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How do we help 

children learn? 



What do young children need 

to succeed in school? 



school success requires more than literacy 

and number skills  

cognitive skills . . .  

 

• memory 

• language 

• numerical skill 

• causal reasoning 

• problem-solving 

• classification 

• spatial relationships 

learning skills . . . 

 

• focused attention 

• persistence 

• curiosity 

• work habits 

• emotion regulation 

• self-confidence 

• social competence 



Children as learners 

Preschoolers  Grade-schoolers 

 

Support needed for management  Self-regulated learners 

   of attention, thinking, feelings 

 

Learning by doing  Also learning by instruction 

 

Learning requires collaboration  Also learning can be individual 

 

Child initiative  Also teacher initiative 

 

Intuitive and experiential  Metacognitive 

 

Easily distracted or deterred  Greater persistence 



Brain Development 

Early Learning & 

School Readiness 

Social & Emotional 

Functioning 



How do we help young children 

become successful learners?  

• assist in their self-regulation 

• promote cooperative social skills 

• aid in their coping with stress 

The quality of children's relationships with teachers 

is important to the school transition 



The most sophisticated regions of the brain provide the 
neurobiological foundation for 

executive functions 

-- a set of cognitive processes that enable self-regulated, 
goal-directed thought and behavior 

Executive functions are like the air traffic controller of the mind  



Executive functions consist of . . .  

• Inhibition: the ability to resist a strong inclination to do one 

thing and instead do what is most appropriate or needed      

(such as staying on task, waiting until the teacher calls on you, and 

resisting retaliation when provoked) 

•Working memory: holding information in mind while 

mentally working with it                                                                      

(such as following multi-step instructions without reminders, managing 

transitions, remembering a story narrative, and social pretend play) 

•Cognitive flexibility: being able to switch perspective, 

attention, or mental focus                                                                     

(such as adjusting to a change in plans or schedule, creative problem-

solving, and social conflict resolution) 



Developing self-regulation . . .  

In the classroom, what happens when it is time for another activity? 

 

 Finish your activity 

 Put things away 

  Return books and materials to shelves 

  Put your project in your cubby / desk 

 Prepare for the next activity 

  Get a different book from the appropriate shelf 

  Find something to write with 

  Go to where the worksheets are and find yours 

 Find your partner 

 Decide on a workspace and figure out what you need to do  

    

   



  

•  Helps people inhibit a dominant response in favor 

of a secondary, subdominant response (inhibition) 

•  Has an extended developmental timetable: 

roughly 12 months to 25 years!  

Anterior 

cingulate 



How do we help young children with self-regulation? 

• Developmentally appropriate expectations 

• Guide children with "do" – not "don't" -- statements 

• Enable children to anticipate transitions 

• Help children use words to regulate their actions and thinking 

• Predictable but flexible daily schedule  

• Options for children's self-regulation (e.g., quiet corner) 

• Recognize individual differences in self-regulation 

 
Behavior management should come from the child 

 



Cooperation 
and 

Responsibility 



Young children in TK are developing the skills necessary to 

become constructive “classroom citizens,” including . . . 

• respecting others' feelings and opinions,  

and balancing these with self-interest 

• sharing responsibility for classroom 

management and procedures 

• participating in group decision-making 

• memory for group rules and how they    

apply to oneself and others 

• enlisting conflict-resolution strategies, like 

compromise and turn-taking  

• self-regard as a cooperative, positive 

member of the group 

The developmental challenge to classroom citizenship is not 

egocentrism, but rather self-control 



How do we help young children become 

better classroom citizens? 

• Shared problem-solving and decision-making 

• Model and encourage respect for different views 

• Explain classroom rules in relation to the reasons for them 

• Build a classroom community with responsibility for “our” room 

• Explain – and have children explain to each other – differing 

feelings and opinions 

• Coach children in their peer interactions 

• Encourage children to find their own solutions to social conflict 

Behavior management should come from the child 



Stress can impair  
developing cognitive  
and noncognitive skills 

• Stress hormones triggered by moderate to 

severe stressors affect many brain areas 

 

• Chronic, severe, and/or uncontrollable 

stressful experiences (“toxic stress”) can lead 

to stress management systems that respond 

at lower thresholds, and may impair learning 

and memory on the longer term 

 

• Young children at greatest economic 

disadvantage also show greatest problems 

with attention, impulse control, and other 

reflections of these neurobiological effects  



Toxic 
Prolonged activation of stress response systems  

in the absence of protective relationships. 

Three Levels of Stress 

Tolerable 
Serious, temporary stress responses,  
buffered by supportive relationships. 

Positive 
Brief increases in heart rate,  

mild elevations in stress hormone levels. 





	



Supportive teacher-child relationships are important to 
young children's stress management because they . . .  

• provide a safe haven  

• are reliable (even though they may be tested) 

• assist in emotion regulation 

• encourage communication 

• support self-confidence (“looking-glass self”)  

• can create bridges to other sources of 

assistance 
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