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Changing lives through literacy

How do babies and young children learn?

Learning in homes and communities is quite different to the type of learning that
often happens in schools. However, learning in homes and communities is just as im-
portant as school learning. Some parents and caregivers believe that learning begins
at school and not think that they have a role to play in supporting their children’s
development. Parents and caregivers are a child’s first teachers, but often feel that
they lack the knowledge and resources to play this role with confidence.

We know from research that young children who have had learning opportunities
before they start school, are more likely do well at school. We also know that there
are many things that caregivers can do to support young children’s development.
Caregivers are mediators of learning which means that they fit in the space between
the child and the world, and thereby help children to make sense of their experiences.
Children are born wanting to learn and even tiny babies will use all their senses to ex-
plore and learn about the world around them. Although children can discover some
things on their own, in order to learn and develop, young children need relationships,
and in particular, relationships where their caregiver responds to their interests and
efforts. Nurturing and trusting relationships are the cornerstones of all learning.

Most caregivers want the best for their children but might not know enough about
activities and experiences that best support young children’s development. Young
children do not learn in the same ways that adults learn and this section provides
information about how young children learn and what sort of experiences are op-
timal for their learning and development.

What do you know about how young children learn? If someone
asked you for advice about how to support a young child’s learning,

what would you suggest?




I. Learning happens during everyday experiences in the
home, at the shops, in the street, at the clinic, in the taxi,
at the library, in the yard, at church and mosque, in the
park, and in many other everyday contexts. Babies and
children learn best when they are interested in something
and want to know more. The best learning moments of-
ten begin with a child | showing an interest in something
or asking a question. Babies may use gestures and simple
sounds to show their interest in something. Caregivers can
support a young child’s learning by following their inter-
est, participating with them and contributing to what they
say and do.

2. Babies and young children learn through communicat-
ing (listening and talking). From birth, babies try to com-
municate with caregivers through crying, babbling and
gestures. They will try to communicate even before they
can say words correctly, and by responding positively care-
givers will encourage them to try and talk more. Young
children understand far more than they can say and the
more caregivers talk with them, the more they learn.

3. Babies and young children learn best by doing and by
being involved in hands-on activities. They will remember
new words much more easily when the word goes with
a real experience. They love to be included in ‘grown-up’
tasks and most of a young child’s early learning will take
place while doing something alongside a caregiver or sib-
ling. Through ‘guided participation’, they will gradual-
ly learn to do a task on their own. Just as an apprentice
learns a job from a master or someone skilled in that job,
children learn new skills by being apprentices to older sib-
lings and other members of the community.

Think of how you learn something new as an adult, for example, learning to drive.
You would drive with someone who knows how to drive and observe them as they
explain what they are doing. They might let you drive while they sit alongside you
until the point that you are doing the driving yourself! You are participating in a real
activity and learning by being an apprentice.

In your community, what are the things that children are expected to learn to do?
What do they learn by participating in activities with adults? For example, in some
communities, young children learn to weave or care for animals at a very young
age. They learn by participating together with skilled adults in their community.
What else do children learn in this way?




4. Babies and young children learn through play. Play can
mean many things: outdoor physical activities; playing
with sand or water; pretend play with friends or alone;
playing with blocks and construction toys; playing lis-
tening games, guessing games or card games. Although
some play activities need extra time and resources, chil-
dren often enjoy playing with everyday objects around
the house and simple homemade materials.

Children often love to pretend, and pretend play is a very good way to support their
learning. Can you think of any pretend games that young children might enjoy? A
pretend shop is easy to set up with old boxes, plastic containers and other items
from the kitchen. Scrap paper can be used for pretend money. Young children also
enjoy role playing routines around the house such as cooking and washing. If they
play with older siblings, they will be learning many things and using language to
negotiate roles and explain what they are doing. This is very important for school
learning.

5. Babies and young children use their bodies to explore
and learn about the world around them. They learn best
when they are active and doing things. Caregivers of-
ten find it difficult to manage young children when they
reach for nearby objects, climb on things, crawl under
things and jump off things. Although it is important to
ensure that children do not hurt themselves, caregiv-
ers should allow them to use their bodies to explore the
space around them, as this is the way they learn about
their body and the world.

