
 
Eye movements 

 
1. Use Prestic to attach 6 animals from the ANIMAL SET to the frame of the 

BLACKBOARD: three on either side. Leave a gap of about 20 cm between the 
animals. Let your child stand right in front of the board so that his body is 
centered before it. Show him how he can draw ‘roads’ from the animals on the 
left-hand side to those on the right. See if he can do this without moving his feet. 
When he manages this, show him how to connect animals that aren’t in line with 
each other. He can, for instance, draw a line from the animal that is top-left to 
the one on the bottom-right. If he has not yet developed a preference for using 
one hand, give him the opportunity tthis with both hands.  
 
Encourage him not to lift his hand while drawing a line, but don’t worry too much 
about the line being perfectly straight.  

Crossing the Mid-line 
 
2. Keep in mind that most children of this age learn to use a knife and fork 

as they eat.  
 

Eye-hand Coordination 
 

3. Play with sand and water as often as you can. When the two of you are building 
sand castles, encourage him to help scoop sand into a small bucket and use his 
hands to press the sand down. Deliberately hide toys in the sand to encourage 
him to dig into the sand as he looks for them. He can use his hands, but keep in 
mind that using a spade helps him to exercise and strengthen other important 
muscles in his hands.  

 
Manual Dexterity 
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Intellectual Development 
 
«  Since the higher regions of your newborn’s brain are largely still underdeveloped and 

unwired at birth, his lower brain, which is better developed at this stage, and controls 
his reflexes and bodily functions, is largely in control of his behaviour. He is therefore 
able to suck, swallow, cough, blink his eyes, urinate and have bowl movements, but 
unable to think or reason. 

«  As a result, his body movements are involuntary. And since nothing that he does is 
intentional, there is no sign of what can be called “intelligent behaviour” at this point 
in time. 

«  Many of the inborn reflex actions that babies exhibit in response to their environment 
are also present in adult behaviour, such as when a person blinks his eyes in 
reaction to bright light. There are, however, a number of baby reflexes that disappear 
with time. This happens gradually, as a baby’s higher brain begins to play a more 
prominent role in his functioning.  

«  The ages at which baby reflexes disappear vary from reflex to reflex. You can, for 
instance, expect the grasp reflex to weaken at the age of 3½ months, while the Moro 
reflex – when a baby splays out his arms and then slowly closes them in response to 
a sudden movement or when feels as if he is falling - is usually no longer present by 
6 months of age. Since the disappearance of the baby reflexes go hand in hand with 
the wiring of the higher brain, these developments help to indicate that a baby’s brain 
is developing well. 

«  Since your baby doesn’t yet realize that whatever he sees can be linked to what he is 
hearing, feeling, tasting or smelling, he often doesn’t turn his head to look for the 
source of a sound, and he doesn’t try to reach out to touch something that is within 
view. 

«  His awareness is limited to what he experiences with his senses. In other words, if he 
cannot hear, see, taste, feel or smell something, it does not exist for him. This 
explains why young babies don’t look for a person or an object that has disappeared 
from sight. They have no concept of “object permanence”. 

«  Although newborns don’t consiousiously act or think, they do learn. In fact, babies 
can learn even before birth. Researchers say that newborns suck harder during 
behavioural sucking tests when they get to listen to recordings of their mother’s voice 
or pieces of music that were played to them during their last weeks in the womb.  

 
Activities: 

 

1. Discover your baby’s reflexes. The reflexes listed below are not all the reflexes that 
can be seen in young babies, but we are concentrating on those that are best known. 

 
The rooting reflex. Touch your baby’s cheek. He will turn his head in the direction of 
your finger in an attempt to suck on it. 
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The grasp reflex. Stroke your baby’s palm. He will grip your finger tightly. Then stroke 
the back of his hand to encourage him to let go of your finger. This reflex is at its 
strongest at four weeks and starts to weaken at about 3½ months. It should gradually 
disappear between 4 and 7 months as your baby practises to deliberately use his 
hands to grasp, hold and handle objects. 

 
The Babinski reflex. Stroke the sole of your baby’s foot on the outside of the foot, 
from his heel to his toes. This will result in his toes fanning out and his foot curling 
inwards. This reflex usually weakens from 6 to 9 months (Papalia & Olds, 1986), and 
his toes will then curl downwards when pressure is applied to the soles of his feet.                   

  
The Moro reflex. If your baby experiences the feeling that his body is falling, he will 
kick out with his legs and stretch his arms and fingers, while arching his back and 
extending his head backwards. He then immediately flexes his arms forward as if to 
grab hold of something. This reflex weakens between 3 to 6 months. 

 
The Tonic Neck reflex. It is possible that your baby will be in a “fencer-position” when 
he lies on his back. This means that he may turn his head to one side, and extend 
the arm that is on the same side, while the arm and leg on the other side of his body 
will be flexed. His fists will be clenched with his fingers curled over his thumbs. When 
you turn his head forward, he turns it sideways again. And, when you turn his head 
all the way to the other side and wait, the position of his arms and legs will eventually 
change to assume the position where he will be facing the outstretched arm again, 
with the other arm bent. This posture resembles that of a ‘fencer’, hence its name. 
You may find your baby in this typical position from as early as birth, but it is usually 
most noticeable between 4 and 10 weeks, after which it gradually ceases. At the age 
of the 3½ to 4 month period, it will not be noticed at all. The Tonic Neck reflex is not 
equally strong in all babies. Babies that are very active or that cry a lot, and babies 
that tend to look around a lot, are usually seldom found in this position. 

 
The walking reflex. During the second half of the first month, there is a 60% 
probability that your baby will lift his feet and bend his knees as if he is walking, when 
you hold him upright in a standing position and let him lean forward slightly. However, 
4 out of every 10 normal babies do not respond in this way – so there is no need to 
be concerned if your baby is not a “walker”. 

