Understanding the Beginner Child - 0-2 years
Physical development:
· Grows very fast – by the time the child is two he or she is roughly half their adult height.
· Is busy learning how to control his body – loves to practise sitting, crawling, walking, waving, jumping and running.
· Can sing some simple songs, but may prefer listening to other people singing songs to them.

Needs:

· To have a variety of different actions throughout the session that includes moving around the room in different ways.

· To have interesting, relevant, clean and safe things to hold and explore during the session.
· To have opportunities for following simple and clear instructions such as where to place the object they are holding, or what to do with it.

· To have activities during songs and stories so that the children stay connected to what is being said, even if they don’t fully understand everything.

· To have stable, easy-to-clean toddler chairs which they can access freely on their own.

Intellectual development:
· Learns by copying adults and other children around them.

· Learns through exploring their world with all five senses.
· Has a very short attention span – so activities need to be changing every five minutes or so.

· Has a limited vocabulary, but understands more words than they can say.

· Believes whatever an adult says.

· Understands pictures of familiar things.

· Does not understand concepts of time and numbers.

· Loves rhythm and rhyme and repetitive stories.

Needs:
· Teachers and parents need to demonstrate to the child whatever they are expected to do.

· To have a repetitive routine so that they can anticipate your responses, know what they are expected to do, learn about the rhythm of communication in an activity and learn to feel safe in a predictable setting.  Repetition is a vital component for Beginner children. They need the same finger plays, songs and routines week after week. Some teachers make the mistake of wanted to provide a varied programme each week, because they think the parents will be bored, but this is a class for very young children, not the parents, and their needs must come first.
· To have as many senses stimulated as possible during the session. Bring interesting real objects to the class wherever possible, that can appeal to the child’s senses of sight, hearing, touch, taste and smell.

· To be given clear instructions about what to do. Use positive instructions such as ‘Do this’ rather than confusing negative instructions such as ‘Don’t do that’. Young children tend not to hear or understand a negative instruction - they focus on the main words in the sentence. Giving a clear positive instruction, one point at a time, shows respect for the child and gives them time to understand what you are asking them to do.
· To hear simple words and short stories about familiar things, such as families and homes. A story need only be 3-4 minutes long.

Social and emotional development:
· Beginners like adult attention and are eager to please teachers and parents.
· Young children may be shy around strangers and afraid of unfamiliar objects.

· They are self-centred and may not yet understand how their behaviour affects other people.

· They need to feel safe. 

· Isn’t able to share spontaneously – if you do a sharing activity, make sure you have two identical items so that children feel ‘safer ‘giving one away.

· They need consistent, loving discipline – being gently shown the right thing to do.

· They like to work at their own pace and don’t like to be hurried, so be prepared to show your love for them by being patient.
Needs:

· To be allowed to participate when they feel ready, without pressure or force.

· To have parents around in order to feel safe and to help manage their behaviour and emotional needs.

· To experience a warm and accepting atmosphere that helps him or her to have a good feeling about whatever happens in the church, class or group.

· To experience as little change as possible – only make one or two small changes to the programme or room each week. 
Moral and Spiritual Development

· Anything pleasant is good and unpleasant is bad – no sense of right or wrong.

· Wants to please parents and other significant adults.

· Learns about love, trust and obedience.

· Learns to say ‘No!’

· Experiences awe and wonder in the later part of this age group.

Needs:

· To be loved and to know that adults can be trusted, as this is the very foundation of their love and trust in God. If the child is harmed, let down, feels alone or abandoned, this can have a significant impact on future relationships with others and with God. So if the child has any experiences like this, even accidentally, they need lots of love, comfort and reassurance as soon as possible.
· To have opportunities to obey and be rewarded for obeying immediately, so that obeying is associated with feeling good.

· To be given simple choices, when old enough, between two different possibilities, as this may reduce the ‘No’s!

· To have opportunities to experience beautiful things in nature, and to learn to love God’s creation.

Other practicalities:

· Encourage parents to stay with children in the Beginner Class. You will not be able to teach the class effectively if you are managing several lively toddlers on your own. Some teachers have a play time for the children at the end of the class so that parents can have a few moments of spiritual stimulation with other adults.

· Provide songs written in clear words on a flip chart for the parents to use.

· If possible, provide CDs of the music used in the group or class for parents to take home and play to the children during the week so that everyone is familiar with the songs you are using.

