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Learning does not happen in one natural way but in lots of ways.  

  

Each individual learns differently. People learn differently in different cultural communities, countries 

and contexts, depending on what is available, who is powerful, what the norms and values are and 

how learning makes sense for different kinds of lives and circumstances.1 Learning has changed 

across time and looks different generation to generation.2 This is good news because it means that 

there are lots of ways to combine online, remote learning with in-person learning when it comes to 

young children. 

  

At this time of COVID-19, teachers, parents, and caretakers are trying to figure out how to educate 

young children using online technologies. Schools and districts are trying to figure out how best to 

support parents and continue children’s academic progress while they are away from school.  

 

Here are some principles of early childhood learning that could be helpful in shaping how 

schools and districts approach daily or weekly support for children and families.  

 

• 15/45 Minute Rule 

Give your full attention to young children for 15 minutes and then put an activity out or an online 

lesson/video so that you can work or complete other responsibilities for 45 minutes. 

• 5 Senses  

Children learn by touching, listening, talking, moving around, observing and tasting. When things 

are bleak, go outside for a short walk and see what children notice and let them use all their 

senses. Or let children explore materials in the house like rocks, leaves, sea shells, instruments or 

cooking utensils. 

• Balance online with in-person learning 

Children learn through their bodies. Online learning (listening to people read books, math facts, 

reading apps, etc.) should be evenly balanced with in-person/hands-on activities like building, 

working, drawing or playing. 

• Pass on Your Knowledge 

Children want to learn about what parents are excited about. Teach your child to appreciate what 

you are interested in by letting them participate with you. 

• Learning happens by trial and error 

Teaching children is challenging and scary at times. We don’t have to be experts to show love, 

attention and provide learning opportunities to young children. Young children learn to walk by 

falling down and so do their parents and caretakers.  
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The list of ideas below are meant for teachers, parents and caretakers of young children who are 

planning for the next few months – trying to balance learning, safety and mental survival. Each 

principle is research-based and citations are included. Thank you for all that you do and how hard you 

are working for children. 

 

Ideas for Parents and Caretakers 

 

1. Young children need undivided attention in short bursts. 

If you give children 15 minutes of your undivided attention (no computer, phone or other adults), then 

you can give them an activity, some toys or a short video and they will most likely be content. If you 

try to pay attention to them while using devices or talking to other adults, they will keep trying to 

interrupt you and get your attention. We suggest a 15/45 model where you give your full attention to 

children for 15 minutes and then get work or other responsibilities done for 45 minutes. Even if you 

are working together on cleaning, fixing, cooking or another long activity, take a few minutes to 

include them or connect with them somehow while in the middle of participating together. This way 

they will feel connected and safe with you and they will be much more likely to play on their own for 

45 minutes or so until they will need your undivided attention again. These numbers are a minimum 

and can change depending on the child, but kids need time to work and play with adult supervision 

but without adult direction. Give them a little deep connection and attention and then they will reward 

you with time to complete your other responsibilities. 

  

2. Young children want to participate. Let them help.  

Children learn through observation and participation3 – not just by being told something directly. 

Young children love to help people they love and will observe and participate alongside you while you 

are cleaning, working, cooking or helping others.4 They only learn to not help when we stop them, 

insult or criticize their efforts or insist on them doing it “perfectly.”5 In fact, children are usually more 

capable than adults think. Welcome them into whatever activity you are doing and let them know you 

appreciate them. Can they practice colors by helping you sort laundry? Maybe they can wash 

tupperware or other unbreakable dishes. Do you have plants? Your toddler may be able to water 

them. Remember that online learning should be balanced with in-person participation and helping out 

around the house. This is to make sure young children feel like they are contributing which helps 

them feel content, peaceful. Let children play a special role in caring for their grandparents or elders 

in person or online. 

  

3. Young children’s attention lasts longer with one activity or set of toys at a time.  

With in-person or hands-on learning, young children are more engaged when there are fewer options. 

This means that giving them a box with lots of trains, balls, blocks or sticks is too much and can 

overwhelm. Instead, give young children balls and a ramp OR sticks and pots OR blocks and cars or 

any small set of everyday objects from around the house. Old clothes, shoes and bags can spark 

imagination. You can play with them to get them going and then let them be to build and play. Then, 

when the time is over, you can take those away and offer a different activity or set of toys for them. 
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The idea is to make things special and foster curiosity.6 When children are interested and exploring, 

they will spend much more time engaged without your help. It’s a good time to explore the home for 

toys that have been lost or shoved in a closet or corner! They can be used for play or to give away!  

 

4. Young children learn through their bodies – let them touch, move, shake and yell when 

possible. 

To balance out online learning (apps, videos, online lessons, etc.) children need in-person body 

experiences where they use their 5 senses and utilize their bodies to learn. This means moving, using 

objects for a variety of purposes (a pot or pan can be used as an instrument, container, pretend pool 

for toys or a way to move objects around the room), and being able to use their bodies to explore and 

make noise. Parents working at home or trying to find some peace in all this upheaval do not want 

noise all the time so really let go and allow children to make noise sometimes and really let go and 

then you can insist on quiet other times of the day.   

 

5. Young children respond to direct connection, affection and love. 

When children will not leave you alone or seem needy - they usually need love, attention and 

listening. If you can offer this - even if just for a couple of minutes - they are more likely to feel 

reassured and let you get some work done.7 It is helpful for young children to know what is going on. 

Find calm and reassuring ways to let children know what is happening at work, in the world or what 

the new normal will be like at home. Young children can handle difficult topics and circumstances if 

adults can be calm, communicate and reassure young children that they are loved and cared for. 

