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Infants, Toddlers and Tools 
for Play: Why Movement is 

the Mindʼs Best Friend

• “…movement is crucial to 
every other brain function, 

including memory, 
emotion, language and          

learning.”
-John Ratey, Userʼs Guide to the Brain

Dendrite Dance™
• Breath

• Tactile Touch

• Upper and Lower 

• Body Side

• Body Cross

• Spin

• Breath   
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• “If children are so greatly malleable, 
then the best way to ensure a great 

society is by improving the 
environment of its youngest 

members.”

• “Change the beginning and you 
change the whole story.”

• Foundation for Early Learning, Seattle, WA
•

• Lise Eliot, Ph. D., Whatʼs Going On In There

PUBLISHED IN 1945; STILL IN PRINT

• What are the Weeds Getting 
in the Way of Healthy 
Development?

• What Kind of Soil and Water 
Do Infants and Toddlers Need 
To Flourish?
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WEEDS GETTING IN THE 
WAY OF PLAY

CONTAINER CARE

4 million Bumbo seats sold since 
2003

CONTAINER CARE
On Targetʼs Website~

148 Gyms, Play Mats 
and Jumpers 
65 Bouncers and Rockers 
80 Play Yards 
44 Swings
13 Walkers

Screen Time at Very Young Ages

For every hour of TV watched birth to four 
there is a 10% increase in attention disorders.
-Dr. Dimitri Chritakitis, 2014

Babies learn 6-8 fewer words per hour of TV 
with the greatest harmful effects from 8-16 
months. -ILABS Seattle,WA 2010

STIFLING WEEDS 
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“Television viewing hurts the 
development of children under 3 

years old and poses a certain 
number of risks, encouraging 

passivity, slow language 
acquisition, over-excitedness, 

troubles with sleep and 
concentration as well as 

dependence on screens.”   
-today.msnbc.com September 2008 

8 - 18 year olds spend 10:45 hours
 per day exposed to media. 
TV 4.29 
Music 2:31 
Computer 1:29 
Video Games 1:13 
Print   :38
Movies  :25 
Kaiser Family Foundation, 
Generation M2: Media in the Lives of 8- to 18-Year-Olds, 2010

By 2018 in the US $344 billion dollars will be 
spent by the medical community on obesity 
related disorders; representing 1 out of every 
5 dollars spent on medical care in the US.

BAD SOIL?

“We have the most 
sedentary 

generation of young 
people in American 

history.” 
- David Satcher, US Surgeon General
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NOT ENOUGH WATER
(PLAY)?

• 1 out of 6 children have Sensory Processing 
Disorder to the extent it interferes with daily living 
and school success (Foundation for SPD). SPD can 
only be improved through motor activities.

• 6.4 million children ages 4 to 17 have received an 
A.D.H.D. diagnosis. 53% rise in the last 10 years. 
-New York Times, April, 2013

• Keeping Children Motivated to Stay in School    
Nationally 50% of teens drop out of high school in 
urban areas. -MindUP™ 2011

What Should Be Learned?

  When Should It Be Learned?

  How Best Can It Be Learned?

Questions To Ask...To Play 
Smart & Promote the 

Power of Play

What Should Be Learned?

 The first “language” babies and 
young children master are 

sensory motor skills.  

13

14

15



80% of the brain is dedicated to processing 
sensory motor experiences. -Jane Ayres  

Einstein Never Used Flashcards
Pasek, Golinkoff, Eyer PH.D.

“Windows of opportunity for 
early stimulation better 

characterize basic sensory and 
motor capacities than higher 

mental and personality 
processes.”

 
•  SIX BUILDING BLOCKS FOR 

SENSORY MOTOR 
DEVELOPMENT™
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Proprioception: 
Knowing where your body is in space in 
relationship to others and objects.  Developed 
through heavy work, press, push, reach and 
pull.  Provides inner security and safety.

Proprioception for Babies 
and Toddlers 

• Baby Ball Waltz
• Hey Diddle Diddle Rhyme Exercise
• Crab Walks, Dinosaur Walking
• Push & Pull - heavy items, blocks
• Slimy Little Lizard Rhyme Exercise
• Calming Quilt/Wrap or Swing
• Bungie Cord Circle Dance

“Heavy work is one of the 
most important 

components of a 
complete and healthy 

sensory diet.” 
- Lucy Jane Miller

“The effects of heavy work 
dissipates after two hours.”

-Vicki Kerr, O.T.
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Vestibular: 
Position and movement of the head in 
relation to gravity; maintains posture and 
balance.  Childrenʼs confidence is grounded
in a strong sense of balance.  It makes them 
feel capable.