 
The sucking reflex. When you hold an object in your baby’s mouth or even just touch 
his lips, he will involuntarily start to make sucking movements. This reflex usually 
starts with a burst of between 5 and 25 movements, after which the baby will rest for 
a little while. This behaviour is often seen in utero and some babies have been born 
with swollen thumbs as a result of their persistent thumb sucking while in the womb. 

 
2. Give your baby the opportunity to turn his head during feeding, and exercise the 

grasp reflex. Your baby’s reflexes form the basis for his future intellectual 
development. Basic reflex behaviour is a stepping-stone to the development of future 
voluntary behaviour. Your baby now instinctively turns his head in the direction of the 
nipple when it touches his cheek, but at 3 months your baby will intentionally search 
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for your nipple with his mouth, even if he only sees it coming! It’s not necessary for 
us to go into too much detail on the intellectual development of a child during the first 
months of life. All that parents need to keep in mind is that it will be good if they 
provide their baby with many opportunities to exercise some of these reflexes for the 
sake of their future intellectual development.  We suggest, for example, that you 
sometimes place your nipple at his cheek so that he can feel it, and then let him 
practise turning his head and finding the nipple on his own, rather than placing the 
nipple in his mouth straight away. You can also try placing your forefingers sideways 
into his hands so that he can grab them, thereby exercising the grasp reflex. 

 
3. Do not leave your baby alone with a bottle. When you hold your baby during a feed, 

he has the opportunity of simultaneously seeing, smelling, feeling, tasting and 
hearing his mother. In this way he learns to ‘link’ information he receives from his 
different senses. This creates an ideal opportunity for him to learn to integrate 
sensory information. When you are holding your baby during a feeding session, 
stroke his body firmly and slowly. Give him an opportunity to smell your nipple or the 
bottle before he drinks. Sing to him quietly. Try to use only one subtle body fragrance 
or perfume while he is young, as this will help him to associate the particular 
fragrance with you. 

 
Note: Bear in mind that most babies prefer to be handled and touched firmly. Very light, 

‘butterfly’ movements irritate most young babies. It is also not advisable to talk to 
your newborn excitedly during feeding sessions. Sing softly so that he can hear your 
voice in the background. He is not yet able to focus on two experiences at the same 
time and you may frustrate him as he instinctively tries to interact with you and feed 
at the same time. 

 

Curiosity 
 

« Babies show no interest in the world around them during the first few weeks of life. 
They survive, grow and rest. 

« He will gradually learn to focus on your face when you talk to him.  

« At the age of 10 to 14 days, your baby will probably start to pay attention to you for a 
few seconds while you talk to him. At 4 weeks, some mothers and their babies have 
been known to stare at one another for up to 30 seconds. 

« From 3½ weeks you will probably notice your child’s first signs of interest in the world 
around him.  

« Your child is genetically programmed to pay attention to light, high frequency sounds 
and objects moving at a slow to average speed.  

« He prefers to look at a face. He also likes things that ‘shine’ and prefers objects that 
have a diameter of between 15 and 30cm. Objects that display some obvious light 
and dark contrasts are also popular. He focuses best on objects that are about 20 to 
25 cm from his eyes. 
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« Your baby will also pay more attention to speech sounds than he will to any other 
sounds from the environment.    

 

Activities: 
 
4. Play with your baby. The fact that your baby isn’t exactly wide-eyed and looking 

around for something interesting to look at doesn’t mean that stimulation is not 
important for his development. The ideal time to play with him is when he is wide-
awake and happy. If his arms and legs are also moving, you can be sure that he will 
be very receptive to attention.  

 
5. Talk to your baby.  One of the most valuable things that you can do with your baby at 

this stage is to talk to him. Nothing interests him more than your face and voice. 
Position your face between 20 and 25cm from his so that he can focus properly, look 
into his eyes and use a high pitched voice to make it easier for him to pay attention. 

 
6. Accentuate your facial features. During the first few months, babies are programmed 

to focus on faces, especially on the part from the nose upward. Accentuate your face 
by using eye shadow and lipstick when you talk to him. This helps to make your face 
more noticeable, but bear in mind that he can only see light and dark contrasts. 
Detail and colours are beyond him at this stage. 

 
7. Assist your baby to prolong his attention span. He may sometimes get so excited 

when a parent talks to him, that he ends up moving his arms and legs so wildly that 
he distracts himself and no longer pays attention.  From about 2 weeks you can start 
to hold his arms and legs gently while you talk to him, to improve his attention span. 

 
8. Vary the intensity and tone of your voice.  When it appears that he is no longer 

concentrating, you can deliberately speak softer or more calmly, or even be quiet, 
while you just stare at him or even look away. This gives your baby the opportunity to 
rest and recharge during the course of your conversation. 

 
9. Encourage your baby’s curiosity with a paper plate and BELLS. Develop his interest 

in inanimate objects, whilst bearing in mind what he is naturally interested in and able 
to see and hear. Paint a paper plate black. (Dark blue or green will also do.) Make 
holes along the edge of the plate and thread some bells from the PRACTICA toy box 
through the holes. Hold the plate in front of the window to create a strong light-and-
dark contrast. Shake the plate so that the high frequency sound of the bells draws 
your child’s attention.  Move the plate to and fro in front of the window at an average 
speed. Hold it still in front of the window every now and then so that your baby can 
focus and stare at it. The light-and-dark contrast, the sound of the bells and the 
movement will encourage him to pay attention. The paper plate is also big enough to 
be noticed as babies younger than 2 months find it difficult to focus on objects 
smaller than 15cm and larger than 30cm. 
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10. Draw a face and a dot on 2 plates and present it to him. 

When your baby is about 3 weeks old, use a black marker 
to draw a large black dot on a white paper plate, and a 
simple face on another paper plate. Alternate the plates 
within his view while he is awake, and place him on his 
side to view it from a distance of 20 to 25cm so that he is 
able to focus on the face or the dot. You can support the 
plates against any wall or any other sturdy object.   

