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UNLOCKING THE
WRITER WITHIN: A
DEEP DIVE INTO
DIANA HANBURY
KING WRITING
SKILLS

For decades, educators
and parents have
grappled with a
fundamental challenge:
how do you teach a
child to write with
clarity, confidence, and
purpose? While many
programs focus on
grammar rules or
creative inspiration,
few have offered the
structured, sequential,
and deeply effective

framework found in the
work of Diana Hanbury
King. Her approach to
writing skills is not
merely a curriculum; it
is a philosophy that
has transformed the
way struggling writers,
particularly those with
learning differences
like dyslexia, approach
the blank page. This
article explores the
core principles,
methodologies, and
lasting impact of Diana
Hanbury King writing
skills, offering a
comprehensive look at
why her methods
remain a gold standard
in literacy education.
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To truly understand the
power of Diana
Hanbury King writing
skills, one must first
appreciate the woman
behind the method.
Born in England, King
was a pioneering
educator with a storied
career that spanned
over six decades. She
was a direct protégé of
Anna Gillingham and
Bessie Stillman, the
creators of the Orton-
Gillingham approach, a
multi-sensory,
structured language
methodology initially
designed for students
with dyslexia.

King did not simply
replicate the Orton-
Gillingham approach;
she expanded it. While
the original method
focused heavily on

writing instruction. In
1960, she founded the
Kildonan School in New
York, a boarding school
specifically for dyslexic
students. It was here
that she refined her
techniques, developing
a writing program that
mirrored the
systematic,

cumulative, and multi-
sensory nature of
Orton-Gillingham but
applied it to the
complex process of
composition. Her
seminal work, the
Writing Skills series,
is the tangible
embodiment of this
philosophy, providing a

clear roadmap for
moving from simple
sentences to
sophisticated
paragraphs and
essays.
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THE CORE PILLARS
OF THE DIANA
HANBURY KING
APPROACH

What makes Diana
Hanbury King writing
skills so distinct is their
foundation in linguistic
awareness and explicit
instruction. Unlike
programs that assume
writing ability will
naturally develop from
reading, King's method
breaks down writing
into its most basic,
manageable

components.

1. The
Power of
the
Sentence:

Starting
with the
Kernel

The journey in a Diana
Hanbury King
curriculum begins not
with a topic, but with
the sentence itself.
Students are taught to
identify the kernel
sentence—the
simplest statement
containing a subject
and a verb ("Birds fly."
“The dog barked.”).
This foundational step
seems simple, but it is
profoundly important.
It establishes that
every good piece of
writing is built upon a
core of clear, complete
thoughts.

From this kernel,
students learn to
expand sentences

methodically.



e Adding
Adjectives and
Adverbs:
Transforming
"Birds fly" into
“The colorful
birds fly quickly."

e Using
Prepositional
Phrases:
Creating "The
colorful birds fly
quickly over the
shimmering
lake."

* Incorporating
Dependent
Clauses:
Building "The
colorful birds,
which migrated
from the south,
fly quickly over
the shimmering
lake."

This drill-like practice is
not meant to stifle
creativity; rather, it
provides a scaffold. By
mastering sentence
expansion, students
internalize the syntax

of the English
language, making
complex sentence

structures feel natural
rather than
intimidating.

2. Multi-
Sensory
Techniqu
es:
Writing
as a
Physical
Act

A hallmark of Diana
Hanbury King writing
skills is the integration
of multi-sensory
learning. King believed
that writing should be
felt, not just thought.
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This is particularly
crucial for students
with dyslexia, who
often struggle with the
abstract nature of
language.

Common multi-sensory
activities in her
program include:

1. Simultaneous
Oral Spelling
(SOS): When
learning a word,
the student says
the word, writes
the letters while
saying their
names, and then
reads the word
back. This
engages
auditory, visual,
and kinesthetic
pathways.

2. Pencil Grips
and Paper
Placement: King
paid meticulous
attention to the
physical act of
handwriting,

understanding
that a poor grip
or awkward
posture could
inhibit the flow of
ideas.

3. Dictation:
Teachers dictate
sentences for
students to write.
This trains the
ear to recognize
grammatical
structures and
translates
auditory input
into written
output.

3. The
Logical
Seguence



Paragrap

hs Built

from
Evidence

Once students can
construct varied and
interesting sentences,
Diana Hanbury King
writing skills guide
them toward
paragraph writing
using a logical, almost
mathematical
framework. The
emphasis is on
structure over flair.
Students learn the
classic paragraph
formula:

e The Topic
Sentence: A
clear statement
of the main idea.

e Supporting
Sentences:
Evidence,

examples, or
details that
prove the topic
sentence. King
often uses a "box
and bullets"
graphic organizer
to visualize this
relationship.

e The Clincher
Sentence: A
concluding
thought that ties
the paragraph
together.

This structured
approach removes the
guesswork from
composition. A student
is not asked to "write a
paragraph about
summer." Instead, they
are asked to "write a
topic sentence about
summer," then "list
three activities you do
in summer," and finally
"write a clincher
sentence about why
summer is your
favorite season." This
step-by-step
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breakdown is the
secret to the method’s
success with reluctant
or struggling writers.

