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🌱  Why Fine Motor Skills Come First 

It all starts with fine motor skills. If students do not have the hand strength or dexterity to wield a pencil, the whole 
process of writing becomes harder. The good news: building these skills can be joyful, hands-on, and woven right 
into your stations. 
This resource covers four classroom staples — clothespins, Q-tips, tweezers & tongs, and playdough — each 
turned into rich, targeted fine motor experiences that double as academic skill-builders. 

 

🪄  Clothespin Activities 

 
Clothespins build grip strength and pincer grasp — the same muscles students use to hold a pencil. They're also low-cost, 
durable, and easy to differentiate. 

🪄  Clothespin Color Match 
🎯 Skill: Grip Strength + Color Recognition 
🧰 Materials: Clothespins, colored paper 
strips or paint chips 
⚙️ Setup: Write or color-code a letter/color 
on each clothespin and match it to a strip. 
💪 Builds: Pincer grasp, bilateral hand 
coordination 

How To: 
1.​ Lay out colored strips on a table or clip them to a card. 
2.​ Students pinch open the clothespin, match it to the correct color strip, and 

clip it on. 
3.​ Progress: add letters or numbers to clothespins for matching. 
 

↕ ️Differentiate: Use spring-loaded clothespins (harder) or wooden pegs with a 
looser grip (easier). 

 

 

🌸  Flower Petal Counting 
🎯 Skill: Number Sense + Grip Strength 
🧰 Materials: Clothespins, paper flowers 
labeled with numerals 
⚙️ Setup: Draw or cut simple flowers, write 
a numeral in the center of each. 
💪 Builds: Finger isolation, hand strength, 
one-to-one correspondence 

How To: 
1.​ Student reads the numeral on the flower center. 
2.​ They clip that many clothespins around the edge as 'petals.' 
3.​ Count aloud as each petal is clipped on. 
 

↕ ️Differentiate: Use dot patterns instead of numerals for pre-readers. For 
challenge, use equations (2+1 = clip 3 petals). 

 

 

📖  Beginning Sound Clip 
🎯 Skill: Phonemic Awareness + 
Coordination 
🧰 Materials: Clothespins with letters 
written on them, picture cards 
⚙️ Setup: Write one letter on each 
clothespin. Prepare picture cards (cat, dog, 
sun, etc.). 
💪 Builds: Pincer grasp, phoneme 
isolation, letter-sound correspondence 

How To: 
1.​ Student picks a picture card and says the word aloud. 
2.​ They identify the beginning sound. 
3.​ They find the matching letter clothespin and clip it to the card. 
 

↕ ️Differentiate: Start with 3–4 letter choices only. Advance to ending or medial 
sounds. 

 

 



🎨  Q-Tip Activities 

 
Q-tips encourage slow, deliberate hand movements and are perfect for building the wrist stability and tripod grasp students 
need for writing. Paired with paint, they make practice feel like art. 

🎨  Q-Tip Dot Painting 
🎯 Skill: Hand Control + Creativity 
🧰 Materials: Q-tips, washable paint in 
small cups, paper with simple outlines 
⚙️ Setup: Print or draw large letter or 
shape outlines. Pour a small amount of 
paint into a lid or tray. 
💪 Builds: Wrist stability, tripod grasp 
development, spatial awareness 

How To: 
1.​ Student dips the Q-tip end into paint — just the tip! 
2.​ They fill in the letter or shape outline using dot-by-dot dabbing. 
3.​ Encourage slow, deliberate dots rather than dragging. 
 

↕ ️Differentiate: Use larger outlines and thick paint for beginners. For challenge, 
use smaller outlines or have students write freehand letters in dots. 

 

 

🔠  Letter Formation 
Practice 
🎯 Skill: Letter Formation + Muscle 
Memory 
🧰 Materials: Q-tips, paint or ink pad, letter 
formation cards 
⚙️ Setup: Place a letter formation 
reference card beside a blank sheet. 
💪 Builds: Directionality, muscle memory 
for letter strokes, fine motor precision 

How To: 
1.​ Student traces the letter in the air first using their whole arm. 
2.​ Then they use a Q-tip dipped in paint to form the letter, dot by dot, following 

the stroke direction. 
3.​ Say the letter name and sound as they work. 
 

↕ ️Differentiate: Provide dotted letter guides to trace over. For advanced students, 
remove guides and form from memory. 

 

 

🌌  Constellation Draw 
🎯 Skill: Precision + Spatial Reasoning 
🧰 Materials: Q-tips, white paint, black or 
dark blue paper, star constellation cards 
⚙️ Setup: Print simple constellation cards 
(Big Dipper, Orion's Belt). Use black paper 
for a sky effect. 
💪 Builds: Hand-eye coordination, 
sustained focus, spatial copying 

How To: 
1.​ Student studies the constellation card. 
2.​ Using a Q-tip and white paint, they recreate the star pattern on dark paper. 
3.​ Connect the stars by dragging the Q-tip gently for lines. 
 

↕ ️Differentiate: For beginners, pre-dot the star locations faintly so they just paint 
over. For challenge, draw from memory. 

 

 

🦾  Tweezers & Tongs Activities 

 
Tweezers and tongs isolate the pincer grasp in a way few tools can match. Start with large spring tongs and work toward 
standard tweezers as students build strength — the progression is built right in. 

