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[image: image3.wmf]It was a cold and blustery morning.  The children were all happily doing activities at centers and project time.  Some were even trying to print their name… but there was a problem!  Many of them did not have a functional pencil grasp – they wrapped their thumbs around the pencil, or they held it in a fisted position, or even with all their fingers on the pencil.  A closer look revealed that some also had troubles playing games with small parts – they struggled with dexterity.  When it came time to get dressed for home, the children had troubles doing up their buttons.  
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What could be the cause of this problem?!!  The Occupational Therapist had seen the evidence countless times before: these children had weak thumbs!  Instead of having a nice “C”-shaped/circular thumb web space (space between thumb and index finger), the web space was collapsed!  It could not support and stabilize the hand like it should – meaning that the hand could not function properly.  This could only lead to one question:  

[image: image5.bmp]How Could This Happen?!!

As infants, strength and stability in the thumb begins by lying on the tummy and pushing up on the hands to see and play.  Infants nowadays sleep on their backs and often are in this position during waking hours as well.  Some kids also skip the crawling stage.  They are not getting as much opportunity to develop their thumbs.  Then, many toys and computers do not require the child to manipulate parts – just a flick of a switch or pinch of the nose and the toy does the rest.  This further decreases the opportunity to develop the thumbs.  Combine these factors with increased pressure for children to start drawing, colouring and printing younger - BEFORE their hands and thumbs are developmentally ready to even hold a marker or pencil – and the result is a generation of children with potential thumb and fine motor difficulties.  A weak thumb might not seem important in preschool or kindergarten, but as children grow, more and more stress will be placed on the thumb, which can lead to hand problems, which can affect … everything.

The Band-Aid Solution:

The OT might give a child a pencil grip or use a different kind of pencil.  She might suggest using an adapted grasp (hold pencil between pointer and middle fingers) or use different tricks of the trade to help the children with their grasps.  But… 

Solving the Case:

The real solution is to strengthen the thumb to make a permanent change that will have a positive impact on everything the hand has to do.  Some ways to do this are:

· Avoid having your child do pencil/paper tasks at the table before age 5.  He/she can still draw and colour and create – just do so on a vertical surface!  Save the table for making letters in sugar on a cookie sheet, or playing with play dough!  

· Go to the park and climb on the monkey bars!  Do the wheelbarrow walk, rake leaves and shovel snow!

· Twiddle the thumbs – it helps to develop mobility in the thumb joint!

· Snap your fingers – it’s a sign of a strong stable thumb and fingers!

· Shuffle cards, play dominoes, dress dolls in clothes with buttons, use scissors – look for toys that require the child to do the playing!

· Involve your child in everyday tasks such as cutting foods, using a spray bottle in cleaning, using a rolling pin in baking.

· Use tongs, tweezers, turkey basters, hand-held hole punches and mini-staplers in play to get a good thumb workout!

The Case of the Weak Thumb
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If you have any questions about vertical surfaces or fine motor skills, feel free to call Nicole Ebbesen Rowan, Occupational Therapist for Evansdale EEP.
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