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Stanley Greenspan, M.D.:  

Good morning.  Welcome to our web-based radio show.  We’re glad you can join 

us this morning.  Today we’re going to continue with the wonderful discussion we had 

two weeks ago – remember we didn’t meet last week.  We started talking then about a 

very important part of human development and a very important part of the work with 

children with special needs and children with autistic spectrum disorders, and that is the 

area that we call visual-spatial cognition or visual-spatial thinking or, sometimes, visual-

spatial processing.   

As you all know, when you look at the way the mind works – we look at motor 

functioning and we look at sensory functioning and how a child responds to touch and 

sight and sound, and we look at, obviously, language functioning – we look at many 

areas of cognitive functioning and social emotional functioning.  As part of this cognitive 

functioning and sensory functioning, we need to understand how a child comes to 

comprehend or understand or make sense out of not just what he hears, but what he 

sees.  For those of you who are involved in work with your own children or those who 

are clinicians working with children, you know that in most routine assessments there’s 

not a lot of attention given to how a child makes sense of how he understands his visual 

world.  How does he put that together?  I mean, we spend a lot of attention on language 

and academic work and social skills, but not much on that important component.  I 

mean, we certainly recognize that a child has trouble seeing if a child has a visual deficit 

or we may do some work in terms of tracking to help a child learn to read, but the visual 

world and how you comprehend and make sense and actually think visually is a very, 

very complex set of challenges.   
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If we look at children with autistic spectrum disorders we know that some of 

them – not all; it’s been, I think, overstated – will talk about being visual thinkers.  So 

Temple Grandin, who’s probably the most eloquent adult spokesperson for the autistic 

spectrum community, talks about “thinking in pictures” and how important visual 

thinking is to her.  We see that with children there’s a wide range of differences – some 

children have very good visual memories – we’re talking about children with autistic 

spectrum or special needs conditions – and they remember everything they see.  Others 

have very weak visual memories – just like they can’t remember sounds or words.  Some 

can make sense out of large spaces, for example, search the four corners of a room and 

the middle of the room for a hidden object, and can organize their visual world.  Others 

get lost just in one little part of the room.  They get lost in the trees – they can’t see the 

forest for the trees.  Some children can understand that if you look at a house and get 

the angles you’ll see different parts of it – you know, they can picture the whole 

elephant by looking at the different components to the elephant, and they can construct 

a picture in their mind, just like a good architect can.  Other children have trouble with 

that, and this is true of children with special needs, as well as children without special 

needs.  So, today we’re going to continue focusing on the visual-spatial world of the 

child and how to understand it because it’s such an important part of the work that 

parents need to do at home with their children, and the work that professionals need to 

do in the overall clinical program, and it’s been an unemphasized piece, and so that’s 

why we’re spending a few shows on it. 

We started two weeks ago and talked about a few of the beginning aspects of 

visual-spatial processing.  Serena is with us now, as she was then, and she’s going to 

take the lead.  She’s been working with Harry Wachs, our colleague, who many of you 

know is the pioneer and has worked with Piaget in developing the whole area of visual-

spatial cognition, along with Hans Furth, a colleague of Harry’s.  They wrote a wonderful 

good book, Thinking Goes to School where they outline their theory and approach.  

Serena has been working – as I have – with Harry recently to put the visual-spatial piece 

into the overall DIR/Floortime® model, which has been in all along, but to give it a little 

more prominence and to systematize it a little more.  So, Serena began this discussion a 

couple of weeks ago and now we’re going to continue and, again, later on in the show 

we welcome your calls.  Serena, take it away. 

Serena Weider, Ph.D: 
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Thank you.  Good morning, everyone.  We really are delighted to expand in this 

area because, as Dr. Greenspan just mentioned, it has not gotten the understanding and 

hasn’t been as clear, but we know how this develops and could probably do a lot to 

support children in this area.   

I think what I’d like to do is just share with you the way we’ve conceptualized 

visual-spatial processing and the capacity that develops during the preschool years.  We 

have divided this along six dimensions.  These include just having a body awareness – to 

know that you have a body and a sense of who you are and what your body does and 

where your body starts and stops in relationship to the world around you.  Again, so 

many of the things we’ll talk about today happen automatically, but we have a 

wonderful opportunity to look at babies who begin to really see how suddenly they 

become aware of their bodies, and this starts with finding their little hand and putting it 

into their little fist or reaching out and hitting the walls of their bassinet, and – much 

more important – reaching out and touching Mommy and feeling through their being 

held and through a nice, warm, cuddly pressure the sensations they need to register 

“This is my body and I can reach out to someone else.”  So body awareness and sense is 

really the core element that helps us begin to relate to ourselves and to the world 

around us and, of course, you need to be able to have awareness of your body – to 

move, to play, to do the things you want to do in space and time. 

The second element we describe is location of your body’s space.  Okay, you may 

know, “This is my body,” but where are you in the world?  Here, we know there’s a 

developmental sequence that we’ll actually focus on today that involves understanding 

your body in relationship to other people and to the environment and to the bigger 

world when you go out beyond your home and your family and have to become 

someone who moves in space and relates to others in that space.   

