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H
ave you ever seen
your child playing
and felt that he or
she should be doing

something “useful” instead?
Many adults do not realize that
play is the work of childhood.
It is through play that young
children learn about the world.

Play is valuable in many 
different ways. One way chil-

dren learn to cope
with their strong

emotions is
through play.
Play is also
good for help-

ing children de-
velop thinking

and problem-solving skills.
Also, early play experiences
with others can help young
children develop needed social
skills.

Through physical play 
children gain the strength, 
flexibility, and balance needed
for developing important
motor skills.
In this issue 
of Good
Beginnings,
we talk
about
why
motor
skills are
important and
we suggest ways for
parents to encourage them.

Children learn by doing.
The importance of play is the
opportunity it provides for chil-
dren to do the work of growing
emotionally, intellectually, 
socially, and physically.

Movement,
Muscles, and 

Motor Skills
M otor skills are the phys-

ical abilities children
develop that help them
control the movements

of their bodies. Children 
develop two kinds of motor
skills—those that use their  

large muscles and those that use their small muscles.
Examples of large motor skills are crawling, walking, climbing,

and throwing. These skills depend on the development of the
large muscles in the legs, back, shoulders, and arms.

Examples of small motor skills are
holding things such as a cup or a
crayon, turning the pages of a
book, buttoning and zipping,
and drawing or writing.
These skills depend on the
development of the smaller
muscles in the wrists,
hands, and fingers. Small
muscle skills also depend
on eye-hand coordination.
This is the ability to match
the movements of the hands
with what the eyes see.

Motor skills do not develop simply
because a child grows older. They develop
only as much as the child has a chance to practice 
using her large and small muscles in daily activities.

EveryChild is Different

S
ome children develop certain
skills more slowly or more quick-
ly than other children do. Reasons
why children develop motor skills

at different rates include differences in
health, diet, size or temperament, and
interest in or opportunities for physical
play.



Children’s earliest learning is based on doing, 
on physically experiencing the world around them. 
What children do now—before they enter school—
will be the basis of what they are able to learn later.

Wise 
Words
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He or She? We take turns referring to children as he or she.  
When we use he or she, we mean to include all children.
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Encouraging  
Motor Skills
To develop their large motor skills, your children

need plenty of physical exercise. Physical play is
a very important part of their development. Young

children, from infants to preschool-
ers, should have the chance to 
be physically active every day.
Besides encouraging outdoor
play, arrange for children to visit

a park or playground. Lead them
on a nature walk and talk about the colors,

textures, and shapes they see around them. Pretend
to be different kinds of animals. Show each other
how frogs hop, imitate kangaroos jumping, or act 
out how elephants might walk through the jungle.

To develop small muscle skills, adults need to pro-
vide activities for children that allow
them to use different kinds of
tools and materials. Using
crayons, pencils, washable
markers, child-safe scissors,
paintbrushes, glue or paste, and
clay gives children the opportu-
nity to strengthen and better control their wrists,

hands, and fingers. Everyday tasks such
as buttoning and zipping their cloth-
ing and feeding themselves with
child-sized spoons and forks also
build small muscles. It will take a
little extra time to allow your child
to attempt these tasks by herself,

but the gains in self-control and self-
esteem are well worth it.

As their skills improve, young children begin to
take pride in their increasing physical abilities. There
will be frustrations, too, but children learn
to value what they can do
when adults notice and
praise their 
accomplishments.

References:  National Association for the Education of Young Children  (http://www.naeyc.org/naeyc).  The Developing Child: Understanding Children and Parenting, 7th edition, by Holly E. Brisbane.
New York: Glencoe/McGraw-Hill, 1997.  The Parents’ and Teachers’ Guide To Helping Young Children Learn: Creative Ideas from 35 Respected Experts, edited by Better Farber.  Cutchogue, NY:
Preschool Publications, 1997.

“What I hear, 
I forget.

What I see, 
I remember. 

What I do, 
I know.”

Motor Development and Self-Esteem

The importance of motor skills for your child goes well
beyond her muscular development. Self-esteem is an-

other benefit of a child’s confidence in her abilities to con-
trol her movements and muscles.

Children who feel confident in their physical abilities 
will enjoy taking part in activities with other children. 
A child who thinks he throws a ball awkwardly or runs
slower than the other kids may avoid playing with other
children. This results in fewer opportunities for him to
enjoy the learning experiences that come from social play.
This, in turn, may lessen his confidence in himself as some-
one who is a good playmate or friend.

Mastering physical skills has a good effect on many other
areas of your child’s growth. For example, they are related
to your child’s success in gaining independence and coping
skills, in forming friendships, and in trying and learning
new things. These skills will be an important part of your
child’s success when she or he begins school.

A wise person once said, 
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