 
Note:  Make sure that you place the picture of the face on its 

side, so that it looks right from your baby’s point of view 
while he is lying on his side looking at it. 

 

Play 
 

« Because your baby does not realize that he has a body and that he can interact with 
the world around him by using this body, he doesn’t currently “play” in the true sense 
of the word. 

« He enjoys a number of activities, like sucking on his fist or on a dummy, being 
touched and carried around, staring closely at the face of someone who is talking to 
him and listening to familiar voices or music. 

 

Activities: 
 

11. Give your baby time to rest.  As you interact with your baby regularly, your games 
and conversations will naturally lead to the development of strong connections 
between his brain cells. The more connections that are developed between brain 
cells during the first few years of a child’s life, the better he will be able to use his 
brain later on. His brain cells are encouraged to develop connections when you talk 
to him and when he is shown something – also when he hears, feels, smells or 
tastes different things or when being carried around. 

 
Because of this, parents can easily feel pressurized to stimulate their babies 24 
hours a day! But play remains play only as long as the players are having fun. 
Research shows that it is better for a baby’s emotional and social development when 
stimulation is not forced. A parent needs to adapt to the concentration span of his 
child. A baby needs the opportunity to rest and to ‘recharge’ when he gets tired 
(Raack, 1989).  

 
The following signs from your baby indicate that he has had enough stimulation for 
the time being:  

 

 He may moan or hiccup; 
 He may press his lips together firmly, or pull his face, or yawn; 
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 He may frown, close or blink his eyes; 
 It is possible that he may either stiffen his entire body or relax completely; 
 Some babies may protest by kicking wildly, and 
 It is possible that your baby may stiffen either his arms or legs. 
 

Remember, babies differ in the way that they react, and your child may communicate 
his needs in a different way. Some babies may simply fall asleep! 

 
When you can see that the interaction with your child is drawing to a close, break eye 
contact, stop talking and gently hold your baby. Alternatively, if he is not crying, let 
him lie on his back and hold his hands or feet firmly in your hands for a while. This 
will make him aware of your presence before you give him some time to be by 
himself. 

 

Concept of Self 
 

«  At this stage, your baby has no idea where his body ends and where the outside 
world begins. He experiences his body as part of his environment and as a part of his 
mother. 
 

Activities: 
 
12. Let light fall from different angles. Lie your baby down in such a way that the light 

sometimes reaches him from his left hand side, and at other times from his right 
hand side. The light draws his attention and this activity helps him to become more 
aware of both sides of his body.  

 
13. Feed your baby from both sides. Mothers who bottle-feed their babies need to 

remember to alternate the arm they are holding their babies in when they feed, so 
that their babies can practise turning their head to both sides. This is very important 
for the development of a baby’s neck muscles.  It also helps him to become more 
aware of both sides of his body. 

 
14. Roll your baby from side to side. Let your baby lie on his back and, while singing him 

a song, slowly roll his body from side to side. He can be wrapped in a receiving 
blanket to keep his limbs from getting in the way. As his neck becomes stronger, you 
can give it less support. Try to always sing the same song during this activity, so that 
your baby can learn to associate the particular song with the side-to-side movement. 
A baby’s intellectual development benefits when associations are formed. 

 
Note:  Keep your movements calm and slow, bearing in mind that sudden movements often 

startle babies who are younger than 5 months old. 
 

15. Move his body in various ways. Play a recording of your favourite piece of music and 
walk to the rhythm of the music with your baby in your arms. Select one recording 
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that you can always use during this activity, so that your baby can familiarize himself 
with that particular piece of music. Hold him in an upright position in front of your 
body, while supporting his neck with one hand, and holding your other hand under 
his bottom. Walk through the house a few times letting your baby’s body move 
differently every time you walk. 

 

 When you walk the first time, you can let your baby lie on his back in your hands, one 
hand under his bottom and the other supporting his neck. Lift him gently into an 
upright position and then lower him to the original position. Repeat these movements 
as you walk through the house. Keep the movements slow – just once up and down 
every few steps. 

 Another way in which you can move your baby’s body is to sway him rhythmically 
from side to side as you walk. 

 You can also slowly jog through the house while holding your baby upright against 
your body. Remember to support his head firmly. 

 
Note: These activities will give your baby the opportunity to experience different 
movements - up, down and from side to side. Activities that involve movement give 
your baby’s brain the opportunity to exercise the processing of ‘movement 
information’. This causes strong connections to develop in that particular area of the 
brain and helps a child feel comfortable with his own body later on in life.  

 
Sensory Perception 

 

« At this stage, it is interesting to note that a baby’s brain can interpret tactile 
information better than any other sensory information.  

« Until the age of 4 months, a baby finds it difficult to pinpoint the exact spot where he 
is being touched. This is due to the fact that the positions of the tactile sensors in his 
skin change frequently during this period because of rapid growth. Despite this, your 
baby is generally still very aware of touch.  

« We all need to be constantly aware of the position of our limbs in relation to each 
other, as well as the position of our heads in space. Therefore, your baby possesses 
more than the 5 well-known sensory organs. His brain does not only receive 
information about things that can be seen, heard, felt, tasted or smelled, but also 
information about the movement of his body.  
 
While receptors in his joints and muscles are sending information to his brain about 
the position of his body parts, structures in his inner ear are also constantly informing 
his brain regarding the position of his head in space. So, although your baby is not 
consciously aware of the existence of his own body, his sense of movement is well 
developed. He is aware of every movement and can distinctly feel when somebody 
picks him up, turns him on his side or carries him around.  

« Your baby’s sense of smell is now well developed. He will respond differently to 
pleasant and unpleasant odours. 
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« Your baby can now easily identify your distinctive odour. Babies have been found to 
easily notice the difference between their own mother’s milk and the milk of another 
mother. 