The third element will focus on the relationship of who you are – the relationship 

of objects to self and other objects.  Here we’re talking about what happens to your 

sense of interaction as you have to deal with other people around you and regulate 

yourself and then find ways to represent yourself in that space – in the world that you 

live in.  This will bring us into the arena of much more social interaction and how 

someone’s going to belong to the world and interact with the world their little 

classmates or their families, or later maybe their peers, and it has huge relevance to 

social and emotional processing. 
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The last three deal with the entry into more logical thinking around visual-spatial 

concepts.  So, this is where we’ll be talking about how we understand that space is 

dimensional, and we’re talking about the three-dimensional world – how we’re going to 

understand how we develop concepts of time and space so that we have a foundation 

for logical thinking.  As a child begins to recognize that it takes time to go from one point 

to another point, or that something is really far and even further, and that they know 

there’s a difference between today and tomorrow, and how quickly they can move 

through time and space, it helps them to think more reasonably than things are just 

what they are in the moment.   

The last two will focus on logic and planning of actions, visual-spatial thinking, as 

well as representational thinking.  Rather than kind of go into this in great detail now, 

because there are so many details, I’d like to now back up again and just stress that 

even though we’re describing a capacity – like today we’ll be focusing on location and 

space, as well as relationships of objects, and objects with people – all of these 

processes are overlapping.  We kind of break them down so we can understand them 

better and know what to look for more carefully, but like with all components of 

development, these are very simultaneous capacities, and they’re not only simultaneous 

within the visual-spatial process, but of course with language and with emotional and 

functional development, as well as movement.  There is no element of experience that 

doesn’t include a visual-spatial component and that could be said for every other aspect 

of experience that comes through the other systems. 

So, let’s talk about location and space.  This really starts with the child’s 

beginning to understand the different parts of their bodies and they begin to 

understand they have two sides, one hand is on one side and the other hand is on the 

other side.  As the child discovers this, they can also act with these different parts of 

their bodies, so their hands can touch their feet and they can see where their feet are.  

They see they can take something and put it from one hand to another hand.  Within 

the first weeks and months of life the child already is beginning to realize how the 

different parts of his body work together.  So this is crucial because there’s so much 

happening during their first year and we have to know that certain experiences can 

support the development of the child’s awareness of their body and space.  We know 

that if a baby isn’t picked up a lot and isn’t held upright, if he doesn’t get the experience 

of standing or being placed on their feet or sitting and knowing they can be upright 

against gravity, it’s very hard for them to move into more independent movement.  And 
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as they begin to move by rolling and crawling and then, later, creeping or pulling to 

stand and moving, they really begin to understand that they can have some control over 

their environment, that they can move through it.  So this coincides with just an 

awareness of who you are and where you are and you discover some very important 

things.  For example, you can crawl faster to get the toy you want and, more 

importantly, you can crawl run faster to see Daddy when he comes home from work.   

So, the highlight in the first year of life is being aware of your location and space 

and has to do with being able to judge space.  You have to know what direction to go in, 

you have to know how fast you want to move through space, and of course most 

children are starting to walk – so now they know that they are responsible for moving in 

space, no longer having to wait for someone to pick them up or carry them somewhere.  

We see the transition children make where they’re just beginning to get on their feet, 

toddle and get scared and look up and take those little tiny steps before they have the 

security and the postural control to be able to have the confidence they can move on 

their own.  A great deal also happens in the second year of life and toddlers are just 

moving all over the place.  This is when we’re really the most concerned because they’re 

moving but they don’t really have the ability to judge the space around them.  So, the 

gates go up and we close doors and we are just much more cautious because we know 

the child can move but we don’t know if he’s necessarily safe yet.  They develop a sense 

of safety because they get so much experience and do the things.   

This is a wonderful time when we can see children not only moving themselves, 

but also beginning to move objects.  The children may be pushing the trains and cars.  

Many of you must have seen where a child tries to throw a ball and sometimes it goes 

backwards instead of forward because they still can’t orient in space that well and have 

that motor control to send it in the direction they want to send it in.  Of course, with a 

little practice it begins to start moving forward.  This is also when the child has 

awareness of things and they might catch the ball.  But they don’t actually move; they 

hold their hands out and hope it’ll land in their little hands, and of course they all 

applaud because they still can’t necessarily move their hands out or move and catch at 

the same time with a flying target.  As I said, what’s very critical during this time is how 

important it is to really watch children as they begin to understand space in a bigger 

picture way.  So, two year olds will run out into the street and they won’t have yet the 

judgment that there may be a car coming down or realize how far it is or how fast it’ll 
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come, and very good monitoring is crucial during this time because they’re just 

beginning to have the sense of not only themselves moving, but other things moving. 

Dr. Greenspan:  

Serena, do you want to comment about a child with special needs who hasn’t 

developed these abilities – like an older child – a four or five year old who is still trying 

to master these abilities?  In other words, it’s not coming in as easily as expected.  What 

sort of activities would promote this greater body awareness and body relationships to 

other things in space? 

