
FREE GUIDE

Scissor Skills,
One Step At A Time
Where cutting skills usually start, what order they grow in, and how to help at each
step. From the makers of the free cutting practice worksheet generator at
Spectrum Unlocked.

1. Snips Single open-and-close snips on card stock strips Around 2 to 2.5 years

2. Straight lines Forward cutting across a short straight line Around 3 to 3.5 years

3. Zigzags and curves Changing direction without stopping Around 4 years

4. Simple shapes Circle and square cut-outs Around 4 to 5 years

5. Complex shapes Stars, hearts, picture cut-outs Around 5 to 6 years

Age ranges are typical windows, not deadlines. Children develop on their own timelines; an occupational therapist can help you read where
your child is today.

Signs Your Child Is Ready To Start

Shows interest when someone else uses scissors
Can open and close one hand on request, like squeezing a spray bottle
Uses two hands together, one doing and one helping
Sits and attends to a table activity for a few minutes

Getting The Grip Right
1. Thumbs up, both hands. The cutting hand holds the scissors with the thumb in the small loop, pointing at the
ceiling. The helper hand holds the paper with its thumb up too, so both hands work in the same position.

2. Elbows in. Cutting with a winged elbow tips the blades and tears the paper. A small squeeze toy held under
the arm keeps the elbow quiet without a single reminder.

3. The helper hand steers. On curves and shapes, the paper turns while the scissors keep cutting forward.
Practice turning the paper alone first, no cutting.

Card stock is easier than printer paper for beginners: it holds itself up, so the child can think about the cut instead
of the flop.



Hand Strength Before Scissors
If scissors are a struggle or a refusal, back up a step rather than pushing through. These build the same muscles
with no blades involved:

Tongs and tweezers games. Moving pom-poms or cotton balls with kitchen tongs uses the same open-close
squeeze as scissors, with nothing sharp to manage.

Spray bottles. Watering plants or spraying shapes on a chalkboard builds the squeeze-and-release rhythm and
strengthens the whole hand.

Hole punchers. A single-hole punch takes a hard, satisfying squeeze. Punching along the edge of a card is nearly
cutting.

Playdough snakes. Rolling and then snipping playdough snakes is many children's first successful scissor work:
the dough holds still and cuts slowly.

Tearing paper strips. Tearing uses two hands in opposite jobs, one holding and one moving, which is exactly the
coordination cutting needs.

Fading The Help, One Line Style At A Time
The worksheet generator prints every cutting line in five styles, and the styles are a fading scale:

Wide Guide: a broad gray channel a beginner can stay inside.
Bold Line: a thick dark line, the standard target.
Thin Line: a narrow line asking for more precision.
Dashed Line: gaps the child bridges on their own.
Dots Only: just a path of points to follow.

Start where the child succeeds three times out of four, then step down one style. The Less Help As They Go
option prints the same line at every style on one page, so one session shows you where control breaks down.
And celebrate staying on task, not just accuracy: a wobbly cut from a child who kept both hands working is a win.

Adapted Scissors, And When To Try Them
Loop scissors. One continuous loop instead of two finger holes; they spring back open after each squeeze. Try
them when a child cannot yet manage the open half of the open-close cycle.

Tabletop scissors. The scissors sit on the table and cut when pressed from above, so a whole palm or even a
forearm can work them. Try them when a hand grip of any kind is not there yet.

True left-handed scissors. Not right-handed scissors held in the left hand: the blades are mirrored so a left-
handed child can see the cutting line instead of the top blade hiding it.



Occupational therapists reach for adapted scissors when typical handles are not working yet. They are a step on
the ladder, not a detour: most children move on to standard child scissors once the strength and rhythm arrive.

When To Ask For Help
The ages in this guide are averages, and children develop on their own timelines. If a stage seems well past its
typical window, or you are unsure what you are seeing, ask your pediatrician about an occupational therapy
evaluation or talk to the school occupational therapist. If your child has an IEP, scissor skills fit naturally under fine
motor goals, and the school OT can fold cutting practice into existing services.

One practice note: never call a wobbly cut a failure. The child stayed on task with a two-hand tool. Line control
comes with repetition.

Print The Practice To Match
Every stage in this guide has a matching free worksheet: snip strips, straight lines, zigzags,
curves and shape cut-outs, each in five support levels and right or left handed layouts, at
spectrumunlocked.com/tools/cutting-practice-worksheets. Ready-made sets, with every line
family at every level plus shape cut-outs and a skills tracker, are in the Cutting Practice
Worksheets Pack at spectrumunlocked.com/store/packs/cutting-practice-pack.

More free OT resources, from fine motor activities by age to sensory strategies, live at
spectrumunlocked.com/occupational-therapy.
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