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"Back to School" is a time
that refocuses parents, children
and families to the joys and
challenges of academic and
social skills necessary for
successful learning. Because
parents are their children's first
and most important teachers,
you have an important role to
play in your child's education.
Fortunately, there are many
things that parents and
caregivers can do at home to
promote and support a
positive learning environment.
Just by adapting and
reinforcing the ideas and tips
contained within this
newsletter, you may be able
to boost your child's learning
potential and help to create a
happy and successful young
person.

Brain Development:
The Importance of the

First Three Years
Children's learning begins

well before a child first enters
school.  In fact, current
research suggests that a child's
capacity for learning begins
before they are even born. We
now know that the capacity of a
child's brain grows more between
birth and age three than at any
other time in their life.  In addition,
brain patterns created during these
early years will affect children
throughout their lives.  

At birth, a baby's brain has
about 100 billion nerve cells.
These cells have not yet formed the

critical connections that determine
an individual's emotional, social
and intellectual make-up.  Most of
this "wiring" develops between the
ages of zero and three.  By the
time your child reaches three,
she/he will have formed about
1,000 trillion connections - this is
about twice as many as adults
have!  When connections aren't
stimulated or used in the early
years of a person's life, they will

break down and vanish. 

Early and frequent
stimulation of a child's senses
helps to develop strong
connections within the brain that
are critical for learning.
Repeated positive experiences,
such as singing cooing, touching,
holding, talking and reading,
are essential expressions of love
that affect a child's brain
development. As your child
responds to your actions, and
begins to babble, touch, smile,
and explore their world, they
are strengthening the pathways
in their brain that will help them
become successful learners.
Although the first year of life is
the most important for brain

development, all of the early
years, from birth through age ten,
are important.

How Do Children Learn?
Many studies and the latest

brain research has proven what
parents and caregivers already
know.  Children learn through
experiences.  

(Continued on next page)

Five Things You Can Do To Support Your
Child's Brain Development

1. Talk to your child, even before they can
understand the meaning of your words.
The art of repeating sounds and words,
known as "baby talk," is great for infants
and toddlers.  Ask and answer questions
with your preschooler.  Make time for
conversations with your school age child.

2. Read to your child every day, even
before they show an interest in books.
No child is too young or too old for story
time!

3. Sing children's songs or nursery rhymes
and experiment with finger plays and
clapping games - enjoy the sound and
rhythms of language.

4. Feed your child a variety of healthy
foods.  Good nutrition is important for
growing bodies and minds.

5. Provide an environment that is "sensory
rich" - filled with people and things that
stimulate language and self-expression
and promote an enjoyment of
exploration and learning.    

WhatChildrenNeedTo
BeSuccessfulLearners

By Linda Martini, Child Care Council of Orange County and Alice Reh, Otisville Elementary School



We know that:

Children  learn  when  they  feel  safe  and  trust  the
world  around  them.  

Touch is the most important thing needed by a child
to feel loved, supported and capable.  A hug can
mean so much when a child is feeling upset OR good
about his/herself.  When your baby cries, or your young
child holds out their hands to you, they are really
saying:  "Pick me up; I need a hug."  School age
children need hugs too, they just might have a more
difficult time asking for them.  In fact, all children -
teenagers and "big kids" like us - need to be touched
by those they love and trust in order to continue to feel
safe and sure of themselves.  This trust allows children to
feel relaxed enough to participate in life's experiences
and explore their world to the fullest.   

Children  learn  through  all  their  senses. Touch, taste,
smell, seeing and hearing all contribute to our learning
experiences.  By providing young children with
opportunities to use all their senses, we are helping
them become successful learners.  Next time you eat
an apple with your child, why not try…

Asking them to describe the colors; what else is
colored like an apple?  

Talking about the way an apple smells - before you
bite into it, and after it has been eaten when only
the core is left?

Talking about the way it feels - what else feels like
an apple?

Asking what does an apple taste like - do bananas
taste the same or different, and how?  

Children  learn  by  doing  many  different  things…
over  and  over  and  over  again. When your baby leans
over the side of the highchair and drops an object, she
marvels at how it falls, and where it falls.  If you return it
to her, she will do it over and over again.  This is not
done to get you angry, or try your patience - it is the
way children learn.  The discovery of gravity is an
amazing thing to behold!  When your child builds a
tower out of blocks and they fall down, he will learn
that he can pick them up and build that tower over
again.  If helped in this process through positive words
and gestures, children will begin to feel capable and
successful.  This will encourage them to try more things,
and expand their understanding of their world.   It is
usually best to let your child figure out solutions for
themselves, rather than do for them.  The exception
would be in matters of safety, or when your child is ill. 