« Your baby is also able to taste. He prefers sweet tastes and dislikes sour and bitter 
things. Vanilla and strawberry flavours are very popular among young babies. 

« Your baby’s visual abilities are currently not one of his strengths. Here are a few 
interesting facts about what your child is able to see at this stage: 

 
 He now focuses on objects that are 20 to 25cm away from his eyes. Objects beyond 

that range appear somewhat dim and out of focus, like a camera that is not well 
focused. 

 His eyes cannot yet perceive colour - he perceives little more than light and dark 
contrasts.  

 Your baby cannot follow an object with his eyes in one continuous movement. It may 
look as if he is following a moving object with his eyes, but what he is actually doing 
is constantly re-focusing on the moving object. This explains the jerky movements of 
his eyes.  

 He has double vision because his eyes are not working together as yet. 
 He cannot perceive depth and everything appears to be two-dimensional. 
 It is easier for him to focus on objects that are 15 to 30 cm in diameter.  
 He is more likely to notice something that shines - like a light or a piece of tinfoil - 

than something that is dull or bland in colour. 
 It is likely that he will take more notice of objects that have simple and bold outlines 

than ones that are less bold or have fine patterns printed on them.  
 

Activities: 
 
16. Keep your hairstyle the same. Your baby focuses more on the outline of an image, 

than on the detail inside. So, when looking at your face, your baby is very aware of 
your hairline. Try to style your hair in the same way during the first 2 months to make 
it easier for him to recognize you.    

 
17. Stimulate his senses with the help of a stimulation basket. Try to introduce him to the 

world around him through his senses, since he is currently unaware of his own 
existence and that of the world around him. Have a basket prepared with various 
pleasant odours in different containers, and keep these handy so that he can smell 
them every day. Coffee, tea, vanilla, soap, hand cream and cinnamon are examples 
of things that can be used. Also allow your baby to smell unpleasant odours, such as 
mustard and vinegar. Notice how he turns his head away in distaste. 

 
18. Massage your baby. Your baby’s tactile sense is now better developed than any of 

his other senses. Love can be communicated most effectively through his sense of 
touch. You can read more about massage and its benefits in Annexure 2 in Chapter 



 The First Weeks 

Practica Program: Activities – The First Weeks    Page  

 

 

 

10 

10. However, during the first 8 weeks, we recommend that you follow the 
‘Introductory Massage’ exercises, described here.  

 
 Lie your baby down on his side, facing you, while lying beside him. 
 You can either undress him and massage him with oil, or leave his clothes on if the 

weather doesn’t permit you to do so.  
 Use organic oil e.g. coconut, almond or grape seed oil. At this stage, use only base 

oil. Aromatic oils can be introduced from 2 months onwards.   
 Where possible, try to make eye contact with your baby, and talk or sing to your 

baby.  Annexure 1 in Chapter 10 offers a range of songs to choose from.  Select a 
particular song which you can repeat whenever you massage your child. This helps 
him to associate the specific song with touch and massage.  

 While your child is lying on his right side, stroke his arm in a downward motion from 
his shoulder to his hand.  

 Stroke along the side of his body repeatedly, from under his arm all the way down to 
his foot.  Keep the motions as fluent, calm, rhythmic, slow and firm as you possibly 
can. 

 While still on his side, rub his upper back in continuous, clockwise circles. Repeat the 
movement on his lower back.    

 Repeat all the above steps while the two of you are lying on the opposite side of your 
bodies. 

 If he is happy to lie on his back, sit stride-legged at his feet with his body between 
your legs and repeatedly stroke with both hands from his shoulders towards his feet. 

 Roll him onto his tummy on the bed or lie with his body face down on your chest. 
Stroke repeatedly from the base of his neck towards his bottom. 

 
19. Handle your baby the way he prefers to be handled. When you massage or generally 

handle your baby, bear the following in mind: 
 
 Babies find firm and slow movements calming, and they generally dislike very light 

stroking; 
 Sudden or fast movements often startle babies before the age of 5 months; 
 Babies prefer calm and rhythmic movements to fast, unpredictable movements, and 
 Most babies enjoy being rocked. Some prefer being swayed from side to side while 

others prefer to be held in an upright position as they are rocked. 
 

20. Do not worry if he ignores his hands. Do not worry if it seems as if your baby is 
unable to see his own hands, even when they pass right in front of his eyes. All 
babies are unable to focus on small objects during the first few weeks of their lives 
and as a result they only discover their hands at about 8 weeks!  

 
21. Encourage his interest in things that can be seen. Visual stimulation is not very 

important during the first few weeks, but it helps to encourage an interest in the 
environment. 
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 Move your hands or face in front of a window, to give your child the opportunity to 
look at the interesting light-and-dark contrasts that can be seen as the light shines 
from behind you. 

 Lie your baby down so that he is able to look at the blinds in front of a window as the 
sun shines through it from behind, forming a striped pattern. 

 Weather permitting, you can place your baby in the shadow of a tree so that he can 
see the light filtering through the leaves. 

 You may also want to decorate his room with fairy lights. Since there is no research 
available on the influence of flickering lights on young babies, rather use the non-
flickering kind. 

 
22. Move an object in front of his eyes and then keep it still. Use an object that has a 

diameter of between 15 and 30cm, has strong outlines, and displays bold colour 
contrasts. Hold it between 20 and 25cm away from you baby’s eyes and move it to 
get his attention. Then hold it still to give him the opportunity to focus on it. 

 
 

Emotional Development 
 
«  Your baby’s feelings are uncomplicated. It is obvious that he experiences both 

positive and negative emotions, but it is difficult to pinpoint exactly which emotion he 
is experiencing at any given moment. When he is smiling, it could mean that he is 
happy, or it might be just a “wind”. When he cries, it could be as the result of pain or 
discomfort, or simply because he needs to release some energy.  