Serena Weider: 

Well, as you can see, the elements I was just describing are for a two-year old, 

but we often still see children struggling when they’re four and five, and they just need 

a great deal of experience.  We see these capacities as developmental – we can tell the 

children all the rules we want and of course we have to use rules, “Don’t run into the 

street,” but for them to really understand where they are and other things moving 

toward them, they have to have a lot of movement and they have to be out on the 

playgrounds climbing and running, they need to be able to target something they may 

want to throw or throw at – throw the ball to Mommy or to their friends – they need to 

be able to use a little golf stick and see what it takes to have that ball reach the target 

they want to go to.  So, with a combination of their own movement in climbing and 

running and rock walls and just the wonderful playgrounds we have today – their own 

experience of their little hiking clubs that we have Daddy take the child and their little 

friends on – will give them a sense of navigating in space and being able to develop 

some of that judgment.   

Think of the very young child who can’t judge how far away something is and 

they’re reaching and reaching and they can’t get it and they get more frustrated.  Well, 

we need to encourage and coax them and provide the incentives of what they want and 

say, “Oh a little more, a little more” or, “Let’s go a little faster – let’s go a little slower” 

and playing all your typical childhood games gives us the opportunity.  This is why games 

like Giant Steps and Red Light/Green Light and relay races, and Twister and Duck, Duck, 

Goose and knowing what direction to run in, especially when it’s embedded in these 

kinds of social context – are very important.  One of the things we know about children 

with special needs is they have to look at sequences of action much, much longer and 

it’s not automatic to know what direction you run in.  It’s not so automatic that, okay, if 
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someone taps me I have to run around and back to this space and sit down again.  I find 

that one of the things that often gets in the way of children learning this is that we 

expect them to do it too quickly – “Come, let’s go!”  By encouraging a child to watch one 

of these little social games more than once really goes a long way. 

The other thing that helps children learn many of these things is for parents to 

be their partner.  Rather than tell them how to do something, take them by the hand 

and say, “Come on, let’s go,” and as they’re body actually moves through some of the 

space and tries to do some of these things, they will begin to develop these capacities.  I 

have one parent who is extremely creative.  Her child so much wanted to play the 

London Bridge and the chase games but couldn’t quite do it in live action, so she taped 

the siblings and their little friend playing these games and the child watched it on the 

video and it was quite amazing – within a few days the child was able to play these.  He 

couldn’t do it in live action because it was moving too fast, but was able to then kind of 

get the big picture.  With other children we say, “Okay, let’s go to the gym and take a 

little gym class.”  Too often we just pull the child in and say, “Okay, follow.”  A good way 

to help a child deal with the uncertainty of their own experience is to really help them 

observe, point things out, and say, “Look here, look there,” and just be patient and 

encouraging so that the child has more of a chance to succeed because that practice 

makes a huge difference.   

This can happen at age five and it can happen at age 10; this is developmental.  

The important thing is to have these experiences so that the body internalizes and 

knows what this is. This is not supposed to be done through thinking; it should be done 

through taking in what you see and where you are and how you move and what 

someone tells you to do kind of in a simultaneous way.  Once you can locate and 

regulate the proximity or distance of where others are, you may not bump into them or 

you don’t fall so far behind in a school line.  Now, once you know that you’re being 

chased means you have to move in different directions and not necessarily just wait for 

someone to reach you, you can start to play the game and won’t be thrown when 

someone else, suddenly, goes the other way.  But it is very important to practice, 

practice, practice.  When things don’t come automatically we do know that just 

spending a few hours a day – and this is so important that we urge parents to put 

together a comprehensive program – this really comes to Floortime because we know 

that it is only through doing that a child will develop these capacities.   

Dr. Greenspan: 
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Let me just add in a note here, Serena, because it has to do with Floortime, that 

these kind of activities that Serena was describing in the DIR/Floortime approach – we 

want to work this into the Floortime model, as Serena was suggesting.  So, we can do a 

number of things at the same time.  For the verbal child, while we’re doing fantasy play, 

we can be creating a make-believe or fantasy or imaginative drama around some 

physical activities that we know will be helpful to the child, whether it’s running, 

jumping, spinning; throwing, catching, kicking; searching for things or running around 

things; moving your body to get over things and under things, etc.  Basically, a key 

concept, I think, that may help families and clinicians remember this is to think about a 

game that we call the Evolution Game, that to see where your child is you start out like 

evolution started with kind of slithering and crawling; then, up on all fours; then, going 

backward and forward; then, up on two legs; and then throwing, catching, judging 

distance.  People wouldn’t think that to make a child safe, as Serena were saying, when 

going in the street, playing roly-poly with a big nerf ball would help that child learn to 

judge speed and distance of a moving object, and yet that’s exactly the way it occurs.  

Or people wouldn’t think that following rules and learning to pay attention to Mommy 

just pointing or making a facial gesture to say, “Don’t do that,” comes from just back-

and-forth interactions with a lot of animated facial expressions and arm movements and 

gestures, so the child learns to read gestures and then he can learn to read gestures for 

safety versus danger.   

