
1

Learning Outcomes
Students should be able to:
• Demonstrate a knowledge and understanding of 

centile charts.

What are Centile Charts?
Centile charts are used by health professionals to 
monitor a child’s growth. Centile charts have been 
produced for children aged 0–18 years, however 
there are different charts for different age ranges. 
There are separate charts for children aged 0–4 
years and those aged 2–18 years.

All parents will receive a Personal Child Health 
Record book in which these Centile charts will be 
kept. Centile charts describe the pattern of growth 
that healthy children usually follow, whether 
they’re breastfed or formula fed compared to others 
of the same age. This will allow health professionals 
to monitor a child’s growth to ensure they are 
growing normally. If not this may be a sign of an 
underlying health issue. 

Growth is monitored in two ways – by the height 
and by the weight of a child. Centile charts will 
require three measurements to be taken, these are: 

1.  Length/Height (cm);
2.  Weight (Kg);
3.  Head Circumference (cm).

These measurements are then plotted on the 
relevant charts and their height and weight 
compared against the average for other children 
of the same age. Different charts are used for boys 
and girls as boys have a different growth pattern 
and are often heavier and taller than girls.

Taking Measurements
Babies will be weighed upon their birth and again 
by the health visitor in the following weeks. It is 
normal for a baby to lose weight within the first 
week. A baby will normally return to their birth 
weight by week two. A baby will then be weighed 
and measured during their routine immunisation 
appointments at 8, 12 and 16 weeks.

It is important that measurements are taken 
by a trained health professional as incorrect 
measurements can lead to slow growth being 
missed or the incorrect recording of slow or rapid 
growth.

Weight
The weight of a baby will be measured using 
electrical scales with a bowl to place the baby in. 
The weight of a child will be measured using stand 
on scales.

When measuring a baby it must be done where 
possible without a nappy on.
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Children can be measured in their vest and 
underwear however they must have their clothes 
and shoes removed.
 
Length/ Height
The length of a baby is measured using an infant 
measuring board. When a child is old enough 
to stand their height will be measured using a 
stadiometer.

 

Head Circumference
Head circumference is measured by using a 
measuring tape. The measurement is taken at the 
widest part of the head.

Plotting Measurements
Measurements must be plotted accurately as if 
they are not this may falsely indicate that there 
is an issue with growth or slow growth may not be 
reported. Measurements are recorded in pencil and 
a single dot placed on the chart. Measurements are 
plotted on the chart as age versus length, height, 
weight or head circumference.

Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health (2009)

Interpreting Centile Charts
Growth can be described as being slow, normal or 
rapid. This is indicated by the centile lines on which 
consecutive measurements for height, weight or 
head circumference follow.

What are centiles? Centiles are lines which show the 
percentage of children above or below that height 
or weight for their age. 

For Example:
• The 50th centile means that 50% of children for 

that age fall above or below that height or weight. 
• The 91st centile means that only 9% of children 

are heavier or longer and 91% are lighter and 
shorter.

• The 9th centile means that 91% of children are 
heavier or longer, or 9% are lighter and shorter. 

• A child’s measurement for length, weight or head 
circumference may not be on a centile line. They 
may be between two centiles e.g. a child may be 
described as being between the 50th and 75th 
centile for height.
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Normal growth
Growth can be described as normal if consecutive 
measurements for height, weight or head 
circumference track within one centile line or space.

Slow Growth
Growth can be described as slow if consecutive 
measurements cross two centile lines or if a baby/
child is under the 3rd centile. This can also be 
known as failure to thrive. This may be an indicator 
of an underlying issue and will require further 
investigation. Reasons for slow growth can be 
medical or social.

Reasons for slow growth may include:
• Food Intolerance;
• Failure to latch on;
• Inadequate food intake;
• Health problems, e.g. reflux or diarrhoea;
• Metabolism problems, e.g. failure to absorb 

nutrients;
• May be preterm.

Rapid Growth
If a child is on or above the 97th centile or there is 
continuous crossing of centiles this may indicate 
rapid growth. Rapid growth may be an indicator 
of a health condition, e.g. Marfan Syndrome or 
hydrocephalus.

Linking Learning

Role of the Health Visitor

Role of a Paediatrician

Additional Information
More information can be found on the following 
websites: http://www.rcpch.ac.uk/child-health/
research-projects/uk-who-growth-charts/uk-who-
growth-chart-resources-0-4-years/uk-who-0

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/
uploads/attachment_data/file/215564/dh_127422.
pdf

http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/pregnancy-and-baby/
Pages/baby-weight-and-height.aspx
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Learning Activity

Case Study
In your role as a health visitor you must monitor a child’s growth. You have been measuring the height and 
weight of a girl over the past 16 weeks. The results are displayed in the table below.

Age Weight
(Kg)

Height/Length 
(cm)

0 weeks 3.6 33.5

2 weeks 3.6 34.5

8 weeks 4.9 38

12 weeks 5.7 39

1. Plot the measurements on the centile charts for height and weight.
 Remember to be accurate.

2. Describe the girl’s growth.
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