  

6. Young children benefit from simplicity. 

Planning for 10 minutes at night can save you hours of time the next day.  You can plan out a 

schedule for the day that includes rest time, 3 meals, online time, outdoor time, and in-person 

learning time. You can collect items from around the house that you might need in a box so you have 

them handy. Young children do not need fancy toys. They just need to be able to touch and move 

things and explore how they work - they are usually interested in very simple items they see each 

day. For example, spooning beans into a cup feels good. So does moving containers around the 

house and putting things in them. Children also love learning games their parents and grandparents 

enjoyed playing. 

 

7. Young children speed up and calm down on outside walks (if possible). 

Taking care of nature and being able to spend time with plants, animals and scenery gives young 

children things to think about, notice, observe and talk about.8 Children are usually really excited to 

be outside at first and then they calm down. They are the ones that notice a really small puddle, the 

tiny rock inside, the airplane in the sky, or the leaves that fell off the tree. This noticing can give adults 

a break and a way to feel some calm and appreciation for how smart children are. 
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8. Young children need some space. 

If possible, move furniture around so that there is floor space for different kinds of activities. It might 

not look great but floor space is helpful for children to entertain themselves. Sitting down with them on 

the floor helps them feel connected. 

 

9. Young children need to share their knowledge. 

Find ways for children to present, share or contribute their knowledge to others in the family or 

household or online to extended communities so they can have their new knowledge validated.9  

When students have a sense that there will be an audience for their work, it adds another purpose, as 

well as helps them focus on how they want to share their knowledge.10 This is a great opportunity to 

connect with friends and communities that children are a part of but rarely see or connect with. Asking 

young children questions is a great way to keep them talking and sharing. Questions such as “I 

wonder how that happened?” or “How did you do that?” or even repeating back what young children 

say to you as if it is a question propels them to keep talking to you. 

 

10. Young children love stories 

Children can listen to stories read online, by their family members in-person or on-line. They can 

listen to their friends’ parents reading a story. Parents and grandparents can share oral stories or 

read stories to others in the class through platforms like Instagram or Zoom. Children will love hearing 

people they know telling them stories.11 Hearing stories from community members and 

underrepresented groups can be especially powerful for young children to see how everyone matters 

in the world.12 

 

11. Young children will learn more from GOOD content.  

Think carefully about content! Just like there are very good websites, podcasts, videos and online 

games for young children, there are also terrible ones. Any site that promotes gender/racial 

stereotypes or treats children like babies (high-pitched baby talk, pink for girls and blue for boys) - 

choose a new one! There are plenty. Trust your instinct because young children need YOUR 

guidance and direction online. As you choose videos or podcasts for children, it is ok to reject ones 

that you don’t want to hear while you work. Choosing content that you also enjoy will help you engage 

with children about it later. 

 

12. Young children depend on you, so take care of yourself. 

In such stressful times, sleep and healthy eating are important. Having people to call and healthy 

ways to relax are not luxuries but a necessity to get through the stress, anxiety and uncertainty that 

COVID-19 is bringing. While you may have a unique situation, you are not alone and it is important to 

find ways to show love to yourself and deepen friendships so you can feel supported. 
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Ideas for Schools and Districts 

  

1. Weekly themes: Give parents and caretakers a theme of the week. This will help them think about 

what they know and can offer each week. Make them simple and useful such as colors, construction, 

helping, families, letters, patterns, water, food, relationships, plants, gardens, etc. Elders and 

community members are a source of expertise. 

 

2. Weekly kits: Give parents and caretakers a kit each week (perhaps with school meals handed out 

on Fridays) around each theme that includes worksheets, a special activity for each day and a 

suggested list of materials that can be found around the house that could be helpful. Offer parents 

toys such as blocks, duplos, and sidewalk chalk, all of which can be used for many different activities 

across days and weeks. 

 

3. Daily checklists: Give parents and caretakers a list of activities for the day that include a balance 

of online and/or worksheet activities AND in-person learning activities in which children use their 

bodies and senses. Doing some of the work for parents while encouraging parents to rely on their 

own knowledge and experience can help ensure that young children have meaningful in-person 

learning too. 

 

4. Daily schedule: Give parents and caretakers a 6 hour schedule for full day and a 3 hour schedule 

for half day to guide activities. This should be hour by hour, not every 15 minutes. This is because 

parents need time to work and move around. And children need time when adults are not telling them 

what to do and they can explore. 

 

5. Daily face to face connection: Give parents and caretakers a way for young children to connect 

with their teachers (and classmates if possible) through online, Instagram, facetime or Zoom. Visual 

connection (except in case of impairment) will mean more to children than audio or online chatting. 

Teacher video messages can help with the transition and chaos. 

 

6. Check in calls: Give parents and caretakers a call each day for their own support and comfort. 

This will have a significant impact on parent’s well-being which will have a direct impact on children’s 

well-being. Offer a 24/7 access line for parents seeking help with calming down or finding strategies 

when things are tough.13 See https://preventchildabuse.org/coronavirus-resources/ for more ideas 

and resources. 

 

7. Healthy food: Children and parents need access to healthy food each day.  You can help families 

by compiling a list of community resources. 

 

8. Cultural differences: Ensure that materials, activities and communication respect cultural 

representation and encourage parents to share their cultural expertise with their children. What an 

https://preventchildabuse.org/coronavirus-resources/
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opportunity this is for schools and districts to communicate how much they would love for parents to 

pass along what is meaningful to them!  

 

9. Balance between following directions and creating 

There are different neurological connections made when children are following directions or 

completing tasks compared to when they are creating. Making sure that phonetic lessons, for 

example, are balanced with creation activities online or in-person. Creation activities include online 

whiteboards, open-ended apps (see list below), drawing, building, making a collage, making up a 

story, putting on a show, interviewing someone or taking pictures. Creation activities usually hold 

children’s attention longer than activities where children consume information or just complete tasks. 
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