So, basically, for the child with special needs, the key point that Serena’s making 

is start from the beginning; see where the child is in terms of their body control and 

body awareness (such as our Evolution Game); then, how the child is doing in terms of 

their relationship to their body and space, which are all the movement games and 

playing with big nerf balls, and so forth, and, as Serena’s pointing out, children need 

more of this, not less of this, and the more they want to avoid it because it’s hard for 

them, the more they need to do it and the more fun they have to make it.  The way to 

help a child who’s avoiding it get motivated is to go down to a simpler level.  Usually 

they’re avoiding it because you’re asking them to do something that’s so difficult that 

maybe they can do it but they don’t want to try because it takes so much energy.  It’s 

kind of like asking you to walk a tightrope.  You might be able to do it, but other than 

that there’s a lot of anxiety and concern.  But if we ask you to walk on a balance beam 

that’s four-feet wide, that’s a piece of cake.  So start within a child’s range and work up 

from there and make it fun – make it fun, fun, fun by making games around it.  That 

way, you can go up the developmental ladder with more body awareness and then the 
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relationship of the body to other objects and space, as Serena was describing.  It’s more, 

not less, practice and special needs challenges are no different than a child who has no 

challenges except you’ve got to start earlier; start where the child is; provide more 

practice; and be a little more clever in how we make it fun, and always do it as part of 

relating and back-and-forth gesturing and where possible, if the child is verbal, 

imaginative play. 

Dr. Wieder: 

It really is important to make it fun, which is why we really try to help the 

children succeed at something fun.  I often find – and this is true for all children – but 

when we have these difficulties, adults may react to the fact that they don’t want to do 

it or they’re too lazy to bend down and pick up what’s on the floor or not picking 

something up and these really are challenges for them and a child will not notice and 

will need that extra experience to be able to get organized.  This is so crucial when 

children reach school age and they have to know where they put things, they have to 

know where to find things and follow directions of where to get the paper, what task to 

do, then where to put it on the teacher’s desk.  I mean, just think of countless, countless 

tasks day in and day out where you need to know location and space just to stay 

organized and to be able to start and finish a task.  But there are, fortunately, just so 

many lovely games that you can play with children when they’re younger.  Many of you 

who may have children in their teens will know that this is a big part of the intervention, 

as well, and a good place to get more ideas that would be most suitable for your 

particular child is to speak with their therapist and find out, “Hey, what are some games 

we could do at home?” when it’s just not occurring too easily. 

I think by the time a child reaches four years of age it’s really quite dramatic how 

much they already can now do.  It’s not just thinking about what they want to do, but 

they’re now beginning to understand what other people are doing and moving.  This is 

when children begin to play games that are more systematic.  They can play board 

games and know what direction to go in – something like Candyland – or they can begin 

to play T-Ball and look at the base they want to run to.  At age two you’ve been asking 

children, “Okay, just jump on the red squares” that you have them scatter in space so 

they begin to look at where they are. But between four and five, children are playing t-

ball and running bases. This greater awareness allows children to play more complex 

games, like Musical Chairs, or to participate in team games.  It allows them to figure out 

where they’re supposed to sit in a circle or where to put their chair when the teacher 
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calls them over and says, “Come on, everyone.  Bring over your chairs to do your math 

and come to this area” and figure out where they can find a space without pushing 

someone else off their space.   

Some of the indications that we have – and this is not to say that playing with 

trains is a bad thing to do – but we know that children who have difficulties with being 

able to locate and move in space are often the children who are lying down, who don’t 

move too much or are pushing cars back-and-forth or who perhaps rely on trains and 

train tracks where the space and the locations are kind of in a semi-fixed state and 

therefore they don’t tend to build their own road.  They’re not taking the blocks and 

going all over the room and under and over, treating the track as a place to go to 

because there’s something they want to do when they get to the station and get off the 

train.   

Similarly, it’s between four and five, and actually even a little earlier, that we see 

children became able to apply some of these developmental capacities to life skills.  

They take off their shoes and they know where to put their socks and they get ready for 

a bath and they throw their clothes in the hamper or they know what drawers to go to 

get their pajamas or clothes for the next day.  Often children with special needs benefit 

from having some visual sequences that help them do this.  So, they may not do it 

automatically, but they will when they get a visual cue.  Visual strategies can include just 

a sequence of cards saying, “Are you dressed?” and they can check off the list, like do 

they have all the things they need? Laying them out on the floor so they can see them 

all at the same time, rather than having them in a pile, will help the children begin to 

remember where things are and what they need and the order in which to put them on. 

Visual strategies go a very long way in helping children become more independent for 

some of the tasks that require having a sense of where you are.  

So, by the time the children do reach school age, we see one more big shift that 

occurs and this is the ability to actually plan action.  So they’re not just moving because 

something’s coming toward them or they want to reach a base, but they’re really 

planning ahead.  This might start with a child’s learning to set the table.  They have to 

plan what they have to get, where they’re going to put it, and to locate it.  If you watch 

children set the table it’s really very cute, because often they’ll start with just putting 

everything kind of in one area and then they begin to understand that there has to be 

something located at the end of the table and different people sit at different places.  

Similarly, the kinds of experiences that are useful here are helping children unpack your 
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groceries.  Do they know where things go?  Do they realize why they’re there? Here is 

where we begin to bring in much more reasoning.  The use of space now gets coupled 

with a reason things are arranged or organized in a certain way.  And just having your 

child participate in daily life activities, whether it’s cooking or the groceries or washing 

the car – all of these will give them the opportunity to organize what they need and 

where they have to move and where they put things.  By five, we see children actually 

even being able to draw or represent some of the things that they actually see.  This 

would include drawing shapes and beginning to write their names and just starting the 

process of having that graphic control and representing what they see. 

