attention was devoted to it. Through detailed instruction, dogged 
repetition and lots of time, most children achieved solid penmanship 
skills. Today, that is not possible. The school day is already overcrowded 
with many learning demands and there is little time to devote to 
handwriting. But limited time in the school day does not make the 
importance of learning to print legibly and fluently disappear. 

There is a solution: STEM-based letter-form learning. 

Problems with current print instruction

Typically, with pencil to paper, 
children begin to learn to 
print. With no knowledge 
or understanding of letter 
form, of the letter lines or of 
each letter’s lines and how 
they are arranged, children 
are presented with confusing 
printing instructions that use 
such things as arrows,  
numbers and verbal and  
written instructions. 
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Printing readiness—the missing step

STEM-based letter-form learning—the missing step—makes learning to 
print legibly and fluently easy, fast and fun. 

With STEM-based letter-form learning, before little hands 
are ready to print, using three-dimensional letter line 
manipulatives, children build the letters. They learn the 
four kinds of letter lines that all the uppercase letters are 
made of, and they learn each letter’s lines and how they are 
sequenced and arranged.

With STEM-based letter-form learning in place, when 
young children’s motor skills are sufficiently developed 
and they put pencil to paper, they already know and have 
experienced letter building. Knowing how each letter is 
made, all that is left to do is to write the lines. 

More benefits of STEM letter-form learning

In addition to uppercase letter identification and printing readiness, with 
letter-form learning children:

•	 LEARN STEM spatial and directional concepts;

•	 BUILD vocabulary; and

•	 ACHIEVE a high level of learning satisfaction. 

www.thosearethestrokesfolks.com