«  Your child’s favourite pastime is sleeping, but when he is awake, he is always in one 
of the following “states”: 

 
 Sleepy, serious, inactive and quiet; 
 Awake, serious, inactive and quiet; 
 Awake, serious, active, with occasional noises; 
 Awake, active, mildly upset with an occasional whimper, and 
 Obviously upset, active and screaming.  
 

«  One often sees a smile on the face of the newborn, especially when he is totally 
relaxed or in a light state of sleep. These early smiles are not the real thing. When a 
baby smiles in his sleep, it usually accompanies rapid eye movement, which 
indicates that he is probably dreaming.  

«  A recording of a mother’s heartbeat soothes many babies. Many babies also calm 
down when they hear soothing music, especially when they have grown accustomed 
to that particular recording during the ante-natal phase. Alternatively, some babies 
respond best to the humming sound of a tumbledrier or car. 
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Activities: 
 
23. Don’t see your child as spoilt or naughty. Some moms are lead to believe that their 

babies are naughty if they cry without any sign of tears. This is not true. A young 
baby’s tear glands don’t produce enough tears to overflow, like those of more mature 
people. Since a baby is neither able to think, nor act intentionally at this age, it is not 
possible for him to be naughty. In fact, it is important for a child’s emotional 
development that someone attends to his crying.   

 
24. Let your baby feel safe. Some experts in massage recommend a technique 

described as “contentment holds” to help a baby to feel more secure and cared for, 
especially if he has been born prematurely. Lie your baby down on his tummy. Rest 
your one hand on his head, and your other hand on his back or buttocks. When your 
baby is lying on his back, you can make him feel secure by holding his hands or feet 
firmly for a short time. 

 
25. React to his needs faithfully. Do not worry that you will spoil your child at this stage 

when you faithfully meet his needs. Every baby has his own inborn temperament 
which may not necessarily be the same as the temperament of other members of the 
family. Some babies’ temperaments cause them to require more attention than 
others. A baby’s inborn temperament is not something that can be changed or 
trained out of him. It is better to accept and enjoy your baby for who he is. Later on, 
when he is older, you as the parent will be able to teach him to develop competent 
and socially acceptable behaviour within the framework of his temperament. Studies 
have shown that a strict and disapproving attitude towards a demanding baby 
doesn’t lead to success in attempting to change the behaviour. A parent’s negative 
attitude worsens the situation, since the negative attitude obviously makes the baby 
feel unsafe and insecure. The baby’s social, emotional and intellectual development 
can consequently be influenced in a negative way. When your baby is old enough to 
react to discipline, the PRACTICA Parent’s Guide will offer you advice on how you 
can discipline your child in a positive way. 

 
Note: It is better not to make any conclusions about a baby’s temperament before the age 

of 3 to 4 months. Your baby may suffer from colic – something that has nothing to do 
with temperament. You might discover when your child is 3 to 4 months old, that his 
colic has cleared up and that he is a far less demanding child than you thought him 
to be! 

               
26. Do not be rigid about his daily bath routine. Some babies get very upset during bath 

time. It is not necessary to bath a baby more often than 2 or 3 times a week until he 
reaches the age where he starts to crawl, and gets very dirty. If you keep the 
strategic places clean when you change your child’s nappy, he will not suffer any 
harm. You can tend to the cleanliness of his face, neck and hands throughout the 
course of the day. Some babies start to enjoy a bath in due course, and then you can 
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obviously incorporate it into your daily routine. But until then, 2 or 3 baths a week will 
be sufficient. 

 
Note:  Although it is good to try and avoid unsettling or upsetting your baby unnecessarily, 

there is no reason to feel anxious or guilty when he cries without any explanation 
from time to time. Bear in mind that the crying of young babies often has no bearing 
on whether their physical needs are being met or not. 4 out of every 5 babies cry 
without any obvious reason for periods varying from 15 minutes to an hour everyday. 
In fact, some studies show the figure to be as high as 9 out of 10 babies.    

 
27. Feed your baby with peace of mind.  From a medical perspective, breastfeeding is 

more beneficial to your baby as it offers him special protection against a number of 
illnesses. However, from a non-physical perspective, studies have shown there is no 
difference in older children who have been breastfed as babies and children who 
have been bottle-fed in a loving way. As far as social, emotional and intellectual 
development is concerned, the quality of the interaction between a mother and her 
child seems to be more important than the method of feeding. (Olds & Eiger, 1973, 
p.18) Therefore, if it is impossible for you to breastfeed, relax and enjoy your baby. 

 
Physical Development 

 
«  Your baby’s body continues to be curled up in the fetal position during the first weeks 

of life. 

«  All babies’ bones are initially bow-shaped to help them to fit comfortably in the womb. 
The bones in their legs straighten during the course of their second year. 

«  On his tummy: When your baby is lying down on his tummy, he will lift his head just 
high enough to turn it sideways and rest his cheek on the mattress. This helps to 
prevent suffocation. 

«  On his back: If your baby turns his head from side to side while lying on his back, this 
is co-incidental behaviour. He has no intentional control over his body. 

«  Control over his head: A baby develops control over his body from his head 
downwards. This means that he will first develop control over his head, before the 
development progresses down his body to his feet and toes. At this early stage your 
baby’s head accounts for 20% of his body mass. It is, therefore, not easy for him to 
develop control over his head! He finds it difficult to keep his head in line with his 
body, but you will notice that he attempts to do this when you pull him up by his 
arms. You can test this by yourself, but bear in mind that it is important to generally 
support your baby’s head when you handle him. At 4 weeks, your baby will probably 
be able to lift his head to an angle of 30° while he is lying on his tummy. At 8 weeks 
you will notice that he can achieve a 45° angle. 

«  Body movement: Your baby’s body movements are uncoordinated and without any 
definite purpose or plan. He is inclined to move both sides of his body at the same 
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time and all the joints in his limbs - his knees and feet, his hips, elbows, wrists and 
fingers - are all flexed. 