So, a lot is happening.  So let’s think of where we are:  We’ve talked about having 

a sense of your body, we’ve talked about where you are in space, and I’d like to talk now 

about more how the child relates to people and objects or things when they look out at 

the world, and they not only deal with themselves, but they also have to deal with 

others.  This starts with some very simple things – looking at Mommy’s face and 

watching her gestures and being able to realize that when he or she looks at Mom or 

Dad, they’re going to get some kind of communication conveyed through what they see.  

So, they begin to coordinate what they see and how they move and their location and 

start experimenting with other objects now.  Well, we have a lot of fun going on.  The 

object could be Daddy’s nose and every time the baby touches it, it beeps!  Or it could 

be the horsy collapsing on a nice horsy ride and having to tug it up.  Most people don’t 

think of the parent as being the object, but the parent is the most important object that 

the child needs to learn to play with and affect and be able to do to and act upon to be 

able to understand the relationship of what he does and sees to what they do and see in 

this really lovely interactive way.   

What do babies love to do?  The love to dance and they stop and they go.  There 

are millions of opportunities that go on all the time.  When it comes to using toys as the 

object, it’s very interesting.  Some of you have noticed that babies like to drop things 

and they’ll look to see if they’re there. But they have a sense of things going down; they 

don’t have a sense of things going up.  You’ll notice this very quickly if you have a child 

who has, for example, a shape sorter.  They can get the pieces in, but it’s a lot harder 

figuring out how the pieces come out, and just learning to rotate that object in space so 

they fall out is a big step and the wonder a child will have on his face when he figures 

that out is really just a joy to behold.   
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These things are very hard, often, and we mentioned in the last program how 

often children will actually reach for their parents’ hand to relate to the object.  So they 

may be able to go in one direction, they may be able to do one or two steps, but can’t 

always do the reverse of those steps.  It’s the same thing we see when a child is moving 

– they learn to walk on a line going forward, but when can they move on that line going 

backward?  When does the child start to walk backward and recognize where they are in 

relationship to where they were?  So, it takes lots and lots of movement experiences, a 

lot of exploration, starting with crawling over to get the wonderful toy, the teddy bear 

Mommy’s holding, banging things and finding something to bang on, which would be 

the next step.  Remember all the babies who open the kitchen cabinets and find things 

to turn into musical instruments, looking from object to object, and what they can do 

with the object. They get the spoon in the one hand and the pot in the other and we 

have a wonderful little drum going. 

This will proceed to a child’s realizing that objects are permanent and we call this 

concept “object constancy” and this is where you realize that the child no longer is 

relating to objects “out of sight, out of mind” so that if you cover something up, they’ll 

pull the cover off and see where it is.  This is what peek-a-boo games are about, and 

what a delight they are for, really, every child. But when a child realizes that something 

doesn’t just stop being – it’s still there even when they don’t see it and they continue to 

search for something that they saw – we have a huge shift in development occurring.  

It’s extremely important to be able to have this object constancy so that you’re not 

dependent on only what you see in front of you and saying so doesn’t make it so.  This, 

of course, will then feed into all higher levels of visual and cognitive thinking.  Children 

love these games.  The delight of being able to pull the scarf off Mommy’s face is totally 

joyful.  And why?  Because it’s not just pulling the scarf off – you don’t see this just as a 

cognitive task – but it’s that wonderful, warm smile and wonderful tone and getting a 

big hug that brings the child to the desire for these wonderful experiences and 

practicing and learning.  As you know, as kids get older, what games do they love?  

Trying to figure out which cup is covering the little car that they like and they want you 

to play it again and again, guessing which hand Daddy hid the ball in.  We fold our hands 

and pull them back-and-forth and stretch these into many circles of interaction and 

many circles of communication as we encourage this fun kind of play to strengthen 

these capacities, but they are developmental.  You could do it at one point and it has no 

meaning and you try it again, and it could just be a matter of days or weeks later, and 

there it is. 
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Developmental means it will have to develop, it will have to emerge and unfold.  

It’s not something we can necessarily teach, but we can support development by 

providing these experiences.  So, relating to objects of course goes on and on.   By the 

time you have a two-year-old or you have a little toddler saying, “This is what I want,” 

and “I don’t want that,” they are beginning to get not only active but exerting more self-

control, realizing that they can make choices, realizing that they can push the car slowly 

and fast, realizing that they can act one way and Daddy and Mommy will react to what 

they do. They begin to really get much more purposeful, much more deliberate in the 

way they deal with objects.  So, this is with children begin to build – they like to stack 

blocks or, “No, you stack them!” and they can knock them down and they can stack 

them.  It’s when they begin to symbolic play, so they get the baby doll and they feed the 

baby a pretend bottle or food.  This is where children begin to say, “Oh, I need this and 

this” for this idea and they look around the room and check out different spaces to get 

what they want.  This is a time where we can really start doing those treasure hunt 

games which we mention so often and this is where you will notice some children will 

do better on a treasure hunt just given a verbal direction versus just a visual direction, 

like “Go look for it,” or you can play Hot and Cold, and tell them, “Oh you’re getting 

closer and closer!”  

