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moving to learn—learning to move
Gross Motor Development
Having spent nine months in the foetal position,
it takes your newborn a few weeks to be able to
stretch out after birth. Your baby will have very little
purposeful control over her movements initially and
is not yet coordinated or strong enough to support
herself in other positions. However, she will rapidly
make attempts to gain control over her head and
neck, turning or lifting her head for brief periods of
time when held upright.
You may notice that occasionally your baby moves
suddenly, legs or arms flinging wide as if he has been
startled. This is normal but can upset some babies –
if your wee one has given himself a fright you can
help him feel secure by gathering him close; cradle
him in your arms or swaddle him in a blanket.
It is important to always support your baby’s head
and neck to keep it in line with her body. Babies’
heads are disproportionally heavy, and their head
and neck muscles are not yet strong enough to support this weight when they are being lifted or held.
Sometime between the ages of four and six weeks
you will notice that your baby is trying to stabilise
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her head for short periods of time when held upright
or placed on her tummy. Her head will often bob or
wobble as she attempts to hold it in place for longer
periods. This requires a great deal of physical and
mental energy, but each movement, sensation and
experience builds more structured pathways in the
brain. Repeated movements become more concise,
controlled and purposeful as the weeks progress.
Between six and eight weeks you will begin to notice
a change in the way your baby moves. If you support
her body over your shoulder, upright in a sitting or
standing position or on her tummy, she will be able
to hold her head in line with her body for increasing periods of time. This developing head control
is vitally important as it influences visual as well as
perceptual development and balance.6 In turn, all
of these areas of development are related to supporting future physical skills, including crawling and
walking.
As your baby starts to make more purposeful arm
and leg movements you will notice that she starts
to pull her hands together over her chest. This controlled movement towards the midline is important
for brain development and helps to organise the
pathways being developed between the two hemispheres of the brain. The right side of the brain
controls the left side of the body and vice versa, so
joining hands (and feet) provides infants with immediate sensory feedback. It is an overt sign your baby
is processing incoming stimuli and responding with
both sides of the brain. An important step in her
learning.
8

Near the end of your baby’s first three months, as
he develops more strength, you may find he enjoys
spending more time on the floor and is becoming
able to hold his head up steadily for longer periods. He may also start trying to reach out for objects
nearby that grab his attention. Reaching out and
grasping is a bit of a trick as it requires balancing on
one arm, so it may be a while yet before he perfects
this skill.

did you know?
Initially, when babies lift their heads during
tummy time they tend to do it at an angle,
turning to the side rather than lifting their chin
straight up. It is usual for newborns to have a
tendency to turn their heads to a preferred
side; you can support increased movement
in the other direction by positioning them
differently for sleep or encouraging them to
engage with things on their non-dominant
side when awake. If you notice your baby
can not move her head easily in one direction she may have infant torticollis – easily
treatable with good advice from your LMC,
Plunket nurse or a paediatric physiotherapist.
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POSTNATAL DEPRESSION
Feeling tired and a bit dazed is what we expect
as new parents. But if the tiredness seems overwhelming, you feel you cannot cope and things
are too difficult, it is possible you may be suffering from post-natal depression (PND). This
affects up to 15 per cent of new mothers in New
Zealand. Although it is relatively common it can
be difficult to identify as some of the key indicators are just as easily explained by the body and
lifestyle changes and challenges of pregnancy,
birth and new parenthood.

But there I was, struggling to cope, missing my
extended family, and feeling my identity slip
away as I drowned in the needs of my family.
After a frank discussion with my GP, I decided
to consider medication and counselling. It was
a difficult decision for me at the time; I felt that
I should be able to cope, that I was somehow
giving up or giving in. But I felt so much better
in a short period of time that I know I made the
right decision to treat my PND proactively.
If you suspect that you or someone you care
about may have PND, talk to your midwife, GP
or healthcare provider – they can help. For more
information, there is an excellent New Zealand
website with a wealth of information for mothers, families, whānau and healthcare providers:
www.mothersmatter.co.nz

Symptoms of PND include:
• persistent tiredness
• feeling overwhelmed
• difficulty concentrating
• anxiety or worrying
• aches and pains
• feeling flat or finding it difficult to enjoy things

Supporting your baby through PND
Having a new baby can be challenging, but if you
are coping with PND, it can be overwhelming,
and this can impact on your baby. Mothers with
PND may find bonding with their baby difficult.
They may find it hard to engage consistently, to
be attuned to their baby’s cues or interact in a
playful manner.
If you have PND and feel you’re not bonding
or engaging with your baby as you would like,
do not lose heart. Just being aware of potential
issues means that you can begin to put things in