· If you are the Sabbath School teacher, take time to read the introduction to your lesson quarterly which often has very useful suggestions.

· Invest in quality materials for this class, and store them in clear boxes labelled with the Bible story name and quarter when it is used.
· Invite older members to help you make visual aids and find resources for this age group.

· Purchase a pack of activity sheets for the Beginners from your Conference or Union. These are available for a small cost and include a different, simple activity for each week of the lesson cycle. All you need to do is copy one set per child onto paper or thin card, depending on the activity.
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Understanding the Kindergarten Child – 3-5 years
Physical development:
· The Kindergarten child is still growing very fast.

· Likes to practice new physical skills and is very active and energetic.
· Long-sighted – needs to look at large, bright pictures and books.

· Is learning how to sing and enjoys fun action songs.
Needs:
· To have plenty of movement built into the programme.

· To have time for fine motor skill development (finger plays and crafts) as well as gross motor skills (large movements involving the whole body such as mime, moving around the room, and large actions to lively songs).

· To have clear, bright illustrations and decorations which are at a comfortable height for them to see.
· To have a good balance of movement and activity with quiet, reflective and listening times. Alternate between the two and be aware of signs that children need to move around. Some children that may seem disruptive, are letting you know they need to be more active, so use that knowledge and build it into your programme.

Intellectual development:

· Enjoys talking and chattering.
· Needs clear boundaries and guidelines for behaviour. Be clear, specific and give simple positive commands (‘Do this’ rather than ‘Don’t do that’.)

· Memorises quickly, but forgets easily too!

· Believes whatever he is told and understands things very literally.
· Is easily distracted and needs to think of one thing at a time.
· Is still self-centred but is beginning to learn how to be kind, helpful and obedient.

· Enjoys multi-sensory learning.
Needs:

· Give children time to talk about the highs and lows of their week. 
· Let children of this age work in small groups with an adult helper.

· Encourage them to memorise the verses, and check they understand what they are learning. Don’t be too hard on them if they forget. Provide helpful prompts such as pictures.

· Involve as many senses as possible in very learning activity. The more senses used, the more the child will learn and remember.

· Give only one clear instruction at a time. Break down the task into simple steps and only give the next instruction when the child is ready for it. Have a sample of the finished product so that the children know what they are trying to make.

· Be ready to answer their questions about faith and God in simple ways. Think through your answers from their perspective and be careful when talking about death as a sleep. Some children have been afraid to go to bed in case they die. Tell them that death is a very special kind of sleep where we don’t breathe or dream, and only Jesus can wake us up. Be clear that it is not like going to bed, or like the sleep that they know as children.
· Use lots of stories, but finish them in the session as continued stories will be frustrating for them, and they will forget the important details.
· Kindergarten children don’t have a strong concept of time, so they don’t understand if you try to explain which Bible story came before another. That’s irrelevant to them. Wait till they are Primaries before spending too much time on this.
Social and emotional development:

· Starting to widen their social network and make friends outside of their family, at playgroups and nursery as well as preschool.
· Likes to copy others, especially adults, teachers and older children.

· Wants to please the adults in his world.

· Gets excited easily.
· May want to be the centre of attention, or may be very shy.
· Needs to feel safe and to be reassured if things seem threatening or uncertain.

· Needs plenty of love and thoughtful, loving, grace-filled discipline.

Needs:
· To begin learning how to share and take turns.

· To have opportunities to mimic positive adult behaviour – dressing up as Bible characters and missionaries.

· To experience different cultures and places through dressing up and tasting different foods or making simple crafts. They can’t understand maps, but they can understand different clothes, food, homes etc, as they can relate that to their own experience.
· To have a calm atmosphere in the room, and to have calm teachers. Have a simple sign or sound when the children are getting too noisy. One teacher stops talking and puts her finger on her lips until everyone is quiet again. Another shakes a tambourine and the children sit quietly and put their hands in their laps.

· To know where they can find whatever they need to use in the session.

· To have two or three simple rules such as: 

1. Obey the teacher 

2. Be kind to the other children 

3. Be quiet and listen when other people are talking

· To have a clear and simple response when they disobey the rules. If possible, have an adult helper who can be with the child and help him or her to follow the rules. Often rules are broken at this age because a child doesn’t really understand what they are being asked to do, so punishment can be confusing and unhelpful.