 
Note: Ensure that you seek advice if you notice that your baby moves the arm and leg on 

one side of his body much more often than the arm and leg on the other side. 

 
Activities: 

 
28. Let your baby sleep on his back or side, but play on his tummy. It is recommended 

that babies sleep on their backs or on their sides with the mattress slightly raised at 
their heads. However, it is not advisable for premature babies or babies that are 
prone to vomiting, to sleep on their backs because they may easily choke. Allowing 
your baby to sleep on his tummy is not the safest option, as studies show that there 
is a relationship between sleeping on the tummy and cot deaths. Two other factors 
that can also lead to cot deaths are: (1) babies who are covered too warmly and (2) 
mothers who smoke (Eisenberg, Murkoff & Hathaway, 1996). 

 
It is, however, still important that your baby spends time on his tummy when he is 
awake, so that he can get used to this position. Babies who don’t spend enough time 
on their tummies during the first 8 months tend to find it harder to learn to crawl in the 
conventional way when they start to move about. When your baby is lying on his 
tummy, he gets the opportunity to practise lifting his head. You can support his 
shoulders by placing a rolled-up towel under his chest, in line with his armpits, so that 
his arms and head hang over the front of the towel. This will make it easier for him to 
lift his head. Position your face in front of his head and call him to encourage him to 
lift his head up and look at you. 

 
29. Give your baby the opportunity to move his arms and legs. When he is awake, let 

him lie on his back often, without any restrictive clothing or heavy blankets. This will 
enable him to move his arms and legs freely. Support his head on a folded towel or 
baby pillow. Rub his tummy to encourage him to move his limbs. 

 
30. Lie him down on his side. If your baby usually sleeps on his back, make sure that he 

spends time lying on his side as well. This helps to develop the muscles in the chest 
that are used for breathing. 

 
31. Hold him horizontally; face down, in your arms. Do this 2 to 3 times a day. His neck 

muscles will strengthen as he attempts to keep his head in line with his body. 
Support his head where necessary, but lessen the support gradually over the next 
few weeks. At approximately 6 weeks, he will probably be able to lift his head and 
keep it in line with his body for a short while. You can also place him face down over 
your lap and encourage him to lift his head. 
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32. Lift his hands while he is on his tummy. Another activity that aims at developing your 
baby’s neck control is to position your baby on his tummy with his arms stretched 
forward on either side of his head. Let him grasp your two forefingers in his fists. 
Slowly lift your hands from the mattress. This upward movement will encourage your 
child to try to lift his head. Babies generally find this activity very tiring so make sure 
to stop before he gets frustrated. 

 
33. Do leg and arm exercises as part of the “nappy changing routine”. These exercises 

help your baby to gradually outgrow the curled up, fetal position. You also help him to 
become more aware of his body by encouraging him to move his limbs. Remember 
to talk to your baby throughout this experience and give a step-by-step running 
commentary about everything that you are doing. 

 
Leg exercises: 

 
 Lie him down on his back - preferably without a nappy. 
 Stretch and bend his left leg a few times. Repeat with the right leg. Stretch and bend 

both together and lastly alternate the movement, as if he is cycling. 
 Keep his knees together. Sway them from side to side so that his lower body rotates 

from side to side. Do not restrict his upper body. 
 Move his right leg over his left leg and place his right foot on the mattress next to his 

left hip. Change sides so that your baby’s lower body gets to rotate in both directions. 
Again allow his upper body to move freely. 

 Flex and extend his feet. In other words, point his toes downward and then press his 
soles up again. Repeat this exercise a few of times and then move his feet in circles 
so that it rotates in his ankle joints.  

 Bend one of your baby’s legs and move his knee in big circular movements to 
exercise the hip joint. Do clockwise and anti-clockwise circles with both legs. 

 
Arm exercises: 

 
 Let your baby grab your thumbs. Fold the rest of your fingers over his fists. Move his 

hands slowly up and down, also to the left and to the right and then in a circular 
motion. 

 Continue holding his hands. Stretch his arms down to his hips and then up to his 
ears. Repeat the movement a few times. 

 Now fold his arms over his chest and then spread them wide open on the bed. Close 
and open his arms rhythmically in this way - crossing and extending them every time. 

 Use one hand to hold your baby’s hand open and massage his palm with your other 
hand. Do the same with both hands.  
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Independence 
 
«  Your baby is totally dependent on you for his survival. 

«  He sleeps about 80% of the day, which is roughly divided into 8 sessions. 

«  His glucose reserves can supply just enough energy for a few hours at a time. It is, 
therefore, not yet possible for your baby to go without a feed for longer than 3 to 5 
hours. 

«  Your baby needs no other nutritional supplements other than milk. 
 

Activities: 
 
34. Do not expect a fixed feeding routine at this stage. Most moms feed their babies on 

demand during the first weeks - whenever they are hungry. The baby may only drink 
a few mouthfuls of milk before he falls asleep again. At the end of the first couple of 
weeks, your baby will probably start to sleep for longer periods. From then on you 
may start to look forward to a 3 hourly routine, and later on a 4 hourly routine. Bear in 
mind that most babies don’t get into a fixed 4 hourly routine before they are at least 3 
months old. 

 
35. Stick to milk. Do not be tempted to thicken your baby’s milk with cereal in an effort to 

make him sleep for longer periods. This practice used to be very popular, but 
learning to sleep through the night is in fact part of a baby’s natural development. Up 
to the age of 4 months, a baby’s digestive system is not equipped to handle anything 
other than liquids. 

 
Manual Dexterity 

and Eye-hand Coordination 
 
«  Your baby’s hands are mostly clenched into little fists with his thumbs being either on 

the inside or on the outside of the fist. 

«  The grasp reflex causes your baby to instinctively close his hand tightly over anything 
that touches his palm. Some researchers recorded incidents where four week old 
babies held so tightly to a crossbar, that they could be lifted up in the air, hanging by 
their arms. 

