Role of the Family in Helping Children to Learn

Children are born ready to learn and fortunately, most are born into families that are ready to teach.  No one questions the ability of parents, brothers, sisters or grandparents to teach a toddler how to walk or talk.  We trust that most youngsters need only modeling and encouragement to learn all the skills of the early years.  When we cheer a baby’s first steps at the same time we have our arms outstretched in case he falls, it seems only natural.  We are providing the opportunity for the experience, we are providing safeguards against failure and we are providing lavish praise for success.

As children grow and develop, their circle of important people becomes larger, and includes not just the immediate family but other community members.  As well, since approximately 70 percent of mothers of young children are working outside the home, most children spend time in the care of adults who are not their parents. However, research clearly shows that families matter regardless of the time spent in non-parental care. Researchers at the National Institutes of Child Health and Development (NICHD) have stated that “what transpires in the family” … is more important in explaining children’s early cognitive, language, and emotional development than whether care is provided by someone other than the parent.
 These research findings confirm that parents and family members are children’s primary role models and their first, and most important teachers. NICHD research suggests that parents can best fulfill these vital roles by being “sensitive, stimulating, and supportive”. They can increase children’s sense of security by responding to their needs and modeling appropriate responses to situations; they can stimulate language and cognitive development by playing, talking, and reading with their children; they can foster a love of learning by providing opportunities for new experiences and searching out activities that foster children’s interests. However, in striving to provide the best learning opportunities for children, parents must remember that young children learn best through play. Sara Wilford, a professor of education in New York, suggests that “play is the young child’s most powerful tool for learning”.  She maintains that play helps to develop symbolic thinking as children move from simple Peek-a-Boo and chasing games to more complex imaginative drama.  Play also helps to develop language and offers many opportunities to learn social roles and routines. According to Wilford, when children are “just playing”, they are developing cognitive and social skills, as well as the creativity and confidence so important to life-long learning. By playing with their children and providing props to encourage play, parents support a joyous process that fosters early learning, and also helps to develop skills that are important to school success.
 Parents’ opportunities to help young children learn are endless, and most of them do not involve direct teaching. In addition to playing with their children and encouraging imaginative  play, parents can set the stage for future literacy learning by telling stories, actively involving children in conversations, and sharing songs and rhymes. Indeed, literacy expert, Susan Neuman, suggests that while the Itsy Bitsy Spider and Jack and Jill are  “a source of delight for young children”, they are also a fun-filled opportunity to develop “vocabulary, memory, creative use of language … and recognition of the sound structure of words”.  Stories can also be used to discuss issues and concerns that are important in children’s lives.  For example, in addition to modeling generous behaviour and complimenting children when they are kind to others, parents can read books such as Clifford’s Good Deeds to illustrate the concept of generosity. 
 Families can also help children develop basic math concepts.  This can be done through play and during daily activities.  Parents can call attention to shapes when children are doing puzzles and making pictures; they can compare objects and point out which is longer or heavier; they can involve children in counting what is important to them such as the number of blocks they can stack before the pile falls down; they can develop attention and memory by playing games such as Lotto and Concentration.  Parents can also set the groundwork for a healthy lifestyle by providing nutritious food, living physically active lifestyles themselves, and encouraging children to participate in physical activities that best suit their interests and abilities. 
The vital role of families in helping children to learn continues throughout the school years. The primary classroom is filled with opportunities to learn all kinds of fascinating things.  Children need to know that their parents are interested in their school day and that they value the kinds of things their children are learning. Life is extremely busy for parents of young children, and many wish they could spend more time helping their children with school work.  However, researchers, Cook and Willms, have found that what matters most is the quality of the time parents give to discuss what children are learning at school, to assist them with homework, and to support both their school learning and out-of-school activities. As children make the transition to school, families transition also, but that in no way diminishes the importance of families in helping their children to learn.
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