Children  learn  by  making  mistakes. Allowing your
child to make mistakes is one of the hardest but most
important things that you as a parent can do.  When
young children make "mistakes" – they miss catching a

ball, they spill their milk while pouring from the
container, they forget their homework assignment at
school – they are really being given the opportunity to
learn.  From these mistakes, children learn how to try
things differently - use two hands to catch, pour into a
larger glass over the sink, write their assignments down.
When parents and caregivers allow their children to
make mistakes, and experience the consequences,
they are helping children to develop the important skill
of problem solving.  Problem solving is critical for
successful learning, and can save parents a lot of
"nagging" time too!  So, the next time your child colors
on the walls or the kitchen table, instead of yelling at
them, let them know that they made a mistake and
calmly redirect them to color on the paper.  PS - you
might need to provide an extra large sheet of paper for
those with little hands or extra energy!

Children  learn  how  to  "become  learners"  through
the  models  that  surround  them.  Because children
watch everything adults do, and because they want to
be just like their parents and loving caregivers (at least
until they are teenagers!) we need to act in the ways
we want our children to act.  Children are always
watching how we handle ourselves -  through good
times and bad.  When we are firm and consistent in our
actions, yet calm and reassuring, children learn that
they too can be in control of their lives.  Children will
continue to check their actions against their parents'
behaviors, beliefs and values throughout their lives.
Make sure that your expectations are really clear to
them by "being" what you hope they will become. 

If you would like your child to be interested in
books, spend your quiet time reading.

If you hope your child will explore the world of
music, play music in your home.

Children  learn  through  a  variety  of  experiences.
Young children have short attention spans and can
easily become frustrated.  We must be careful not to
over stimulate them or ask too much of them at one
time.  On the other hand, if we under stimulate them,
they will not experience the challenges needed for
successful learning.  

Many of the best opportunities for learning are free.
A walk around your neighborhood together will bring
many things to your child's attention.  You can identify
the colors and the smells of the season.  You may
notice that there are differences in each home - some
people plant flowers around their trees and others plant
them in a flower box; some may have a perfect green
lawn, others allow the yellow dandelions to grow.
From these simple experiences, children can be
encouraged to express their feelings and beliefs about
their present and their future. 



"I like the smells of fall the best."
" I like playing in the snow, but it gets so cold!"
" When I grow up, I want to live in a house with tall

trees and bright red flowers."

Children  learn  through  having  quiet  time  for
reflection. Children need to have time alone to think,
reflect, plan and dream.  Esther Bucbholz, director of
the Psychology of Parenthood Programs at New York
University, in The Call for Solitude: Alone Time in a World
of Attachment, says, "Culture does not support the
notion of being by oneself in a positive solitude; instead
it is associated with antisocial acts, fear, loneliness and
death - just as the need for attachment is not the same
as wanting smothering, so the need for alone time
does not mean the baby will be lonely."

While all children need quiet time away from
parents and others in their world, children who are
quiet, by nature, may need some extra
encouragement from adults to help them express
themselves and engage in activities that stimulate their
growth.

Children  learn  through  the  gift  of  time  with  those
they  love.  Remember that children need more than
the latest toy or game. They need your love and
support on a daily basis!  What children need most from
parents is lots of PRESENCE!

Children need to be listened to - even if they take a
long time to find their words, or if they go on and on
and on.  If a child is angry or upset they need to be
heard just as much as when they are happy or content.
We do not always need to fix their problems, but need
to be there for them as a trusted support person - to
listen, offer a hug, and acknowledge their feelings.

Children  learn  by  having  their  individuality
respected. Just as children have different
temperaments (inborn traits or characteristics) they also
have different learning styles.  Some children learn best
by hearing directions and facts (auditory learners.)
Some learn best by reading or watching others
demonstrate new skills (visual learners.)  Some learn
best by doing - listening and/or watching others, then
trying it for themselves (experiential learners.)  Try to
recognize and work with your child's own learning style.
This will help them get the most out of teaching and
limit their frustrations when learning new ideas and skills.
Remember, a child's learning style may be quite
different from your own, or that of your other children.
There is no one right way to learn, although some styles
might require more creative approaches.

As adults, we need to watch and listen to our
children to help them learn about themselves, others
around them, and their world.  By encouraging them in
their individual strengths and interests, we can help
them each become the young adult they need to be.

All children are different, just as all people are. It is
important to accept and respect these differences in
your children. Instead of trying to get your child to
conform to your idea of who they are, give them the
opportunity to learn who they want to be. By watching
them closely and encouraging learning opportunities
that match their interests,  you will assist them to feel
excited about learning and feel good about
themselves as individuals.  It is our job to provide
children with the stability of a safe perch, but the wings
to fly on their own.  