We begin to see how they approach looking for objects.  But to do that you have 

to have that object constancy or that object permanence that we were talking about, 

because you have to remember what you’re looking for and then you have to recognize 

it and then you have to know how to get it – do you have to lift your hand up or do you 

have to climb to reach for it? The complexity continues to grow as a child has more and 

more motor capacities, as well as the emotional desires of the fun of experiencing this.  

One thing I’d like to stress here, which is very important, which is to play these games in 

a reciprocal manner.  So you could set something up and the child does it, and then 

have them set it up for you, so that we expand and take advantage of getting this longer 

and longer flow of interactions and you’ll see the children love to do this, but often I’ll 

find it going only one way and not coming back the other way. 

Another thing that’s really nice to play between two and three are hand games, 

which are also instead of just the imitation of using the objects, to really keep up using 

yourself as the target of where objects are in space.  It starts out with a simple high-five, 

and then those high-fives start moving up higher and then down low.  This is where we 

have children start doing lots of games like A Sailor Went to Sea, Sea, Sea and more 
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complex clapping and touching combinations that, again, children love but may not find 

so easy to do. 

With children being able, now, to deal with objects knowing how to use them, 

knowing how to find them, knowing how to put it together with the interactions of 

playing with someone, obviously first Mommy or Daddy or the other caregivers and 

siblings, we now begin to see children moving ahead and that they can use symbols.  

They can use toys or words or pictures instead of the real thing.  This happens, again, 

and follows the object permanence because they know what the real thing is and they 

begin to relate to objects as the miniatures of the real thing.  Children who can 

manipulate toys love toys and they know what the toys are. This is when children make 

their transition from they can’t ride the car, but their little figure can ride the car and 

the little figures can be them.  Using the miniatures as the real thing you’ll often see that 

children will try to use the toy as if it’s real.  This is where they’ll get on a little toy slide 

and try to go down or to put on the doll’s shoes or try to climb into the dollhouse.  I see 

this almost every day and I’m always delighted and I always urge, “Don’t tell them it’s 

pretend; don’t tell them it’s too small.  Don’t jump ahead – let the child try to do it” 

because it’s only by trying it that they’ll being to get a sense that their foot doesn’t fit 

into the doll’s boots or that the slide is just very small or the little toy horse won’t gallop 

for them.  Then they can begin to represent and use the toy or the symbolic thing in 

exchange and it doesn’t take very long to happen.  I might add I very rarely use the 

world “pretend” because I really find it’s better to let the child figure out if it’s real or 

not real and actually encourage the children to use the toys as if they are real, and that 

way they can shift into this representational experience, and they often do – it just takes 

a few times, typically, to figure this out. 

One of the things that’s really very nice is that between three and four 

understanding objects gets more and more abstract.  So, yes, we start out with a toy 

that looks the real thing, we move into the toy that can just be a substitute for the real 

thing.  We can just even use a gesture.   We move into the child’s understanding that a 

symbol can be outside of their direct experience.  So you can take a piece of paper, 

wave it back and forth and it represents the wind.  Or you can pick up a pencil and it can 

be a rocket ship and the symbol they choose, more often than not, is going to be the 

love of their life.  This is why we often see children having very strong preferences, very 

strong desires for playing with certain toys at this point and recognizing that they can 

have the real thing or they can have anything that represents it and it could be a 
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substitute – it could be a drawing, a picture!  For children who do have difficulties with 

developing language, this is a time where augmentation is very important.   We do use 

pictures and photos and then we use the logos and icons to be able to be a symbol of 

their favorite things in life, their desire to have in front of them a visual support for the 

language that they hear and a way for them to communicate back to us.  So that many 

children – although some are using signs and pictures earlier – this is where children can 

really get into more complex communication and sequences, because they can 

discriminate much more, they can begin to see what comes first, second, and third, they 

can figure out where to put things because the picture will remind him of the 

organization even if they wouldn’t do it on their own without it. 

It’s also at this stage where some very important concepts come into play – 

what’s the same, but not the same?  So they recognize the visual components of an 

object and they can discriminate whether they are the same or not.  They begin to do 

simple patterns or copy block imitations and they get really very good at guessing where 

the object you hid under the cups is even when you’re switching it as they see you move 

it up, they don’t forget which cup it was and as you move it through space can locate it 

and there, again, the capacity of relating to objects and relating to others just keeps 

expanding. 

So, what happens when a child suddenly has to figure out that there are rules to 

things in space?  One of the biggest tasks children have when they start going to little 

nursery schools is that suddenly they’re playing with a toy and they leave it on the floor 

or they put it down to go get something else, when they come back, guess what?  It may 

not be theirs anymore and if they want to keep something they better take it with them 

or someone else might play with it.  This is really, really hard because at home, all of 

space is theirs – everything they have is theirs or their family’s.  They’re not used to 

realizing that where things are conveys whether it belongs to you or doesn’t belong to 

you and this is a continuously moving and changing target and this is where children 

begin to learn the rules, the rules of moving in space. 

I think I mentioned earlier playing Candyland.  Well, you have to be able to 

cooperate, you have to be able to take turns, you have to be able to pick up a card and 

accept that’s the one you’ve got so that’s how far it’s going to take you.  You have to 

begin to realize that if you don’t do your part in a race or be part of a  team or help with 

clean up, there’s going to be a reaction to it.  It’s not easy for children to learn this.  
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Here, again, we know that through experiences, through being able to watch others 

follow the rules you begin to understand more of that. 