«  One cannot speak of eye-hand co-ordination at this stage, since a baby of this age is 
still unaware of the existence of his hands, and he is unable to exert control over the 
movement of his arms. You will notice that your baby is unable to move his arms in a 
specific direction unless the movement is part of a reflex. He will, for example, extend 
his arms as part of the Moro reflex and he may change the position of his arms as 
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part of the Tonic Neck reflex. It is not possible for him to straighten his arms 
independently or to intentionally reach out towards objects.        

«  Some babies of this age instinctively move their arms in reaction to sound or light. 

 
Social development 

 
«  Babies, unlike calves or ducklings, do not go through a critical period directly after 

birth during which it is crucial for them to quickly bond with a mother figure. Bonding 
between a baby and his parents is a more comprehensive process that develops 
over a much longer period of time – mainly as the result of interactions between a 
parent and a child during the first 2 years of life. No parent, therefore, needs to worry 
about damage to the parent-child relationship if, for some or other reason, it is not 
possible to hold a baby directly after birth. 

«  For the sake of his own survival, your baby is “programmed” to establish a 
relationship with you. For this reason, his eyes focus best at a distance of 20 to 
25cm, which is the distance that your face is away from his when you feed him, and 
he prefers the sound of your voice to any other sound. He also far prefers looking at 
a face to an inanimate object. In a short time, your face will become his favourite. 

«  One of the major social milestones that a child usually reaches during the first year is 
adapting his sleeping patterns to the routine of the people with whom he lives. This 
is, however, not something that you can expect to happen in the near future. It is not 
yet possible for your baby to adapt to a routine of sleeping at night and staying 
awake during the day.  Most babies only settle down into a set routine after the age 
of 3 months. 

 
Activities: 

 
36. Try to adapt to your baby’s sucking rhythm while feeding. Feeding times are very 

important for parent and child bonding. Your baby will often pause during his feed 
and not suck for a while. Be careful not to become impatient and wiggle the nipple in 
his mouth to encourage him to continue sucking. This may cause your child to feel 
pressurized and it may upset his feeding rhythm. 

 
37. Do not assume that your child has had enough when he pauses during a feed. If your 

baby pauses and rests for a while, becomes niggly, or cries, calmly try to find out 
what is causing his discomfort and try and calm him down.  Offer him more milk 
when he is ready to resume feeding.  

 
Note:  If you experience any problems during feeding, even if you feel the slightest 

discomfort, consult a professional for practical advice. The interaction that takes 
place between mother and child during the feeding process is important for the 
development of the parent-child relationship. 
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38. From the newborn stage, make a clear distinction between day and night. Keep the 
lights dimmed during night feeds; do not switch on the television or the radio, and do 
not play with, or talk to your baby. Keep the environment as quiet and serene as 
possible.  This will help your baby gradually settle into a socially acceptable sleeping 
pattern where he sleeps more during the night, and less during the day. 

 
 

Listening Skills 
 
«  A baby’s sense of hearing is currently better developed than his sense of sight, but 

not as well as his tactile sense. 

«  Since babies are able to hear before they are born, they typically get used to the 
sound of their mother’s voice while inside the womb. This explains why studies show 
that babies typically recognize their mother’s voice, and often also their father’s 
voice, a few hours after birth. 

«  One can see whether a baby is able to hear, by looking at the way that he responds 
to long, high frequency sounds. When he hears a bell ringing, he may, for example, 
either start to make sucking movements, or stop sucking. If he is awake, he might 
blink his eyes, and if he is sleeping, he might move his eyelids in response to the 
sound. A baby of this age may also sometimes turn his head in the direction of a 
sound. 

«  Your child will react to a sudden loud noise with a ‘startle reflex’. He will probably 
widen his eyes and move his limbs, or start to cry. 

«  From birth, a baby’s listening skills are automatically focused on acquiring language 
later in life.  He is already programmed to give more attention to speech sounds than 
to everyday sounds. In addition, he can already distinguish between very similar 
language sounds, such as ‘p’ and ‘b’. 

«  Your baby prefers long continuous sounds, as well as soft, high-pitched sounds. He 
also listens to the sound of a human voice. 

«  During the first 3 months of life, it is easier for a baby to detect where a sound comes 
from when it is presented at eye level. 

«  Your baby is currently developing an auditory frame of reference that will include a 
variety of different sounds. We refer to this frame of reference as a child’s “sound 
bank”.  

 
This sound bank will eventually include all of the many sounds that your baby hears 
frequently. This implies that a baby, who is often exposed to music that is out of tune, 
will develop an auditory frame of reference that will include notes that are equally out 
of tune. Later in life, such a child is likely to find it more difficult to distinguish 
between musical notes that are discordant (out of tune) and correct ones. In addition, 
if you talk to your child in an American accent during his first two years, you can be 
sure that he will tend to roll his words when he learns to speak!  
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Activities: 
 
39. Talk to your baby as often as possible. Talk continuously, as if you are giving a 

running commentary on every little thing that happens. The more he hears the 
unique sounds and rhythms of his mother tongue, the better it will be embedded into 
his auditory frame of reference. It will be easier for him to learn to understand and 
speak the language in the future. 

 
40. Choose five rhymes and songs in your baby’s mother tongue. Repeat these as often 

as possible. The rhythmic and repetitive nature of songs and rhymes make these 
ideal to be used to “program” a baby’s sound bank with the unique rhythms and 
sounds of a specific language. 

 
41. Also choose rhymes and songs from your baby’s second language. If you intend to 

teach your child a second language, try to include songs and rhymes from that 
language as well. This will help him to also get used to the sounds that are unique to 
his second language. Addendum 1 in this guide contains a variety of songs and 
poems in both Afrikaans and English. 