· To feel loved and safe all the time. Young children can easily be hurt if you rush them, misunderstand them, or yell at them, and they may not want to come back. Your love for them helps them to connect their experience at church with a loving God who cares deeply for them. 
· Welcome the children into your group each session, and say good bye to each child personally. Send a card saying you missed them as soon as you can if they don’t attend a session.

Moral and spiritual development:

· Wants to please parents and adults and will obey to avoid punishment or pain. Things are ‘bad’ if they hurt and ‘good’ if they feel nice.

· Still able to be filled with wonder at even tiny things in nature.

· Is beginning to be aware of the loving community of the church and may be very trusting of others.

· Copies adults and will pretend to sing and preach. Likes to pray short and simple prayers.

· Asks ‘Why?’ 

Needs:

· To have thoughtful discipline that helps encourage positive behaviour. Consider all the developmental information about this age group when deciding if the a child has really disobeyed, or just misunderstood, forgotten, or is not yet physically able to do what you asked.

· To have plenty of opportunities to go outside and see beautiful natural things. Bring flowers and animals for the children to see, and help them to notice the intricate details of petals, bark, vegetables, and little creatures.

· To be protected and safe in the church – be sure you have a thorough child protection policy and that it is enforced. Don’t ever think that a child will be safe from predators in a church. Always be vigilant.
· To have opportunities to pray in the group if they want to, but not to be pressured to do so.

· To have their simple questions answered simply in a way they can understand. Always check that they have understood your answer by asking them to explain what you have said. Many children have been puzzled for years by misunderstanding what an adult has said to them! Think how a child hears Holy Ghost (Holey Ghost) or imagines being washed in the blood of a lamb!
Things to consider:

· The story of Jesus’ birth fills small children with wonder and it is especially good if they can be involved in as nativity play at a time that suits your church community. Although we may not support all that the world describes as Christmas, we can take this opportunity to make a difference by helping communities understand the truth about Jesus’ birth. Friends and relatives who may not normally come to church may come along to see a children’s nativity. Being involved with a play of this kind helps the Bible to come alive for kindergarten children and helps them to fall in love with the Jesus who was once a child like them.

· Plan an outing once a year, with the families of kindergarten children, to learn more about creation – such as going to a farm, aquarium, zoo, forest or garden.

· Create a learning station in your class room where children can explore natural objects, and Bible stories in creative ways, or learn new ways to play that they find enjoyable.
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Understanding the Primary Child – 6-9 years
Physical development:
· Likes to practice new physical skills and is very active and energetic.

· Still long-sighted and needs clear words and pictures to help them see things comfortably.

· Beginning to develop special skills, such as music, art and sport, and enjoys practicing and performing these skills.

· Able to sing quite well.

· Developing much finer hand-eye coordination for crafts and writing, etc.

Needs:
· To have plenty of movement built into the programme. Boys, especially, seem to need lots of whole body actions. For example – develop a multiple choice quiz and have children run to the corner that represents their response, or move in a different way depending on their response (stretch up high for ‘yes’ and bend down low for ‘no’)
· Use the letters and fonts used in school when writing out things for the children to read.

· Use lots of songs, learn new ones and keep up to date with the latest Christian songs for children, many of which are excellent. Invest in DVDs that have the words and actions on the screen if you are not so musical yourself. Paul Field, Ishmael and Doug Horley are some of the best names in the UK Christian children’s music world.

Intellectual development:

· Curious.
· Thinking literally and needing pictures and objects to help them understand what is being taught.
· Is beginning to develop a preferred learning mode – visual, verbal or kinaesthetic (touch and movement).
· Thinks by doing things – actions help him or her to understand the lessons better.

· Beginning to read and likes stories - but be aware that a child may have reading difficulties and be sensitive to their needs.

· Beginning to enjoy group discussions.

· Good at memorising

· Still finding it hard to comprehend historical sequence. A Bible Time chart may be helpful – these are available from the BUC and the SEC Children’s Ministries departments and have a time line strip of the Bible with characters that can be added in the correct places as you tell their story.
Needs:

· Still needs a very active lesson time. Children at school in Britain are used to moving around in the class and exploring things for themselves, and this needs to be incorporated into Sabbath School too. 

· The more a child does, the more he or she will learn. They will soon forget what you said, but they will remember what they did.