I wanted to add that following the rules also has to be coupled with 

understanding the reasons for things and feeling you’re a member of society.  So, yes, 

you want to have dinner – well, help set the table! If you want to go out for recess, well, 

then, if you clean up with the others and put things away, you’ll get out there faster.  

This is not so easy and one of the things we know is very important to encourage is 

children doing this “work.”  I like to call it work, but what it really means is just 

participating in real life experiences with the family where you have tons of 

opportunities for interactions and you’re also beginning to really understand that there 

are rules that you have to get organized and you have to follow these rules if you’re 

going to be a member of society. 

So, what might derail a child when it comes to some of these issues from the 

point of view of the visual-spatial capacities?  Not being able to know what direction 

you’re going in, not having a good sense of body awareness – now I’m just referring to 

the earlier two capacities we’ve described, and then in this case, not understanding the 

relationship of yourself to others can really make it very difficult for a child to 

participate in some of the schoolyard games, let alone team sports that children begin 

to do at about four years of age.  The good news, of course, is it doesn’t matter.  All the 

kids are running around and don’t necessarily know what direction to run in when they 

begin to play soccer, but those of you who have been through this will know that this 

emphasis begins to shift from just having fun and just being part of a team and just 

learning to run with the crowd to then having to it in a certain way in order to score a 

point.  And not all children can readily do this. When you see a child having difficulty 

with a team sport, it’s important to try to figure out what’s getting in the way and you’ll 

inevitably come back to some of these visual-spatial capacities that need to be 

strengthened.  So, we’re dealing now with children having a concept of the game as well 

as the execution of the game and it’s very similar to the way we’ve talked about motor 

planning.  If you want to play with something you have to have the idea, you have to 

have a plan, and then you actually have to do it.  And, here, the doing, of course, may be 

the harder part, but often it’s not the doing as much as having a concept of what it 

means and how you go about it. 

So, the ability to relate to objects then begins to affect more and more social 

interactions and more and more the development of independence and self-help skills, 
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and more and more of the early cognitive capacities that we’ve checked. Can children 

categorize, can they sequence, can they go from smaller to bigger?  Can they go from 

bigger to smaller?  Can they tell you which is more or less?  Can they figure out if 

something fits or doesn’t fit?  And we’re getting children into ordering the world or 

realizing the world has an order.  Getting this kind of order and organization is what 

helps prepare children for school. 

Dr. Greenspan: 

Just let me add something, Serena, to what you’re saying.  We only have a few 

minutes for this particular show – 

Serena Weider: 

There’s just one more element . . .  

Dr. Greenspan: 

 Okay, why don’t you just mention that element. 

Serena Weider: 

Okay, let me just mention that I just want to bring in, too, is some closure on 

what happens in relationships to objects in the fifth year or between four and five, and 

let me just highlight the most important thing, which is this is where children develop 

respect for the territory and rights of others.  To do that, you have to know what’s yours 

and what’s not yours.  You have to know how to negotiate sharing and dividing and 

whether you’re going to make a deal or not.  You have to understand these personal 

boundaries between yourself and other people and respect them.  So, it’s not only what 

you want that counts.  It’s very hard to make it socially if you only think in terms of 

yourself and can’t put yourself in someone else’s shoes and think of what they may 

want and then figure out how you also get what you want.  It’s the time in which 

children begin to consolidate some of the earlier rules and expectations.  So they begin 

to be able to deal with if they don’t win just because they said they won, but that there 

is a reason you win or don’t win and the difference between winning by chance and 

winning by a clever move.  They also begin to feel they don’t have to win every game – 

the world is not so “all or none” and there are these beginning shades of gray.  Of 

course, this again is part of the foundation we need for the higher-level skills we’ve 

referred to before and we’ll talk about more.  But I wanted to stress how much more in 
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developing this capacity you see how crucial all the interactions and the relationships 

are because these don’t happen in isolation.  They happen through these interactions 

through the relationships that give the children the experiences they need. 

Dr. Greenspan: 

Thank you, Serena.  I just want to add a thought.  Sometimes you know children 

have – because of their special needs challenges – a different pathway that’s required to 

develop some of these basic skills.  For example, let’s take a child who has severe motor 

problems – a child who is very delayed in just basic abilities to roll over or crawl or walk, 

or children who are never able to walk because of a severe motor impairment that may 

have to do with a challenge that happened prenatally or during the birth process or 

some accident post-natally.  Here the interesting point is that they can still develop 

these capacities even though we’re emphasizing how important it is for a child to 

become aware of his body by moving his own body, but you have to take advantage of 

the parts of the body the child can move so they can use that to develop some of the 

competencies that we’re talking about.  So, for example, a child who has a severe 

problem with moving arms and legs may be able to move their tongue and such a child 

can learn to make sounds or use their tongue to signal for the environment to do 

something back.  So they’re getting back-and-forth reciprocal interaction with the 

environment and a sense of you and the object outside you having a relationship and 

having interaction through simple tongue movements – making clicking sounds or 

playing a little stick-your-tongue-out game back and forth or a wiggle-your-nose game 

or blinking your eyes, even, can become a signaling system.  Just think of a child who 