Children Thrive in an Environment 
that Supports Learning

By creating an environment that supports learning,
you give your child the message that education is
valued in your home.  As a culture, we have lost the art
of creativity and free-play, and have all too often
replaced it with endless work and passive play.    If a
child's early learning experiences are filled with joy and
wonder, they will want to continue learning.  If a child
sees learning as a chore, they may want to give up.  

The process of learning is often much more
important than the products of learning.  When a young
child begins to use crayons, they learn how to hold the
crayon, what the crayon feels like as it moves over the
paper, and what the colors look like - alone, or
scribbled on top of one another.  All this is much more
important in creating active and enthusiastic learners
than the picture, or product, itself.

Homes that are filled with music, books, art supplies
and simple props for creative and imaginative play are
well suited to children's learning needs.  TV, video
game systems and even computers limit children's
creative potential, and promote passivity instead of
exploration.  

School age children need an area that is set aside
for quiet work.  This may be a desk in their bedroom or
the den, or it may be a free space at the kitchen table.
Helping children select a time each day that is reserved
for homework, quiet reading, music or art exploration
may be helpful.  Encouraging a break between school
and homework time - a healthy snack, some fresh air, a
short nap - may also help your child unwind and gather
the energy needed for additional learning activities.    

(Continued on next page)
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Like every parent, you want to
make the world safer for your child, but

so much to do, and so little time.  Baby Safety Month
makes it a little easier.  Just take a few minutes each
day and do one safety activity. At the end of a month,
you will have a much safer home for your young child!   

For a checklist of daily safety acts you can do (or
that you can share with a new parent, babysitter or day
care provider during September) visit
www.skippervigil.com/calendar.htm. 

September is Baby 
Safety Month

What "Else" Do Children Need?  
When we think about what children need, the

basic necessities of life come to mind- shelter, food,
clothing, etc.  But in order for children to grow up to be
emotionally and socially healthy, as well as successful
learners, they need the following from their parents
and caregivers:

AFFECTION: Children crave and need physical signs
of affection. Give your child lots of hugs and kisses
each day.

LOVE:  Every human being needs to be loved.
Children deserve unconditional love, despite their
actions or behaviors.

SAFETY:  Children need to feel safe and that no
harm will come to them.  Childproof your house.
Provide clear safety rules.

SECURITY:  Give your child limits/boundaries.  Set
rules and consequences. Follow through.

FUN:  Take time to laugh and play. Share the
wonders of life together.

ACCEPTANCE:  Appreciate your child as an
individual.  Accept his /her strengths and
weaknesses.

HONESTY:  Share your real feelings with your child
and vice versa.  Develop a trusting and honest
relationship.

PRAISE:  Tell your child when he/she is doing a
good job.  Be specific in your praise. (ie: "You did a
great job cleaning your room" OR "I really like the
way you helped your brother to use the scissors
safely.")

RESPECT:  Treat your child like a valuable and
important person.  Celebrate their differences!

ENCOURAGEMENT:  Encourage your child to do
his /her best.  Tell them "I know you can do it" OR
"try your best."  Believe in your child.

FORGIVENESS:  Remind your child that no one is
perfect.  Forgive- don't hold grudges.

PATIENCE:  Be understanding when your child tries
something new or makes a mistake.

TIME:  Give your child the "gift" of time.  Spend
time with your child talking, listening, reading and
playing.  Children also need "free" (unstructured
time).  Don't overbook their schedules with too
many lessons or activities.

SUPPORT:  Support your child as he/she tackles a
new sport or skill.  Let them know you will always
be there for them - through good times and bad.

ROUTINE:  Children need and want routines, even if
they don't ask for them (consistent meal times,
bedtime, etc.).  This will help your child to learn
time management skills.

Some good baby safety sites:
Installing and using infant car seats

www.aap.org/family/carseatguide.htm

Water safety for infants
www.caringforkids.cps.ca/keepingkidssafe/Swimming.htm

www.aap.org/policy/s020122.html

Baby proofing your home: www.nsc.org/library/facts/babyprf.htm

Reducing the risk of SIDS:
www.nichd.nih.gov/sids/reduce_infant_risk.htm

Preventing Shaken Baby Syndrome: www.skippervigil.com

Keeping kids safe from falls:www.nsc.org/library/facts/kidfalls.htm

Crib safety tips: www.nsc.org/library/facts/cribtips.htm

Heat, kids and cars
www.safekids.org/tier3_cd.cfm?content_item_id=10430&folder
_id=300

Driveway safety www.childcare.net/library/driveways.shtml

Lead exposure: www.nsc.org/library/facts/lead.htm

For more information on this topic, please call Cornell Cooperative Extension at 344-1234 
or the Child Care Council of Orange County at 294-4012.