· Tell good stories and give the children time to discuss the characters and the choices they made. A well-told instalment story, told chapter by chapter, can be a good attention-getter and encourage children to return each week.
· Make the most of their memories and encourage them to memorise key passages by using fun approaches. Contact your local Conference or Union for the Advent Source book filled with fun ideas for helping children to memorise verses.
· Fairness is important – encourage the children to help you develop the best rules and consequences for your group and to write them out on attractive posters

Social and emotional development:
· Wants to interact with others and special friends are important, but needs help developing appropriate social skills.

· Wants to take part in meaningful activity and to try things out for him or herself

· Needs plenty of love and thoughtful, loving, grace-filled discipline, but is also easily hurt and offended. 
· Respects authority and longs for adult approval and affection.
· Enjoys non-competitive group activities – crafts, non-competitive quizzes, re-enacting stories, etc.

· Is becoming more self-aware and is motivated by having their accomplishments recognised and by their own individual goals.

· Is easily excited.

· Is developing sympathy for others and a desire to help other people.

Needs:
· To feel welcomed and wanted. Welcome the children into your group each session, and say good bye to each child personally. Send a card saying you missed them as soon as you can if they don’t attend a session.

· To have caring adults who will help them to form good friendships and to work together on a group project.

· To have opportunities to help others directly, and through being involved in mission and outreach projects.

· To be free from the pressure of competition and to have their own attendance devices rather than a large class chart, which can feel threatening.

· To have their work valued and displayed.

· To have a varied programme moving from active phases to quieter periods.
· To know that they are loved by you and God no matter what they look like or what they can do – to experience unconditional love and acceptance that can help them to develop a Godly self-confidence.

· To be disciplined in private, in a respectful manner.

· To have their feelings valued and to experience teachers and parents who are willing to apologise to the child and ask for forgiveness when necessary.

Moral and spiritual development:

· Obeys rules for rewards, and acts to please other people.

· Has a strong sense of fairness.

· Has a vivid imagination.

· Is beginning to do things on his or her own initiative.

· Asks ‘Why?’ and ask religious questions, and wants to know the answers.

· Takes stories literally and believes whatever adults say. Is still thinking concretely.

· Begins to appreciate heroes and wants to be a hero too.

· Beginning to appreciate self-esteem and enjoys feeling good about doing something well, even if no-one else notices.

· By the age of nine most children have made subconscious decisions that will shape the course of their lives. They will be deciding whether church or God is important to them, so it is very important that anything to do with church is welcoming, interesting, and relevant to them, or they may decide to leave as soon as they are old enough to do so.

Needs:
· To have a set of simple, easy to follow rules and to know what the exact consequences will be for disobedience.

· To feel they are being treated fairly. It may be best to structure quizzes in non-competitive ways and to make sure you give equal time to every child, even the quieter ones.

· To have opportunities to use their vivid imagination to dig deeper into the Bible stories. Encourage them to imagine with all of their senses.

· To have opportunities for creating their own response to a Bible story. You can supply a range of craft materials and let them make whatever they like in response to the story.  
· To have questions answered clearly and honestly at a level they can understand. To be shown how to do their own simple research to find answers.

· To have positive Christian role models of the same gender.

· To have opportunities to value what they make, do and write, and to see that others value their work too, by having it displayed or presented.

· To begin to be involved in the wider church programme, perhaps being involved in some aspect of the worship service whenever possible.

· To have positive, happy and interesting times at church.

Things to consider:

· Some children in this age group may be almost ready to make a decision for Jesus, so do give them the opportunity to make this choice if they wish. They can be part of a baptismal class until they are ready for baptism, and then join a spiritual mentoring group once they have been baptised.

· Have some social times with the children and their families – church picnics with Bible-based activities, games and film evenings, outings to zoos and farms, etc.

· Help each child to find something they are good at and try to find a way for them to use this gift to serve your church community.

· This is a great age group for being involved with a KID ministry, so if your church hasn’t explored this yet, ask your Union or Conference leader for more information and visit their websites.
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Understanding the Junior Child – 10-14 years
Physical development:
· The Junior is very active, and can be noisy and restless.
· He or she likes practicing physical skills and demonstrating them to others.

· Rapidly developing into an adolescent. Some girls may have very early pubescence; boys tend to develop physically at a later stage.

· May be feeling awkward and self-conscious in rapidly changing bodies.

Needs:
· To have plenty of movement, variety and action built into the programme.

· To have moments of quietness and stillness, too.

· To have teachers of both sexes to provide good role models and spiritual mentors.

