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Watch Quietly to Assess Child’s Development
B Y  PA U L  E N G S T R O M

Contributing Writer

S A N D I E G O —  Closely observing
young children during an office visit pro-
vides subtle but important clues about
whether a child’s motor and behavioral
skills are developing normally, Barry
Zuckerman, M.D., said at a meeting spon-
sored by the Los Angeles Pediatric Society.

Telltale maneuvers by children aged 6
months to 1 year include how they reach

for, grasp, and manipulate objects, and
how they respond to adults in the room.

“As clinicians, our greatest skills are ob-
servation skills,” said Dr. Zuckerman,
chief of pediatrics at Boston University’s
teaching hospital. 

For example, a normal child younger
than 6 months typically lunges for a pen
offered to him. One or 2 months later,
however, he rotates his hand just before
clutching the pen so that both are in the
same plane, indicating progressive visual

and spatial development. At 9 months, he
rotates his hand half way through the
reach.

Another bellwether maneuver, Dr.
Zuckerman said, is a child’s pincher grasp.
At age 5-6 months, she picks up small ob-
jects without much coordination. At 7-8
months, thumb and forefinger do the
grasping, and she moves her other three
fingers out of the way. At 9 months, she
picks up objects from above rather than
straight on. By this time, her movement is

very efficient and mechanical—a first sign
of fine motor skills.

Dr. Zuckerman said that he also watch-
es how a child manipulates objects, like a
small toy car. 

He said a 6-month-old reaches for the
car and puts it in his mouth; a 7- or 8-
month-old bangs, drops, and throws it; a
9-month-old moves the car with his hand
and explores it, demonstrating good co-
ordination of visual and motor skills; and
a 1-year-old moves the car as though it
were being driven.

In addition, he said, children should be
able to sit by 6 months and, by 1 year, to
stand or walk and perhaps say one or
more words.

Observe fine-motor and cognitive skills
only when the child is healthy and relaxed,

because sick or
stressed chil-
dren tend to
regress, Dr.
Zuckerman ad-
vised.

He cited sev-
eral social and
emotional indi-
cators between
the ages of 6
months and 1
year:
� If a child isn’t
curious about
an object of-

fered to him or isn’t interested in explor-
ing it, his development may be delayed.
� At about 1 year, a child signals who the
primary caregiver is by crying when that
person leaves the room or by turning to
him or her when a stranger enters. Use
such information to identify and provide
surveillance feedback to the primary care-
giver, who may not be the mother, Dr.
Zuckerman said.

Children at this age can retain an image
of the primary caregiver when the adult
is absent and may cry as a result, he said.
In contrast, children 6-7 months won’t
cry when that person leaves, because “ob-
ject permanence” hasn’t developed. For
them, the adult is “out of sight, out of
mind.”
� When a parent and child are together,
body language says a lot about the close-
ness of their relationship, Dr. Zuckerman
said, and offers an opportunity for parents
to learn from the physician about their
own child-rearing behavior. Signs of a
good relationship include total engage-
ment between parent and child, and the
child’s positive affect, such as joyful facial
expressions.

Reading and other shared activities fos-
ter a high level of engagement, which is
absolutely critical in early childhood, he
said. 

However, he cautioned that some par-
ents are overloading and stressing their
children with too much information.

“We all believe stimulation is impor-
tant,” he said. “But parents are putting so
much pressure on themselves to do the
perfectly right thing every minute with
their child. That’s not what being a parent
is about. It’s the downtime—taking it easy
and enjoying each other.” ■

‘Parents are
putting so much
pressure on
themselves to do
the perfectly right
thing every
minute with their
child. That’s not
what being a
parent is about.’
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