
The Importance of Motor Skill Acquisition In the School Aged Child 

 

The relationship between motor and cognitive skills can be viewed as a pyramid.  

Without a strong motor skill base, a child cannot build or support higher level cognitive 

functions.  The motor skills of crawling, rolling, pulling to stand and walking are the 

foundation for cognitive growth that the school aged child must achieve. 

Most children enjoy physical activity, but with computer games and IMing 

competing for their attention, many children lead a very sedentary lifestyle.  Children 

who have not been exposed to adequate opportunities to develop motor skills may have 

difficulty building the cognitive skills required for elementary school. 

For example, in order to sit at a desk in an upright position for the duration of a 

class, a child must have adequate postural muscle endurance to sustain this activity. If the 

child is slumping in the chair, she or he is unable to pay proper attention to the class, (the 

child is concerned with maintaining an upright position) he or she cannot learn 

adequately, or perform appropriate fine motor tasks like writing and taking notes.   

Parents who suspect that their child has a delay in motor skill development should 

have their child evaluated by a pediatric physical therapist. There are many conditions 

that affect the achievement of gross skills including developmental and genetic disorders, 

injuries, illness, congenital deformities and developmental coordination disorders.   

  The earliest possible intervention produces the best success rate.  There are 

certain red flags that may point to a problem and should be discussed with your child’s 

pediatrician.  These signs include, but are not limited to not walking by 15 months, not 

walking with a heel toe gait and not being able to propel a ride on a toy by age two.   

I have provided a list of age appropriate gross motor skills for each developmental 

age range that can be used as a guideline: 

Infancy: 

Infant can lift head to a 45 degree angle by 4-6 weeks 

Infant can lift head and chest by 8 weeks 

Infant can turn  head by 16-20 weeks 

Creeping on stomach and dragging legs behind by 6-9 mo 

Crawling by 7-12 months 



Cruising along furniture by 7-13 months 

First steps between 9 and 16 months 

Toddlers: 

At two years old children can run well 

Negotiate stairs with a railing by putting both feet on each step 

Emerging ability to kick and throw a ball 

At three years old children can walk backwards 

Run with ability to make sudden stops and change directions 

Emerging skills with hopping, standing on one foot 

 Negotiate rungs of a jungle gym  

 Riding a tricycle 

Preschool: 

A four year old should: 

Balance or hop on one foot 

Jump forward or backward over objects  

And climb and descend stairs with alternating feet 

Bounce, catch and throw balls accurately 

May be able to skip 

School Age: 

Generally good at a wide variety of physical activities, 

Five year olds can skip, jump rope, catch a bounced ball, walk on their tiptoes 

Engage in beginning acrobatics 

May be able to ride a two- wheeled bicycle 

Eight and nine year olds can swim roller skate, ice skate, jump rope play a variety 

of sports. 

We can cultivate children’s motor skill development by offering them appropriate 

movement experiences.  Physical therapy can offer movement programs that are designed 

to strengthen basic skills.  Children will benefit from a well planned, age appropriate, fun 

program that is specifically designed to meet their needs.  Whether or not daily physical 

activity is a priority in adult life, it is an absolute necessity for children to augment 

physical, cognitive and social growth. 