Intellectual development:

· Memorizes quickly, but needs motivation.

· Learns by being involved with an activity.

· Can become bored quickly.

· Likes facts and using maps reference books and the Internet.

· Can be very creative, likes exploring the potential of different materials.

· Enjoys working in groups. 

· May be interested in technology and gadgets and this can be incorporated creatively into your programme.
Needs:
· To have extra motivation and creativity to help them memorise verses, such as presenting something to the whole church, or for a sponsored memory verse activity.

· To be stimulated to think for themselves and work things out together.

· To have teachers who understand their different learning modes (visual, verbal or kinaesthetic – touching objects and moving around) and create a session that involves everyone and their learning preferences.

· To have materials which are age appropriate and respect their maturity.
· To be able to have their own space and programme, so that they don’t feel that that the activities and room decorations are childish.
· To be encouraged to problem solve and look for lots of alternative possibilities.

· To be asked questions that stimulate them to think – why, how, could, what if?

Social and emotional development:

· Likes to belong to a group.
· Likes to have heroes, role models and dreams.

· Wants respect – doesn’t like to be spoken down to or bossed around and needs to learn how to respect authority. Respect is learned when we are treated respectfully, it can’t be demanded.
· Responds best to rules that have been created by the peer group.

· May want to generalise.

· Has to be actively involved during class time to maintain interest.

· Struggling to balance a desire for independence with a desire to be loved by caring and respectful adults. Needs a close and healthy mentoring relationship with a positive, same-gendered role model.

· Taking on some responsibilities can help to develop their maturity and awareness of others’ needs, and help them to develop leadership skills.

· Is passionate about things being fair, especially in games.

· Very sensitive to criticism and may often feel insecure, self-conscious or misunderstood.

· Feels things intensely, joy, anger sadness, affection, etc.

Needs:
· To belong to a group and be accepted by them. Prefers to work in small groups than to work on their own.
· To have heroes to stimulate their desire to do well and be significant in the world. It is important for them to learn about Biblical heroes and biographies of Christians who have made a difference in the world.

· To be genuinely respected at all times. Only discipline and talk about challenging things when you are alone with a Junior. Make sure another adult is in the room with you for child safety purposes.

· To be given responsibilities. Find a special responsibility for each Junior in your class, if possible, or rotate responsibilities weekly.
· To feel welcomed. Invite them to your home when you can and plan fun activities for your group outside of the class sessions. Be a friend, but don’t try to be one of the group.
· To have someone they can trust. Be available and non-judgmental, but offer a range of thoughts and possibilities and perspectives when they come to talk to you.

· To be challenged when being disrespectful of others in the group, or outside of the group. Challenge racist, sexist and critical, judgmental comments when appropriate and gently explore other possible responses and perspectives.

Moral and spiritual development:

· Does things to please others and to be liked, but the peer group may now be more important than pleasing parents and adults.

· Begins to rebel against authority but also wants to have a part to play and to do it well.

· Concerned about laws and rules; obeying those that make sense to them and improving those that don’t.

· Is developing a sense of who they are as an individual, and what they want to stand for.

· Needs space to explore questions about faith and life.

· May wonder about making a commitment to God.

· Can experience a profound relationship with God.

Needs:

· To have positive experiences with his or her peer group. Try to make sure that all the children are involved and have friends within the group. 
· To have fair and flexible leaders so that they are less likely to choose to rebel against the teacher’s authority.

· To be involved in creating the rules for the group and have the space to discuss different reasons for rules and our responses to wise boundaries.

· To have the space to discuss ideas freely and experimentally without fear of judgement or criticism so that they can develop their own sense of self, faith and life.

· To be invited to make a decision to follow Jesus, and be offered the opportunity for baptismal studies, without force or pressure.

· To be encouraged to develop a personal relationship with God, by spending time studying the Bible in creative ways, praying, and having opportunities to serve others.

Things to consider:

· Holding a well run baptismal class using age-appropriate materials.

· Make sure that you have men involved in helping you to work with this age group, to help keep the boys interested and mentored.

· Developing a useful mission project for this pre-teen group in your local area.

· Encouraging the children to attend Church camps, or running your own church camp or junior retreat.

· Having social evenings for this group in your home, playing fun group games, watching appropriate movies (download Christian Movie guides from www.christianitytoday.com)

· Encourage this group to lead out in a worship service for the adults, or for the other children. 
Karen Holford 2008

