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The Writing on the Wall
Problem: 

You are applying for your first job as a document 
examiner.  Your prospective boss wants to test your 
powers of observation with a short quiz.  He has gathered 
handwriting samples from various office employees and 
wants you to correctly match each pair of handwriting 
samples.

ONLINE Activity:

This activity is available in an on-line format at 
http://forensics.rice.edu/html/handwriting.html.  
There is no preparation required for the online activity.  
Each student or group of students can complete the 
activity on their own computer and print a copy of the 
website after completion.

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY:

PRE-CLASS Preparation:
Give a note card to every student in the room.  Instruct the students to write their name on the note card, followed 
by two copies of the same word.  Longer words will be easier to match than shorter word.  We recommend (in order 
of increasing difficulty) the words “dictionary,” “apple,” or “the.”  Remind the students that 1) The words should be no 
bigger than the lines on the card and 2) to leave extra space above and below the words and their names.  You may 
want to have a sample note card already prepared to show the students.  Collect the note cards.
	 Cut up the note cards so that you can construct two separate lists, each containing half of every student’s 
writing sample.  MAKE SURE TO CREATE AN ANSWER KEY AS YOU MAKE THE LISTS—successfully matching unknown 
handwriting samples can be quite tricky.  We recommend numbering one list with numbers and one with letters.  
These lists can then be photocopied and distributed to the class.

In the Classroom:
Distribute copies of both lists to the students and have them match up the pairs of writing samples.

Materials:

Notecards (1 per student)
Scissors
Tape

Classroom Management:

This activity is best completely individually by the students.  
The in-class activity will take two sessions (one to obtain 
handwriting samples and construct the lists, a second 
session to conduct the matching exercise).

TEACHER NOTES

Handwriting analysis is one of the earliest and most prominent forms of questioned document examination.  
Successful comparison depends on identifying several traits students may instinctually grasp—the slant of the letters, 
the symmetry of certain “loop” (e.g. e, f, g, etc.)letters, the “i” dot or “t” crossing.  Additional traits you may want to 
point out include height ratios (the height of the letter “t” compared to the “h”, or “a” to the “e,” for example), 
alignment to baseline (does the writing slant upwards, downwards, or curve?), and movement (the connection 
between the letters).

Questioned document examination extends beyond handwriting analysis.  Examiners may be called on to prove 
the validity of typed or photocopied documents, postage stamps, currency, money orders, receipts, tickets, or any 
number of unusual “documents.”