 

Vestibular for Babies and 
Toddlers

Iʼm A Little Teapot Rhyme on Ball
• Source: Nurturing Pathways®

• Brother John: Tip, Tilt, and Turn

Tactile: 
Touch creates the framework for body 
image. Touch is vital for healthy emotional 
development and long term mental health. 
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Touch for Babies and 
Toddlers

Itsy Bitsy Spider - Baby

Hickory Dickory Dock - Waddler

Old McDonald - Toddler
• Source: Nurturing Pathways®

Kinesthesia: 
The bodyʼs sense of itself 
from the inside out.  

Body Image: 
Holding your physical self 
within your mindʼs eye.

Movement Patterns: 
The basic neurological patterns of
upper/lower, body side, and body cross. 
-Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen, Body Mind Centering
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 Motor Planning: 
The bodyʼs ability to break down a
motor task and move smoothly through all the 
steps using the movement patterns.

 

Motor Planning for 
Toddlers

The brain uses the same neurons for 
thinking as for doing.

When Should It Be Learned?
The brain doubles in 
size from one pound 
to two pounds in 12 
months.

By age four a child 
has 95%  of its adult 
brain weight of 3 
pounds.

28

29

30



✦Visual - Occipital Lobe: 0 - 2 years

✦Posture - Cerebellum: 0 - 2 years

✦Tactile - Parietal Lobe: 0 - 2 years

✦Auditory -Temporal Lobe: 0 - 4 years

✦Movement - Frontal Lobe: 0 - 5 years

Prime Time for Sensory Motor 
Development

• “If motion is a childʼs first language, then 
sensation is his second. Only when both 
motion and sensation are integrated can 

the higher language skills of speech, 
reading and writing develop fluently. Our 

children who roll and tumble are engaged in 
their first lesson toward becoming the 

Einsteinʼs of the future.” 

• -Sally Goddard Blythe, The Well Balanced Child

• My best teacher  
• My greatest gift

      My Son Sam
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• In structured and free play based 
explorations with the parent/caregiver as 
the primary role model.  

• Through parent education on responsive 
and sensitive caregiving to strengthen 
executive function.

• In the absence of testing.

How Best Can It Be 
Learned

“Scientists Are Baffled”
Carla Hannaford, author of Smart 
Moves notes research that in 
Scandinavia there is no testing 
before the age of 12, no reading 
before 7 ½ years of age and they 
have the highest scientists and 
artists per capita in the world.  
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Sensory Motor Issues
Picky Eaters
Difficulty listening and staying on task
Touch others too soft or too hard
Trouble falling asleep 
Uncomfortable with certain clothes
Rarely plays with toys requiring dexterity
Has difficulty shifting focus and sharing
Cannot calm or self sooth easily
Easily startled or under respond to loud noises
Difficulty with toilet training
Avoids fine motor tasks - cutting, drawing, tying shoes
Child is in constant motion
Speech that is hard to understand
Difficulty with making transitions - moody 

v Poor balance
v Low muscle tone
v Weak eye movements
v Poor eye-hand coordination
v Confusion orienting themselves in space
v Fidgeting/needing to move all the time
v Sitting still and focusing
v Short term memory function
v Delayed reading and writing
v Misjudge the speed at which objects are approaching
v Difficulty crossing their mid-line
v Stooped posture
v Poor upper/lower body integration

More Sensory Motor 
Issues

v Establishing a dominate hand by the age of 8
v Fine hand motor control - proper hand grasp
v Sensitivity to the palms
v Tendency to speak with their hands
v In the feet – toe walking
v Impulsive behavior
v Alert all the time
v Dislike Change
v Insecurity - Lack of trust
v Have poor balance and coordination
v Anxiety
v Depression
v ADD, ADHD
v Sensory Integration Issues
v Vision and Hearing Problems
v Behavior challenges, Lack of confidence
v Undue effort and feelings of overwhelm
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BENEFITS OF CREATIVE 
MOVEMENT 

�Movement increases the rate of learning 
and optimizes the brain for alertness, 
attention and motivation.

�Because the brain uses the same neurons 
the more active babies and children are the 
better they think!

�Acetylcholine and Dopamine released for 
muscle function stimulates Dendritic growth.

BDNF-1 Makes the brain bloom and resistant 
to stress

ANP  Tempers the bodies stress response and 
quiets the mind

IGF-1 Regulates glucose throughout the body 
(diabetes prevention)

FGF-2 & VEGF Builds new capillaries and 
expands the vascular system in the brain. The 
quality and quantity of learning improves.

MORE BENEFITS 

PUBLISHED IN 1945; STILL IN PRINT
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“Childhood is a particularly crucial time 
for the brain because of the neural 

sculpting that goes on; for many of our 
abilities, tendencies, talents, and 

reactions, those that get “hardwired” in 
childhood become the collective mental 

platform upon which we stand and 
grow for the rest of our lives.” 

-Marion Diamond, Magic Trees of the Mind

Play Materials, Certification 
On-Site Trainings, Resources

• Visit nurturingpathways.com
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