 
42. Play the best selection of classical music. The value of classical music for a baby’s 

development is well known. Bear in mind the following:  
 

 Choose soothing violin or piano music. Babies prefer high frequency sounds. 
 Since electronic instruments sound much “flatter” and less rich to the developed ear, 

we want to give preference to the sounds of real instruments. Keep in mind that your 
baby’s brain is now constructing a sound bank and that the musical sounds that he 
hears now determine what he will be able to appreciate later on in life.   

 Give your baby the opportunity to listen to music often, but for no longer than a half 
an hour at a time, or else he may get so used to the sounds that his brain may tend 
to ignore music as background noise. 

 Avoid ‘modern’ classical music with loud rhythmic beats.  
 Be on the lookout for Mozart’s compositions, especially “Eine Kleine Nachtmuzik”. 
 
43. Make sure that music is in tune. See to it that any musical toy that you present to 

your baby is well tuned. Unfortunately most toys are a bit off-key! 
 
44. Use the XYLOPHONE from the PRACTICA toy box. Young babies pay special 

attention to soft, high-pitched sounds that are relatively long in duration - about ten 
seconds is the ideal length of time. Play the lowest note softly on the XYLOPHONE 
for about ten seconds. Then move on to the second note and repeat. Continue to 
play through all the notes from the lowest to the highest.  
 

Note: You can announce every note out loud before playing it on the XYLOPHONE, 
namely: C D E F G A B C. Some researchers claim that these early exercises help 
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babies to recognize specific notes when they are older. The XYLOPHONE included 
in the PRACTICA toy box is correctly calibrated and tuned. 

 
45. Help your baby localize where a sound comes from. Repeat the previous activity, but 

move the XYLOPHONE in a semi-circle around your child’s head at eye level. You 
can, for example, play C next to his right ear, D at his left ear, E in front of his eyes 
and F at his right ear again. Do not worry if he does not always turn his head in the 
direction of the sound. Remember that he does not yet realize that something that 
can be heard can often be seen as well.  

 
Language Comprehension 

 
«  Your baby can distinguish between speech sounds and other everyday sounds. He 

prefers speech sounds. He does not understand, however, that these interesting 
sounds can be used to convey messages and therefore has no concept of the basic 
idea behind language. He does not realize the connection between words and their 
meanings.  

 
Activities: 

 
46. Improve your baby’s understanding of language. The fact that your baby does not 

understand language should not discourage you from talking to him. Research 
shows that parents, who continuously talk to their children during the early years, 
help their children to develop a much larger vocabulary and a better understanding of 
language later on in life (Risley and Hart, 1995). 

 
47. Teach your child his mother tongue first. Research shows that children, who learn to 

speak two languages at the same time, usually experience a temporary drawback in 
their language development during the second and third year of life. They typically 
struggle to separate the structures of the two languages during that period and, as a 
result of this confusion, they usually end up talking less than children who learn to 
speak one language at a time. This has been shown to be a temporary setback, 
which these children usually quickly overcome within the next few years.  

 
Many parents choose to teach one language at a time, as they prefer not to miss out 
on any of the cute things that toddlers typically say during the second year of life. 
Luckily, a child who learns to speak one language during the first years, and then 
learns a second while he is still very young, can grow up to be just as bilingual as a 
child that went through the temporary confusion that goes along with learning both 
languages at once.  
 
If you opt for teaching a mother tongue first, make sure to introduce songs and 
rhymes in the second language from the start, as this is a good way of exposing your 
baby to the typical sounds and rhythms of his second language from very early on. 
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Note: When parents find it hard to agree on which language to teach first, it is a good idea 
for each parent to exclusively use one of the two. By doing this you will make it 
easier for your child to separate the language structures. 

 
Speech Development 

 
«  As a child gradually develops control over his speech organs during the first years, 

he learns to produce various speech sounds.  

«  During the first weeks a parent can expect nothing more than the sound of crying. It 
is not even possible to distinguish between the different cries as yet. Researchers 
call this early way of crying, “undifferentiated crying”. 

 
Activities: 

 
48. Constantly expose your child to language. The best thing that a parent can do at this 

stage to lay a solid foundation for future speech development is to develop a loving 
relationship with the new baby and to get into the habit of almost constantly talking to 
him and giving a running commentary of what is happening in his environment. The 
age at which a child begins to speak is mostly genetically pre-determined, but a child, 
who is surrounded by words and has learned to love people, will obviously display a 
greater desire to learn to communicate when the time is right to do so. 

 
Communication 

 
«  Your baby now communicates unknowingly by crying when he is uncomfortable, 

when his nappy needs to be changed, when he is hungry or when he just feels like 
crying for a while. 

«  Bear in mind that your baby’s crying is still a reflex action. He merely reacts on 
physical impulses. This means that he communicates with people without realizing 
that he is actually communicating. He doesn’t cry intentionally. 

«  Most babies cry for most of the time that they are awake. Fortunately this does not 
mean that these babies are often in pain or are uncomfortable. Most babies often cry 
simply to release energy. And these crying sessions are also good for the 
development of their speech organs.  

 
Activities: 

 
49. Try not to ignore your baby if you cannot determine the cause of his crying. It is 

always good to respond to your baby’s crying, even when there is no apparent 
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reason for it. As you handle and comfort him you communicate to him that you love 
him and that he can trust you. Remember that your baby’s tactile sense is well 
developed at this stage and that he is very aware of when you touch or handle him. It 
is very important not to worry that one may spoil a baby of this age by always 
responding to his cries. Your consistent responses are crucial at this age as it lays 
the foundation for your child’s future intellectual, social and emotional development.  
 
Nearly every parent will, at some point, feel that they cannot endure the crying of 
their baby any longer, and will need to leave the baby alone to cry once in a while. It 
will, however, be better if this is not allowed to happen on a regular basis. 
 
Thank you for reading this extract from the Practica Parents’ Guide. Please 
visit www.practicaprogram.co.za for more information. 
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