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How do young children learn? 

 By trying things out through the filter of their five senses. A newborn baby learns through their 
sense of touch that there are loving caresses and snuggly ways of being held. Babies learn the 
difference between wet and dry or warm and cold through touch and they quickly learn which 
feels better. They may also: 

• see a parent’s familiar face or a favorite toy and they smile to show recognition.  
 

• hear the dog bark and may cry in fear or they hear their sibling’s laugh and turn their 
head in that direction.  
 

• taste warm milk and it tastes good, but tasting bath soap would not bring the same 
happy response.  

A preschool child learns through their senses as well, but in a more complex way. Children use 
play to learn all sorts of new things through their five-sense filter.  

Perhaps you have heard the Ben Franklin quote, “Tell me and I forget, teach me and I may 
remember, involve me and I will learn.” This is absolutely true when it comes to young children.  

The NAEYC (National Association for the Education of Young Children) states that: “Preschool 
children learn best … when they can safely encounter and explore many interesting things in 
their environment.” (www.naeyc.org/dap/preschoolers)  The research is clear that children 
learn best (and most easily) by doing.  

At GR4K, we understand how children learn. We know that children learn best through play! 
Play can be unstructured, random, and spur of the moment opportunities like: 

• playing with a child you just met at the park or the beach  
• running and jumping in a pile of freshly raked leaves in the yard  
• building a family snowman after a surprise overnight storm 
• throwing a blanket over a table and making a fort, cave, castle, house, or underwater 

cavern  

Unstructured and imaginative play with another child builds vocabulary, demands 
cooperation, and encourages sharing and taking turns. And your child learns these things 
while having fun! 

http://www.naeyc.org/dap/preschoolers
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Structured play is another critical part of learning. This is when you set up a play area or 
situation for your child. You may select the toys or set up a fort or suggest an idea for play. For 
example, your family is going camping next month for the first time and you want your child to 
think about the trip in a positive way before you go. Here are some ideas: 

• You might make a tent out of a blanket thrown over the back of two straight backed 
chairs and add some pillows and books for a fun place to read.  
 

• Then at noontime, you pack lunch into a sack or backpack and take it into the “tent” to 
share a picnic. After lunch, you bring in the favorite lovey and blanket, read one more 
story and settle your child in for nap or quiet time in the “tent.” 
 

• Maybe you go to the library and get books about camping and tents and cooking 
outdoors to read in your “tent.” The family might take turns reading in the “tent” over 
the next few days, maybe playing a board game in the tent to practice for rain on your 
camping trip.  
 

• Over the weekend, you may want to have a family sleepover in the tent or on the floor 
around the tent. Maybe have a pretend campfire and sing songs before settling down to 
sleep or making s’mores in the microwave to share around your “campfire” made of 
blocks and construction paper.  

This child-centered play and family-centered play will help your child learn what to expect 
when you really do go camping. 

In addition, your child will build the vocabulary he/she needs to learn from the camping 
experience: tent, pitch a tent, stakes, pop-up, trailer, camper, shelter, cook stove, sleeping bag, 
campfire, marshmallow, toast, hike, trail, compass, latrine, picnic table, lantern, bug spray. All 
of these vocabulary words help your child learn more from the experience so that they can 
think and talk about their experience.  

The more words they have to express themselves, the more they are able to connect 
thoughts and events in their minds which will make them much more confident in their ability 
to learn and to connect with other people. Play is the best way for young children to learn! 


