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Taking notes by hand, rather than using a keyboard, may boost how well you remember new information, a study finds. Photo: SDI
Productions/Getty Images Photo: SDI Productions/Getty Images

Digital devices have become more common in our lives. In fact, some experts recommend using a
keyboard as a substitute for early handwriting, a recent study notes. But the study also shows that
you can learn better, and possibly remember more, by handwriting your notes.
"Some schools in Norway have become completely digital," notes Audrey van der Meer, who led
the study. She is a neuropsychologist. This means she measures what's happening in the brain to
better understand learning and behaviors. She works at the Norwegian University of Science and
Technology in Norway.
Her study found that using a pen or pencil to write notes uses more of the brain than typing on a
keyboard. This is because writing involves more complicated movements. This makes more areas
of our brain activate, or turn on.
Think about it: you move your hands the same way to type each letter on a keyboard. That's
different from when we write. Our brain needs to think about the shape of each letter. And we
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need to control our hands to shape different letters with a pen or pencil. All of this uses and
connects more areas of the brain.
Writing seems to "open the brain up for learning," says van der Meer. So learning only by typing
could be harmful, she said. However, she says the human brain connects with the world in as
many ways as possible. That's why she thinks it's important for young children to learn to write by
hand and to type with a keyboard at the same time.
Hands-on Approach

The study, published in a scientific journal in July 2020, set out to answer two questions. How
does handwriting compare to using a keyboard or drawing when it comes to learning new
information? And how similar are handwriting and drawing?
Twelve adults and 12 seventh-graders took part in the study. The researchers asked each volunteer
to write and draw with a digital pen. They then asked each volunteer to type on a keyboard. While
performing these tasks, the volunteers wore caps full of electrodes, or small pieces of metal that
measure electricity in the brain. The caps looked somewhat like hair nets fitted with 256 electrode
sensors.
Those electrodes recorded the volunteers' brainwaves. These are electrical signals that the brain
produces. The electrodes recorded which parts of the brain turned on during each task.
The electrodes showed that brain activity was about the same in both the kids and the adults. They
also showed that writing turned on memory areas in the brain. Typing didn't. Plus, drawing and
writing also turned on parts of the brain involved with learning.
Van der Meer says that the findings show that when we write by hand, "we both learn better and
remember better." Her team now suggests that kids should practice writing and drawing in
school.
The team published their findings in a scientific journal in July 2020.
Keyboards Are Not Bad

This study does not say we should get rid of digital devices. In fact, many classrooms today need
computers and other devices with keyboards. But nearly all students will benefit from learning to
handwrite at an early age, the researchers conclude.
These findings back up other studies showing possible benefits of handwriting, says Joshua
Weiner. He works at the University of Iowa. Weiner was not involved with the new study, but he
also looks at how the brain makes electrical connections.
He noted that "different parts of the brain might work together" during writing. But this is not the
case during typing. His own students type faster than they can write, he finds. He says slowing
down seems to make them "think more" when writing notes, and this might improve memory and
help them learn better.
Van der Meer recognizes that learning to write by hand is slower, and that you need to master very
small hand movements. But that's good, she says. "If we don't challenge our brain, it can't reach its
full potential."
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