learns to do Morse code and convey complex ideas through eye blinks.  So the idea is 

not to feel a child has to learn through only one pathway.  The idea is to realize there 

are certain goals and obviously we can’t take every situation in this brief time and go 

through some of the side roads that can be used to develop those skills.  But just to give 

another example, take a child who is unable to see who’s born with a severe visual 

deficit.  Well, those children can still have a sense of space through their other system 

modalities – through moving and touching and smelling and hearing, they can create a 

picture in their mind – it’s a multi-sensory picture of sounds and touch and movement 

that allows them to locate where they are in relation to objects.  They can even play a 

search game with toys that emanate and make a noise, or that have a certain odor.  So, 

the ability to sequence, to understand patterns, to classify, to know you are being 
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yourself and not yourself can occur even in children with visual deficits as we’ve been 

observed very, very, very often.   

But what’s important is with children who have a particular deficit, whether it’s a 

visual or hearing or motor deficit, or any special needs condition which makes the 

planning and sequencing of actions or the processing of sounds or sights hard for 

children, it requires innovative ways of practicing these fundamentals.  So what Serena 

has outlined are the fundamental building blocks, and then we have to create innovate 

ways of mastering these building blocks regardless of the nature of the child’s nervous 

system and we’ll talk more about that as we get into these higher-level capacities, as 

well.  

Serena Weider: 

Absolutely, I was trying to outline the course where some of these capacities are 

there and can be enhanced with that extra support, but we will have to really spend a 

lot of time on dealing with children who really have significant motor sensory 

impairments, because we know they can develop the same visual-spatial capacities 

through different routes.  It’s not the same, exactly, but the conceptualization of 

movement and space and location, even when they can’t move themselves.  

Dr. Greenspan: 

Exactly, and we talked a little bit about that in an earlier show when we talked 

about visual-spatial processing and we’ll come back to that after Serena presents the 

whole framework, we’ll come back and then we’ll talk about special challenges. 

Okay, we have a question coming in from an outside caller.  So we’re going to 

take a few extra minutes today to handle the question.  So stay on, Serena.  

Serena Weider: 

Okay. 

Dr. Greenspan: 

Hello?  Do we have that caller coming in? 

Caller: 

 Yes, hello, Dr. Greenspan. 
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Dr. Greenspan: 

Hi, how are you? 

Caller: 

I’m doing fine, thank you.  I’m listening to your live web cast and I’d like to know 

when is an eye-tracking study indicated in some children and who does those studies? 

Dr. Greenspan: 

I think an eye-tracking study can be done at any point in time and you can start 

with just a parent or any of the therapists just watching the child as they track.  As 

Serena was saying, tracking should be thought of as just a simple task of looking to the 

left and looking to the right, but you can see it in a newborn baby in the first months of 

life when a baby looks to the right or the left to see Mommy’s smiling face or her nice 

voice.  You then see it in a twelve-month old when he’s tracking the ball when you roll 

the ball a little to the left or a little to the right and they reach for it.  And you’ll see it in 

a child who’s learning to read at age four or five or six – can they track the letters across 

the page?  You’ll see it also at that same time in how a child is handling throwing and 

catching balls and anticipating where the ball’s coming from.  You can play a simple 

game of putting a ball on a string and having the child try to knock the ball – which 

means he’s going to have to judge where he ball is going to be.  Harry Wachs likes a little 

game where he has a little circular thing on a string and you put a pencil in the moving 

circular object. 

Basically, the most important thing is when you notice a child having trouble 

tracking at any of these ages or any of these stages, is to find extra practice with the 

exercises that help the child do more.  So, just playing with big nerf balls from twelve 

months on up, and kicking and moving helps with tracking.  Just little peek-a-boo games 

where the peek-a-boo face is moving from left to right in the first year of life can help.  

Search games can help.  You know, anything where the child has to basically use those 

eyes to move and to find things, particularly moving objects. Developmental 

optometrists often do more formal testing, and there it’s often helpful for the child to 

be somewhat a little more verbal to have a more formal assessment of tracking. But an 

occupational therapist will look at this, a physical therapist will look at this, a neuro-

developmentally oriented psychologist will look at this capacity, and special educators 

will look at it.  But I find that the best people to look at it are mommies and daddies 
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watching just daily activities.  But formal assessments, let’s say by developmental 

optometrists can occur when children are a little bit older in later pre-school years. 

Caller: 

 I see.  So, in the younger years you just exercise it more . . .  

Dr. Greenspan: 

Well, it’s always exercising it more.  It always boils down to practicing it, but the 

earlier you recognize that a child is having trouble coordinating those muscles – and 

often it’s children who have difficulty with overall coordination or overall movement – 

there’s no reason why the eye muscles should be any different.  So, when you’re 

exercising the whole body you’ll get a lot of gains where the child has to respond to your 

moving face or moving objects.   

Caller: 

 Okay, thank you. 

Dr. Greenspan: 

Thank you very much for a good question. 

So, that’s all for our show today.  We will see you next week.  Serena will talk 

more about the higher levels of visual-spatial processing and thinking.  On behalf of 

Serena and myself, I want to thank you for joining us today and we will speak to you 

next week.  So join us next week for the advanced stages of visual-spatial processing and 

thinking.  Thank you.  Bye bye. 

 

 

 