WHY DIANA
HANBURY KING
WRITING SKILLS
ARE STILL
RELEVANT TODAY

In an educational
landscape often
dominated by
technology,
standardized testing,
and a push for
"creative writing" from
the earliest grades, the
structured nature of
Diana Hanbury King
writing skills might
seem old-fashioned to
some. However, a
closer look reveals that
her methods are more
necessary than ever.

Meeting

the
Needs of
Neurodiv
erse
Learners

The rise in diagnoses
of dyslexia,
dysgraphia, and ADHD
has created a massive
demand for evidence-
based, explicit
instruction. The Diana
Hanbury King approach
is precisely that. It
does not rely on innate
talent or a "feel" for
language. It provides a
step-by-step recipe
that works regardless
of a student’s learning
profile. For students
who feel lost in the
abstract world of
writing, the concrete
rules of this method



Building
Foundatio
nal Skills
for the
Age of Al

Ironically, in an era
where Artificial
Intelligence can
generate text instantly,
the ability to construct
a logical, coherent
argument is becoming
a premium skill. Al can
write grammatically
correct sentences, but
it often struggles with
logical sequencing,
original thought, and
the human voice.
Diana Hanbury King
writing skills teach
students to be the
architect of their own
ideas. By mastering

the structure of
language, students
learn to evaluate the
writing of others—and
of Al—more critically.
They understand the
why behind the
structure, a skill that
cannot be automated.

PRACTICAL
APPLICATIONS OF
THE METHOD

Implementing Diana
Hanbury King writing
skills does not require
a special school or
expensive certification.
Many of her techniques
can be adapted for use
at home or in the
classroom.

For
Parents:
Sentence
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Play at
Home

* The
"Stretching"
Game: Write a
short sentence
on a piece of
paper, like "The
cat sat."
Challenge your
child to make it
longer by adding
one word at a
time.

e Oral
Composition:
Have your child
tell you a story
while you write it
down. Then, read
it back together.
This removes the
physical barrier
of handwriting
and allows them
to focus on
narrative
structure.

For
Teachers:
Explicit
Instructio
nin
Grammar

e Daily Sentence
Work: Dedicate
10-15 minutes
per day to
sentence
combining or
expansion
exercises.

e Use of
Dictation:
Regularly dictate
sentences that
include recently
taught spelling
patterns or
grammatical
concepts.
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¢ Focus on
Process, Not
Product:
Evaluate a
student's ability
to follow the
writing process
(drafting,
revising, editing)
as much as the
final product.

COMMON
MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT THE
APPROACH

Despite its proven
effectiveness, some
myths surround Diana
Hanbury King writing
skills.

e Myth: It stifles
creativity.
Reality: 1t
provides the
tools needed to
express
creativity clearly.
A musician must
learn scales
before

improvising; a
writer must learn
structure before
finding their
unique voice.
Myth: It is only
for students
with dyslexia.
Reality: While
exceptionally
effective for
dyslexic learners,
the explicit,
systematic
nature of the
approach
benefits any
student who
struggles with
writing, or any
educator looking
for a clear way to
teach
composition.
Myth: It is just
about grammar
rules. Reality:
Grammar is a
tool, not the end
goal. The focus is
always on
meaningful
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communication.
The rules are
taught as tools to
make writing
clearer and more
powerful.

THE ENDURING
INFLUENCE OF A
MASTER
EDUCATOR

The landscape of
literacy instruction has
changed dramatically
since Diana Hanbury
King first began her
work. Yet, the
principles underlying
Diana Hanbury King
writing skills remain as
robust and effective as
ever. They stand as a
testament to the power
of clear, logical, and
compassionate

teaching. King did not
invent a quick fix; she
built a foundation. She
understood that for
many students, the
path to becoming a
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confident writer is not
a leap, but a series of
small, concrete, and
carefully guided steps.

Her work continues to
be used in schools,
tutoring centers, and
homes around the
world, offering a
proven antidote to the
frustration of the blank
page. For parents
watching their child
struggle to write a
simple sentence, for
teachers looking for a
method that actually
works, and for students
who feel that writing is
a secret code they
cannot crack, the
legacy of Diana
Hanbury King provides
the key. Her writing
skills are not just about
putting words on
paper; they are about
giving every student
the power to organize
their thoughts, express
their ideas, and find
their voice in the



written world.

CONCLUSION: A
SKILL FOR A
LIFETIME

In mastering Diana
Hanbury King writing
skills, students gain far
more than the ability to
write a good
paragraph. They gain
cognitive clarity. They
learn how to sequence

events, build an
argument, and
communicate with

precision. These are
skills that transcend
the classroom, serving
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students in their
academic careers, their
professional lives, and
their personal
expression. The
methods of Diana
Hanbury King remind
us that writing is not a
mysterious gift
bestowed upon a few,
but a skill that can be
taught, learned, and
mastered—one kernel
sentence at a time. For
anyone committed to
the art and science of
teaching writing, her
work remains an
indispensable, guiding
light.
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