🦾  Pom-Pom Color Sort 
🎯 Skill: Pincer Grasp + Color & Counting 
🧰 Materials: Tweezers or tongs, 
pom-poms in assorted colors, muffin tin or 
small cups 

How To: 
1.​ Student picks up a pom-pom using tweezers and identifies its color. 
2.​ They transfer it into the matching colored cup. 
3.​ When sorted, count each cup aloud and record on a tally sheet. 
 



⚙️ Setup: Place a pile of mixed pom-poms 
in the center. Label each muffin cup with a 
color dot. 
💪 Builds: Pincer grasp, bilateral 
coordination, visual discrimination 

↕ ️Differentiate: Use larger tongs for beginners. Advance to tweezers, then 
chopsticks for extra challenge. 

 

 

🔢  Ten-Frame Fill 
🎯 Skill: Number Sense + Hand Strength 
🧰 Materials: Tweezers, small objects 
(pom-poms, beans, or erasers), laminated 
ten-frame cards 
⚙️ Setup: Print and laminate ten-frame 
cards (1–10). Place small objects in a bowl. 
💪 Builds: Precision grip, subitizing, 
number sense 

How To: 
1.​ Student draws or is given a numeral card. 
2.​ Using tweezers, they pick up that many objects and place one in each 

ten-frame box. 
3.​ Say the number aloud as each object is placed. 
 

↕ ️Differentiate: Start with five-frames (1–5) for beginners. Add two ten-frames and 
numbers up to 20 for challenge. 

 

 

🌿  Nature Scientist Sort 
🎯 Skill: Observation + Fine Motor Control 
🧰 Materials: Tweezers, collection of small 
natural objects (leaves, seeds, pebbles), 
sorting tray 
⚙️ Setup: Gather a small collection of 
natural objects. Prepare a sorting tray with 
labeled sections (smooth/rough, big/small, 
etc.). 
💪 Builds: Hand-eye coordination, 
controlled grip, scientific observation 

How To: 
1.​ Student examines the objects and picks each one up with tweezers. 
2.​ They feel the texture or observe the size and place it in the matching 

section. 
3.​ Encourage students to describe what they notice using science vocabulary. 
 

↕ ️Differentiate: Provide attribute cards with pictures for pre-readers. Challenge 
students to create their own sorting rule. 

 

 

🌟  Playdough Activities 

 
Playdough is a whole-hand workout. Rolling, pinching, pressing, and squishing build broad hand strength that transfers directly 
to pencil control. Even five minutes at a playdough station makes a difference. 

🐛  Squeeze & Snake 
Letters 
🎯 Skill: Hand Strength + Letter Formation 
🧰 Materials: Playdough (homemade or 
store-bought), letter formation reference 
cards 
⚙️ Setup: Provide a golf-ball-sized portion 
of playdough per student. Lay out letter 
cards for reference. 
💪 Builds: Hand and finger strength, letter 
formation, bilateral coordination 

How To: 
1.​ Student rolls the playdough into a long snake by pressing and rolling with 

their palm. 
2.​ They use the snake to form a letter, following the reference card for stroke 

direction. 
3.​ Say the letter name and sound, then squish and repeat with a new letter. 
 

↕ ️Differentiate: For beginners, form the letter on top of a large printed letter 
outline. For challenge, build words or CVC word families. 

 

 

🌋  Pinch Pot Counting 
🎯 Skill: Number Sense + Pinch Strength 

How To: 
1.​ Student rolls the die or draws a numeral card. 



🧰 Materials: Playdough, numeral cards or 
dice 
⚙️ Setup: Give each student a ball of 
playdough. Prepare numeral cards or a 
simple die. 
💪 Builds: Pincer grasp, finger isolation, 
one-to-one correspondence 

2.​ They pinch off that many small balls from their main lump using thumb and 
forefinger. 

3.​ Line the balls up and count aloud to check. 
 

↕ ️Differentiate: Use a 1–3 die for beginners. Advance to larger numbers or add the 
two dice together. 

 

 

🦕  Sight Word Fossil 
🎯 Skill: Sight Word Practice + Hand 
Strength 
🧰 Materials: Playdough, letter stamps or 
pencils, sight word cards 
⚙️ Setup: Flatten playdough into a 'fossil 
slab' using a rolling pin or palm. Place sight 
word cards nearby. 
💪 Builds: Grip and pressing strength, 
visual memory, sight word automaticity 

How To: 
1.​ Student reads a sight word card and repeats it aloud. 
2.​ Using letter stamps or the tip of a pencil, they press each letter into the 

playdough slab. 
3.​ Read the word once more, then smooth the slab and start again. 
 

↕ ️Differentiate: Start with 3-letter words. For challenge, use a full sentence strip 
and stamp the whole sentence. 

 

 

🛒  Stock Your Station on a Budget 
Clothespins: Dollar Tree (bag of 50+) or craft stores. Wooden pins write on easily with a Sharpie.    Q-tips: Any drugstore or 
dollar store. Store in a small cup at the station.    Tweezers/Tongs: Dollar Tree or Amazon — look for kids' serving tongs. Spring 
tweezers from craft stores work great.    Playdough: Make a big batch with flour, salt, water, oil & cream of tartar — lasts weeks 
in a sealed container. Store-bought works too. 

 