Many women describe feeling bad because
they think they are not coping. I know from firsthand experience that this is a nerve-wracking
and overwhelming place to be, yet there is a
way forward. I had PND after I had my fourth
child. I did not think this was possible, initially, as
I already had three other children and felt pretty
confident in my parenting style. I knew how to
care for littlies, I had a great partner supporting
me and I had not had depression in the past.
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place. Try putting just small bursts of energy into
being with your baby, making eye contact and
watching her as she moves and plays. Even just
a few minutes dotted throughout the day can
make a difference.
If you are finding it difficult to plan or concentrate, it may be helpful to have some structure
– link loving strokes to nappy changes, nursery
rhymes (pick one or two you know – babies love
repetition) to feeding, rocking to sleep or spend
a few minutes making eye contact and chatting
to her quietly when she first wakes.
Ask others for suggestions or support. People
are often pleased to be able to do something
to help new mothers. There may be times of
the day that are easier or more difficult, so try to
identify a pattern. When you do have energy, try
to spend this on your baby. Others can support
by helping with cooking and cleaning.
If you are having a particularly rough day, try
popping your baby in a sling or wrap so that you
can wear her close to you, providing the physical
contact she needs. Other special adults or siblings can supplement some of the high-energy
interactions that she will love, so take some of
the pressure off yourself by inviting them to
share these special moments with your baby.
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Tracking & tuning
supports: • Visual development • auditory development • head & neck control
• coordination

Textures & touch

supports: • tactile & sensory development • hand & body awareness
• auditory development • coordination • interaction • language development

You can support early visual development by playing
games that require your baby to try focusing on a
moving object – this will help her practise controlling the small muscle groups around her eyes, and
to coordinate her head and neck movements. Hold
a toy or other interesting object about 25–30cm
from your baby to ensure it is in her field of vision.
Allow her a chance to focus on the object and then
move it slowly from left to right and back again, or
up and down. Watch your baby’s reactions. If she is
following the object intently that is great, but if she
appears disinterested she may not have been able to
get the object into focus before you started moving
it, or it is moving too fast for her to keep up, so you
may need to start again.
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Play with me

adapt and extend
You can use sound to attract your baby’s
attention. Use a rattle, bell, crinkly toy, two
spoons to tap together or anything else you
can think of, remembering that anything too
loud or sudden could give your baby a fright.
Once you have selected something, try
moving it about slowly or holding it to one
side of her, and shake, tap or crinkle until
your baby turns her eyes or head to discover
what is making the noise. When she gets a
bit older you can place it in her hands to
help her explore movement and noise. This
will become a favourite game as she realises
her actions provoke a response.

Be aware if you go out of her field of vision she will
not remember the object was there; she will not
look for it.
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This is a simple activity that can be stimulating for
babies. Gather together a few bits of material, toys
or objects with different textures. Try and think outside the square: an old silk scarf, a scrap of fleece,
clean kitchen sponge, a plastic measuring spoon, a
smooth wooden clothes peg or rattle, a paper tube
or a bit of crinkly wrapping paper – all of these things
offer a wonderful variety of textures.
Start this activity when your baby is in a quiet, alert
state. Engage his attention first, then introduce the
activity by gently moving the material or object over
and around his hands, across his tummy or along
his legs . . . then watch his reactions. Go slowly so
that he has a chance to recognise which parts of
his body you are touching and talk to him about
what you are doing: ‘I am rubbing your leg with
this silky scarf. It is so soft.’ Use lots of descriptive
words to help your baby learn to associate different sensations with words, such as soft, scratchy,
silky, smooth, crinkly, velvety, rough, etc. While he is
young, and his playtime relatively short, focus on just
a few different sensations at a time.

adapt and extend
Once your baby starts to uncurl his hands
more, you can encourage his desire to
explore and experience new sensations by
placing other textured objects and material
into his hands. Does he prefer soft, silky textures, or something a bit rougher that makes
a great noise when he waves his arms about?
Foil wrapping paper makes a good noise. Try
placing some tissue paper or other materials in the toe of a clean pair of knee-high
stockings, tie a knot in the end and he can
explore it. You may notice objects or materials that make a noise encourage movement.
This will soon lead to your baby moving his
hands and batting at toys more purposefully to get a reaction. He is learning that
he can influence his environment, and this
realisation will have a huge impact on his
interactions and development.
Remember to supervise your baby, and
don’t let him put anything unsafe in his
mouth – tissue paper in particular makes
a wonderful noise, but melts very quickly
when wet!
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Play with me

