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Enhancing Movement Opportunities in Your Home 

 Movement production emerges from a constant interaction of the individual, the environment, 

and the task (Newell, 1984, 1986). Newell defined constraints as characteristics that either encourage or 

discourage movements (Newell, 1984). Movement also relies on the interconnectedness of perception, 

action, and cognition to perform behavior change, which is impacted by the individual, task, and 

environment.  

 In addition, the physical and social environment influences the development of new movement 

behaviors (Thelen & Fogel, 1989). All systems interact together for new movement patterns to emerge. 

New movement patterns only become preferred patterns under certain conditions. These preferred 

patterns of movements typically use the least amount of energy and therefore, may lead to atypical or 

inefficient patterns at first (Thelen, 1989). The emergence of movement patterns is developed by 

individual constraints based on the maturation of the central nervous system, development of posture, 

balance, muscular strength and endurance, and the ability to process sensory information (Haywood & 

Getchell, 2009). The arrangement of a movement pattern is then the result of the constraints provided 

at a specific moment in time, within a specific situation or environment (Coker, 2013).  

 Therefore, how can we manipulate the task and environment to increase movement 

opportunities: 

Movement Task 
 

! Provide opportunities for practice 

! Utilize assistive equipment (i.e., sofa, chair, walker, push cart, gait trainer) 
! Assist your child when they fall, to fall correctly by protecting their body 
! Make sure your child feels comfortable and safe 



! Increase their confidence with positive reinforces (i.e., use a preferred task or object like an 
iPad, as a reward for performing a new task) 

! Utilize any residual vision or hearing by placing motivating objects within the area to encourage 
your child to move to that object 

! Increase muscle tone by performing the task for a longer period of time (i.e., if your child can 
stand for 7 seconds, try to increase standing for 9 seconds) or increase more repetitions within 
the same time frame (i.e., stand for 10 secs, four time a day; then the following week try for five 
times a day) 

 
Environment 
 

! Use open flat surfaces to increase movement success when trying new skills 
! Provide cushion mats or pillows to assist in falling safely 
! Move furniture for your child to use as assistance when walking or transitioning from 

sitting/kneeling to standing 
! Support your child’s hips to assist with balance during movements 
! Once a child can stand, move all preferred objects (i.e., toys, balls, ipads) to tables and couches 

to promote an upright stance 
 
 If a child does not have the requisite affordances to walk independently (i.e., balance, muscular 

strength), the body will self-organize to a movement pattern with a more stable attractor state (e.g., 

scooting). Attractors are preferred states of stability and confidence (Coker, 2013). When a change in 

constraints is imposed on an individual, its stability is endangered and a new form is established (Thelen 

& Ulrich, 1991). The attractor states occur in a similar pattern to basins; where deep attractor basins 

are much more stable and are difficult to change, compared to shallow attractor basins, which are more 

susceptible to change (Coker, 2013; Ennis, 1992). Therefore, motor development delay can occur when 

a child is not able to shift into a new movement pattern and maintain stability in a desirable attractor 

state (Cowden & Torrey, 2007). Providing opportunities at home to practice movement patterns will 

increase your child’s motor confidence and competence. With practice and positive feedback a new 

motor pattern may emerge, gaining stability and development into a deep attractor basin (Coker, 2013). 

 
 
Reference List 

Coker, C. A. (2013). Motor Learning and Control for Practitioners (3rd ed.). Scottsdale, AZ: Holcomb 

Hathaway.  



Cowden, J. E. & Torrey, C. C. (2007). Motor development and movement activities for preschoolers and 

infants with delays: A multisensory approach for professionals and families (2nd ed.). Springfield, 

IL: Thomas Books.  

Ennis, C. (1992). Reconceptualizing learning as a dynamical system. Journal of Curriculum and 

Supervision, 7, 173-183.  

Haywood, K. M., & Getchell, N. (2009). Life span motor development (5th ed.). Champaign, IL: Human 

Kinetics.  

Newell, K. M. (1984). Physical constraints to development of motor skills. In J. R. Thomas (Ed.). Motor 

development during childhood and adolescence (pp. 105-120). Minneapolis: Burgess.  

Newell, K. M. (1986). Constraints on the development of coordination. In M. G. Wade & H. T. Whiting 

(Eds.), Motor development in children: Aspects of coordination �and control (pp. 341-360). 

Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Martinus Nijhof.  

Thelen, E. (1989). Self-organization in developmental processes: Can systems approaches work? In 

Gunnar, M., & Thelen, E. (Eds.) Systems and Development: The Minnesota Symposia on Child 

Psychology, 22, 17-171. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.  

Thelen, E., & Fogel, A. (1989). Toward an action-based theory of infant development. In J. J. Lockman & 

N. L. Hazan (Eds.), Action in Social Context: Perspectives on Early Development (pp. 23-63). 

New York: Springer.  

Thelen, E., & Ulrich, B. D. (1991). Hidden Skill: A dynamic systems analysis of treadmill stepping during 

the first year. Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development, 56, (1, Serial No. 

223).  

 
 
 
 
 
 


