Youth Development: 5- to 8-Year-Olds

About the Major Developmental Changes
When working with 5- to 8-year-olds or school-aged children, it’s important to think about the developmental changes these young people are going through. It is also necessary to consider how these changes affect how you work with children in this age group. Keeping children’s development in mind will help ensure fun and learning for all — adults and children alike!

What follows are the characteristics related to children’s physical, cognitive, social and emotional development during the 5- to 8-year-old stage, along with implications these characteristics have for working with children. Individual differences play a big role in how children behave and what they like to do. Sometimes children’s development is uneven. For example, while physically a child may look older than other children who are the same age, he or she may lag behind peers in social skills.

Furthermore, children are influenced by the people and the places where they spend their time: their family, their friends, their school, and their community. Another important point to remember is that even though we look at specific aspects of the child’s development to understand it better, each child is a "whole" child. The children who are in your clubs, groups and classrooms are a "complete package."

Physical Development
School-aged children, or 5- to 8-year-olds, have slower growth rates as compared to children in the early childhood years. They begin to refine their large (gross) and small (fine) motor skills, resulting in greater control of their bodies. They also are generally healthy and have lots of energy. What this means for those working with this age group is: 

· Children need opportunities to be physically active. 

· A leader should plan times for group games and other recreational activities. 

· With increased small motor coordination, children can participate in more complex arts and crafts projects. 

· Children gain a sense of independence from their increasing physical abilities. 

· Developing new physical skills adds to a child’s self-esteem.

Cognitive Development
School-aged children are "here and now thinkers" who have not mastered abstract thinking. They are beginning to develop new memory skills. They begin to think more intuitively and develop hunches about things. During this developmental stage, children begin to improve their language abilities. Their vocabulary increases and they’re able to express ideas and manipulate words. They also begin to increase their problem-solving abilities. They’re learning to read and write and they like to learn and use new skills.

Activities and programs for this age group should: 

· Use real objects and materials and concrete, "real world" experiences. Children should be involved in activities with concrete objects and that use common materials. 

· Match their new thinking skills to capitalize on shifts in cognitive development. 

· Encourage them to talk about what they’re doing to enhance learning through reflection. Ask "How can we solve this problem?" and "What do you think will happen?" instead of giving the answer to stimulate thinking skills. 

· Be fun as well as educational.

Social Development
Children this age show a strong interest in friends. They may prefer to play with friends who are the same gender. They are beginning to develop self-discipline. They’re also less self-centered and more sensitive to the needs of others. It is at this time that they begin to understand the "rules" for how the social world functions.

Implications for working with this age group suggest: 

· Planning activities that develop positive social interaction skills, such as learning how to be a friend, communication and helping others. 

· Developing discipline strategies aimed at promoting self-discipline. 

· Planning activities that promote cooperation, such as working in pairs or small groups, or games that involve teamwork. 

· Allowing kids to be involved in making the rules.

Emotional Development
During this developmental stage, 5- to 8-year-olds often seek adult approval and support. They may have difficulty talking about feelings. They’re concerned with fairness and see right and wrong as absolute. They begin to compare themselves with others. They may choose to work out fears by "acting out" or withdrawing.

When programming with this group: 

· Allow time for individual, small and large group activities. 

· Plan activities that focus on creative expression. 

· Develop positive communication skills and discipline strategies. Model positive communication with adults and children.

Developmental Tasks or "Jobs" of 5- to 8-Year-Olds* 
What does it mean for young people to move successfully through the school-aged years? Child development experts agree that there are certain developmental tasks or "jobs" that children should accomplish for optimal development. All of these tasks relate to the different areas in which children are developing: physical, cognitive, social and emotional. When we see that they are doing well at these tasks, we consider them to be developing successfully.
In the school-aged years between 5 and 8, children learn to: 
· Gather information about who they are and what they can do. 

· Develop a better understanding of how to get along with others. 

· Understand that rules are necessary to make groups work. 
· Act in ways that respect themselves and others. 

· Improve their physical abilities. 

· Learn to use language to share ideas and influence others. 

· Find new ways to get information and to solve problems. 

*Source: Written by Theresa Ferrari, when she was a Ph.D. candidate in the Department of Family and Child Ecology, Michigan State University.

What We Know About How Children Learn*
Learning and having fun are important elements of any effective 4-H activity in clubs or groups, after school or in the classroom. Although we often think of learning as a cognitive skill, it really involves the whole child. As you work with a group, think about how they learn and what to consider as you plan and carry out activities. This will help ensure a high level of enjoyable learning for your group: 
· Children are active learners.
This means they are both active in seeking out experiences as well as physically active. They learn from hands-on experiences that involve all their senses. The 5- to 8-year-old activities are designed around an experiential learning model that encourages active learning. 
· Children's learning is influenced by development and maturation.
Children enjoy activities that are within their ability to master. Try to simplify, maintain or expand your activities in response to the level of understanding the children demonstrate. 
· Children's learning is affected by the environment.
The environment can either enhance or detract from a child's ability to learn. Children learn best when they feel safe and secure. You create this feeling when you treat them with warmth, respect and caring. 
· Children learn through physical experience, social interaction and reflection.
From their direct experiences (seeing, listening, smelling, tasting and touching), children find out what things are like, how they work and how they relate to one another. They combine these observations with more complex thinking like seeing patterns, interpreting and drawing conclusions about what happens. These conclusions either add to children's existing ideas or cause them to adjust their thinking. 

Children are also influenced by the people in their lives — especially the adults who are important to them, such as parents, other relatives, teachers and 4-H volunteers. As children interact with other people in their lives, they make decisions about themselves and their actions based on the reactions they receive. They decide if their thinking and actions are "right" or "wrong" and adjust their actions accordingly. 
It is also important for children (and adults, too!) to "think about their thinking" — to reflect on what they know and how they figure it out. You can guide children to make connections between what they know now and where they want to go. This helps them to make connections between ideas and gives them clues for doing similar things in the future. As a result, you can play an important role for each child in your group. You can help the children form ideas and develop life skills. 
· Children's learning styles differ.
Everyone has a preferred way of taking in and processing information. Some of our senses (visual, auditory, kinesthetic or tactile) may dominate the others. In his book, Frames of Mind, Howard Gardner has expanded this idea through the theory of multiple intelligences. He believes that everyone possesses at least seven intelligences, and the blend of these makes us unique. The seven intelligences are: linguistic, logical-mathematical, musical, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, intrapersonal and interpersonal. Volunteers and teachers should offer experiences related to these different intelligences by developing children's thinking skills, providing opportunities to gain self-knowledge and working in groups to develop social interaction skills. These methods need to be combined with other active learning strategies. 
· Children learn through play.
Play is so important it has been described as children's work. All areas of development are enhanced through children's play activities. Play is the primary way that children gather and process new information, learn new skills and practice old ones. It's important to offer time for recreation and play when your group meets. 
· Children's learning is influenced by early attitudes and perceptions.
When children are learning new information and skills, they are also developing attitudes toward learning. Attitudes are the ways of reacting that people develop toward various situations in their lives. You can play an important role in helping children develop positive attitudes toward learning, the value of work, the importance of teamwork and the contributions that all workers make to society. 
· Children's learning proceeds in predictable directions.
Simple ----------> Complex 
Known ---------> Unknown 
Self -------------> Other 
Whole ----------> Part 
Concrete -------> Abstract 
Exploratory -----> Goal Directed 
Inaccurate ------> More accurate 
Impulsive -------> Self-controlled 

*Source: Written by Theresa Ferrari, when she was a Ph.D. candidate in the Department of Family and Child Ecology, Michigan State University.
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