heads up & rolling over
Gross Motor Development
3–6 months

After the first twelve weeks it may seem like your
baby is starting to move and interact more purposefully. As he starts to take an active interest in the world
around him, his ability to control body movements
improves rapidly. Your baby can now hold his head
steady when supported upright, though he may still
wobble with sudden movement. He is increasingly
physically able, turning, tracking and readjusting his
head position to keep it in line with his body.
When your baby is able to hold his head in line with
his body, you will be able to place him in a supported sitting position for short periods. This will
allow your wee one to develop stability and strength
in his trunk or core. At this stage he will not be able to
rebalance or reposition himself – he will need your
constant support and supervision. Over the coming
months you will notice that your baby increasingly
puts his arms out to assist in balancing – this is linked
to brain development rather than physical development. Generally, by the end of his first six months
your baby will be able to sit and balance himself with
his hands on the floor in front of him.
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on the move
Gross Motor Development

6–9 months

Over the next three months your baby will become
much more independent. As she gains core strength
and better balance, she will be able to sit for short
periods without support. This provides a new perspective on the world and new opportunities for play.
Initially she may still lean forward on her hands to stabilise herself; once balanced, she can reach for toys
directly in front of her. Reaching for objects of interest that are off to either side is more complicated and
requires her to rotate her body and balance. This will
take time to master and will generally emerge once
babies are sitting well independently. Learning to get
into, and out of, a sitting position requires practice. It
is important to continue to encourage tummy time
and rolling over – both these skills will help your baby
learn how to get into and out of a sitting position
by herself. You will notice that she often rolls onto
her tummy, raises her head and lifts her body, pushing back with her arms until her legs are tucked up
underneath her. Then it is a matter of keeping her
balance while she either pushes backwards or leans
sideways until her bottom is on the floor. Hands up
and she’s got it! Success.

of development as your baby becomes adept at
pushing up with her arms and shifting her weight
onto one arm, leaving the other arm free to explore
and grasp at objects of interest. Babies progress
from lifting their head and chest off the floor to
pushing straight up with both arms and lifting chest
and tummy off the floor. Once babies feel stable in
this position they may bring their knees in so that
they are in a standard crawling position. Rather than
moving straight away, many babies rock back and

forth on hands and knees, which helps to fine-tune
their balance and coordination.
You may notice that your baby becomes frustrated if
her desire to move and her concentrated efforts to
get ahead do not result in any real motion. Your baby
may move her arms and legs in a repeated pattern,
pushing and pulling, which results in some movement – but don’t be surprised if she ends up going
backwards initially. Some babies may try alternating

Tummy time starts to pay off during this third stage
16
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point & clap
Fine Motor Development

9–12 months

This is such a busy time for your baby – moving
and manipulating, exploring and experimenting.
Towards the end of his first year he will be mastering his ability to broadly control his fingers, waving
bye-bye, wiggling individual fingers, separating out
his index finger for pointing and perfecting his pincer
grasp. This increased control of the many muscles
and joints in his hands is the result of many hours
of repetitive movement and practice. Each movement helps to hardwire the pathways in his brain and
nervous system, fine-tuning his ability to control the
small muscles and interpret the feedback from his
fingers.1a
Using his opposable thumbs in a pincer grip is a significant developmental milestone for your baby, and
is much more precise than the primitive raking grasp
using fingers and palms. This movement allows
him to investigate and manipulate even very small
objects. He will now bring things to his mouth for
further investigation, so practising with small finger
foods is a great way to perfect this useful skill. Be
aware that your little one will not be particularly discriminating; little fingers will pick up anything and
everything for mouthing and exploring… bits of
18

carpet fluff and pieces of Lego may be as appealing
as peas and rusks.
A combination of refined gross motor and fine
motor skills means your baby will become more
skilled at tapping, banging and clapping. Holding a
block in each hand he will be able to bring them
together with a crash and a bang, which he will
find very rewarding. He will also enjoy clapping
your hands, banging on the table or tapping on a
lid with a wooden spoon; these movements will
be repeated and perfected. During this period your
baby will begin to clap his own hands with a certain level of coordination. Babies love clapping as it
is often related to celebrating, singing, smiling, and
repeated patterns or sequences. The positive associations with clapping also supports their social,
emotional and cognitive development.
You will notice that your baby becomes increasingly
able to select, manipulate and transfer objects from
hand to hand during this period. These skills support
the emergence of a new skill – the ability to collect
and store multiple items. Interestingly this seems
to happen earlier for babies who show a definite
hand preference.1 Handling multiple items allows
the opportunity for comparison and observation,
such as how objects interact, the effect of gravity,
comparing and contrasting shape and size, initiating
cause and effect.2
One particular fine motor skill that develops during
this stage will have a significant impact on language
development: your baby will develop the ability
19
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