
 

 

Priming the Vestibular System 

 

The critical period for the development of the child’s vestibular system is when the 

child is six to 12 months old, but vestibular priming is essential at any age for the 

developing child. 

 

Vestibular System Exercises for the Older Child 

Crawling Exercises 

In older children, crawling exercises may be indicated if the history reveals that that 

child did not crawl as an infant. There may be evidence of this if the child has no 

arm swing with walking, does not exhibit the crossed arms and legs expected in the 

normal walking gait or has very poor balance. The simple test for this is to 

demonstrate to the supine child the activity of raising right leg and left arm, 

followed by the left leg and right arm. This should be done with the child a few 

times before asking the child to continue the movement on their own. They should 

be able to perform this simple manoeuvre relatively easily. If they struggle—by 

raising both arms together or the arm and leg on the same side together—this 

suggests the child has cross-crawl issues.  

 

This simple test is demonstrated here. (X Crawl Test) 
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Essentially, anyone who is three years of age or older who cannot perform this 

activity needs to perform the exercises described below at home. The parent 

should be encouraged to go through the activities at least three times per day at 

home with their child. Also recommended are activities performed on the floor with 

the child on all fours crawling for periods of at least 15 minutes. This may involve 

such tasks as negotiating an obstacle course while crawling or crawling through a 

playground tunnel. Any activity or game involving prolonged crawling is of benefit. 

 

The Cross-Crawl Exercise 

This exercise simulates the movement of a child while crawling. Begin on the floor 

on the hands and knees. Keep the head and neck extended as if looking forward 

on the horizon. Then, raise the left arm straight forward and the right leg straight 

backward. The arm, body and leg should form a straight line. Hold for 10 seconds. 

Return to the starting position.  

 

This exercise is demonstrated here. (The Cross Crawl Exercise) 

 

Standing Cross Crawl Exercise 

To do this activity, have the child stand comfortably and reach across the midline of 

their body as they alternatively move one arm and its opposite leg, then the other 

arm and leg, rhythmically touching each hand or elbow to the opposite knee. 

Perform this exercise for 10 minutes twice per day.  

This activity is demonstrated here. (Standing Cross Crawl Exercise) 

Extension Exercises 

Extension exercises are indicated for all children at all ages. Extension exercises for 

an infant consist of tummy time as well as prone ball rocking. For the older child, 

the best extension exercise is the Superman activity, which is performed on an 

exercise ball. The child, prone on the ball, extends their arms and legs together 

while extending their spine and raising their head. A child who is weak through the 

extensors will struggle to raise their legs straight, instead bending at the knees due 

to gluteal muscle weakness. The child may also struggle to lift their head and/or 
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raise the arms to the level of the shoulders. This exercise needs to be done at home 

by the child consistently, supervised by an adult, until improvement is achieved.  

 

For a demonstration of this exercise go to Superman Exercise. 

 

Midline Exercises 

Today, more children than ever before are starting school unprepared for the two-

dimensional bilaterally demanding skills of near-point work. (Near point is the point 

nearest the eye at which an object is accurately focused on the retina at full 

accommodation). For many years now, cross-motor activities have been used to 

stimulate effective function of the neocortex, the source of intentional movements 

as well as cognition. The midline movements were designed to develop and 

support coordination of the two sides of the body, including the sensory modalities 

of sight, hearing and touch.  

Following are some exercises to help your child with these very important brain 

functions. 

The Lizard Exercise 

The Lizard exercise involves the child lying with the head turned to the right, the 

right leg and right arm in flexion, and the left leg straight and the left arm extended 

down the body. Then have the child switch to the exact opposite. Do this 10 times. 

Then with the child in this position have him turn his head while leaving the arms 

and legs in the same position. Then go through the same process. This can take 

some considerable concentration in the child with a retained ATNR, so you may 

need to slowly help the child through this until they get into a rhythm. Again 

perform this 10 times.  

The Lizard Exercise is demonstrated here. (The Lizard) 

Lazy 8s 

At eye level, have the child draw on an upright board a large 8 lying on its side, 

moving counter-clockwise on the left side first – up, over and around – and then 
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clockwise on the right side. Have the child do this three times, then get them to 

switch hands and move in the same pattern three more times. Finally, get them to 

draw with both hands (clasp their hands together crossing their thumbs), and again 

follow the pattern three times.  

Lazy 8s is demonstrated here. 

The Double Doodle 

The double doodle is a bilateral drawing activity done in the midfield to establish 

directionality and orientation in space relative to the sternum (and midline) 

Using their hands and arms in simultaneous motion, have the child draw mirror-

image shapes on a large easel or board with two different-coloured markers or 

crayons. Have the child move from their shoulders as their hands flow in, out, up 

and down and as interesting shapes emerge.  

The Double Doodle is demonstrated here. (The Double Doodle) 

Alphabet 8s 

This activity integrates the movements involved in forming letters, teaching the 

child to cross the visual midline without confusion. Each letter is clearly 

superimposed on one side or the other of the Lazy 8. A downstroke in the middle 

of the 8 either ends the letter or begins another letter. For most people, when their 

printing of the lowercase letters improves their handwriting also becomes easier. 

And ease with the mechanics of writing often enhances the flow of creative 

expression as well. 

Have the child stand with their feet parallel and shoulder-width apart. Instruct them 

to do large-scale Lazy 8s, their hands clasped together to activate the large muscles 

in their shoulders and chest. The ‘a’ starts at the centre of the 8, curving up to the 

left, then around and down and finally up and then down on the midline. The ‘b’ 

flows down the midline, then up to the right and around, ending back on the 

midline.  

Alphabet 8’s is demonstrated here. 
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A message from Dr Glenn Maginness 

My approach here has been to present those exercises that I have found most 

useful and very importantly those that I have found to be the easiest to implement 

with children in my care with vestibular system issues, learning difficulties, balance 

issues, language problems, plus a variety of other academic, behavioral and 

cognitive concerns. I do hope you find this useful with your child.  

 

Please email me at info@tinyyears.com if you have any questions 
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