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Chapter 4: How Children Learn

A. What do I want to remember from this chapter that may be helpful to my present or future teaching or to the TExES exam?

The thought that infants’ minds are blank slates has come under challenge over the years. Theories now attempt to explain the cognitive processes that take place in the infant as he/she develops. These processes involve sight and sound on the infants’ behalf as they explore their perceptual worlds. Theories are now emphasizing that children are active participants in learning and they are able to set goals, plan, revise, assemble, and organize information.  “Cognitive development involves the acquisition of organized knowledge structures including, for example, biological concepts, early number sense, and early understanding of basic physics…cognitive development involves the gradual acquisition of strategies for remembering, understanding, and solving problems.” The text provides an example of how infants learn by describing an experiment where the experimenter established a pattern of flashing a picture on the left hand side of an infant two times and then three times on the right. After the pattern had been established, they observers noted that after the picture flashed twice on the left, the baby would gaze to the right, and after the picture flashed three times on the right the baby would gaze to the left. This experiment indicated that infants have the ability to distinguish between one, two, and three. 

Vygotsky was interested in the impact socialization has on cognitive development. His theory about the zone of proximal development – the difference between what a child can do alone and what he can accomplish with help of a parent, teacher, or competent peer – has had a major impact on cognitive development theories. 

“Some theorists argue that there is more than one way to learn, more than one way to be ‘intelligent’. Understanding that there are multiple intelligences may suggest ways of helping children learn by supporting their strengths and working with their weaknesses.”

Social and situational opportunities must be provided for infants to acquire language due to the fact that they provide information about the meanings of words and sentence structure. “The child uses meaning as a clue to language rather than language as a clue to meaning.”

Children must be in an environment where language is used in order to develop language. Opportunities to practice using language must be provided in order for children to become fluent speakers. 

Information processing is the study of “how learners process information, remember, and solve problems in nonprivileged domains.” Since all learners’ short-term memory capacity is limited, researchers have found that by overcoming information processing restraints, the brains ability to store more information is improved. One strategy for overcoming these constraints and improving memory is clustering – “organizing disparate pieces of information into meaningful units. Clustering depends on organizing knowledge.” This relates to the “chunking” of information that was discussed when comparing novices and experts. This strategy has proven to work for children as well as adults. The ability for children to use metacognition is important in order for them to learn to plan and self-regulate efficiently. Metacognition abilities don’t automatically develop in a child, but develops gradually and is dependent on knowledge as experience in order for children to develop deep understanding. The more strategies that children have a their disposal to use in problem solving situations the more they are able to learn and conceptualize acquired knowledge.

Gardner’s eight autonomous intelligences: linguistic, logical, musical, spatial, bodily kinesthetic, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and naturalistic. Linguistic and logical are the main two that are catered to in schools. I think Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences only provides more reason for teachers to use different teaching strategies. Not all learners learn the same way. I know that I am a visual learner so it is imperative that I can see and manipulate what I’m trying to learn. This is quite common in traditional classrooms, but take into consideration a learner who is musical. This learner may not receive the full benefit of instruction in the traditional classroom because this is not how teachers “normally” teach. This is all the more reason for integrated instruction.

There are two beliefs that children have about learning: entity theories – they believe intelligence is fixed or natural in individuals; and incremental theories – they believe intelligence is flexible or can be manipulated. Believers of entity theories are performance oriented and are more concerned about how well they perform and not what they are learning. They do not like new challenges or to be viewed negatively. Incremental theory believers set goals for learning are open to new challenges. Depending on what children believe about learning, this will have an affect on their learning and how they think they learn. Most children fall somewhere on this continuum and could have both beliefs depending on the subjects they are learning.

In studying how children learn, cultural differences must be taken into account because of the variation in communication styles. 

B. How do these readings connect to my prior experience in education?

I can’t relate this to any experience that I’ve had in education. And since I’m not teaching I have not been able to observe this from a teacher’s perspective. However, this reading brings to mind the situation with my youngest son. When I was pregnant with him I read every book on the subject to find out what new research had to say. Somewhere I read about how the baby, while still in the womb, can experience the affects of outside stimuli. One of the stimulants that was mentioned was the possible benefits music may have on the child’s cognitive development. So each night I would place headphones on my belly and play music. I noticed that he would seem to draw closer to the music and if he was really active the music seemed to calm him down. Now he is six years old and in the first grade and he has an excellent memory, he is a whiz with numbers, and he reads well over a third grade level and has been reading since he was four. He loves all kinds of music and seems to be able to memorize songs quickly and I’ve noticed that he uses music to help him remember those “facts” that they are required to “learn” in school. I’ve often wondered if his excelling in these areas has anything to do with those headphones I placed on my belly each night. 

C. What questions or comments can I bring to help my colleagues as I extend, expand, explain, question, or clarify issues surrounding this reading?

Comment: I believe it is important to take all of the theories into consideration when studying the cognitive development of children. None of the theories can explain all cognitive capabilities of the learners. Since the early years of a child’s life are the years when the foundation for learning is set, being exposed to rich environment is important for children to thrive intellectually. Parents and teachers must be knowledgeable of child development in order to provide the most developmentally appropriate opportunities for children to learn. This has been the central theme of all of the instruction that I have received in my educational courses. This reading emphasizes this point.

Question: What new research has been provided to corroborate the findings in this reading. I think many of the statistics are stereotypical and would be curious to see what new research has to say about some of findings indicated in the text.