6. Babies and young children learn through rhythm and
song. Young children need to move and find it difficult
to sit still for a long time. This is why action songs and
rhymes are so important for early development. Even
very young children can participate in actions for songs
or sing along to familiar rhymes. Children learn more
easily when they can link new words and ideas with ac-
tions and songs.

7. Babies and young children need and enjoy repetition. Babies and young children
need to hear the same words many times to learn their meanings. They are happy to
sing the same song, hear the same story or to play the same game over and over again.
Repetition helps to reinforce learning and gives children the confidence to try ways of
doing things. Caregivers need to be patient when children want to repeat activities and
games rather than trying to hurry them on to something new.




8. Children learn through hearing and telling stories. This is an easy and natural way to
develop language and prepare children for the language of books. Stories can be tradi-
tional tales, or they can be family stories about long ago events or something that hap-
pened recently. Young children love participating in storytelling and as their language
develops they will enjoy telling their own stories to caregivers who show interest and
value what they have to say. If children learn to tell good stories when they are young, it
will be easier for them to write good stories when they go to school one day.

Stories we tell can also be about something that is going to happen. Children learn
about all the parts of a good story when we explain to them ‘where’ we are going,

‘how’ we will get there, ‘why’ we are going, ‘what’ we will do first, ‘what’ you will do
after that and then how an outing will end.

q. Children learn through asking and answering questions. When children ask questions
it means they are really thinking! It is very important that children feel safe asking ques-
tions and giving answers, even if their answers are not always correct. Mistakes and
wrong answers are part of learning together. Through asking questions children learn
how different experiences are connected and the more they ask questions and explain
their ideas, the quicker their language and thinking skills will grow. By asking questions
caregivers can help children to make links between past, present and future experiences
(for example,‘do you remember when we did this?’; ‘where have we seen something like
this before?’).

How do you feel about children asking questions? Do the adults in your community

encourage children to ask questions or is there a sense that children should be ‘seen
and not heard’?

10. Babies and children learn about the world through
sharing books with caregivers. Books give children
a chance to hear language that is different to every-
day language in homes and on the street. Books also
give children a chance to learn new words and find out
about things that are not part of everyday life in their
community. Booksharing is best when it includes talking
about books before, during and after reading them.
The talk about what is in a book is just as important as
the words that are written in a book.

Books are often expensive and community libraries are an important resource. Care-
givers need to be encouraged to join the local library and ask for books that are ap-

propriate for babies and young children. If there is not a library in a local community,
then simple books can be made from paper or recycled cardboard.




Il. Young children learn by looking for solutions to problems, trying different strategies
and seeing what works. They are naturally curious and want to know and understand
how things work. Their problem-solving is likely to be based on trial and error (trying and
making mistakes) and it is important that they are not scared of being wrong. It is also
important that caregivers allow them to try without correcting them. By supporting their
problem solving and valuing persistence, caregivers help children to gather information
and learn new things.

12. Young children learn best when they are feeling good about themselves and getting
encouragement and positive feedback. They need to experience success to keep motivat-
ed and this means that caregivers will need to adjust the difficulty of an activity to match
the child’s level of skill or assist children with aspects of a task that are difficult for them
to do on their own. Positive reinforcement should be well timed and a child should know
exactly what they have done that was worthy of praise. Children should be rewarded for
trying and not only for getting things right.

13. Children learn when they are helped to stay
focused on a task or activity. This might mean
reducing the noise or taking away toys or objects
that might distract their attention. Caregivers can
also help children to stay focused by pointing
out important parts of the activity or modelling
how to approach a task. Children need many
opportunities to participate in tasks alongside
a sibling or caregiver and thereby develop their
ability to stay focused.

14. Children need to learn how to learn. This means
that they must learn to manage or regulate their
behaviour. Through completing an activity togeth-
er with a responsive caregiver, children learn how
to slow down, think before acting and not respond
impulsively. Children learn to control their impuls-
es, change plans and manage their frustration
when a task is difficult to solve. They learn to think
ahead and consider alternatives rather than just
responding impulsively. Caregivers who give chil-
dren opportunities to wait their turn, listen to in-
structions and participate in planning a task are
helping children to learn to self-regulate.
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