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Supporting Young Children While Learning New Skills

As a child begins to learn a new skKill, the “zone,” or area between learning a new skill and doing the skKill
independently, is referred to as the “zone of proximal development”” A child shows they are ready to learn a new
skill when their current skills are “proximal,” or close to, the skills needed for the new skill. Providing opportunities
and support in the child’s environment helps them become fully independent in that skill. For example, when

a child takes their first steps, a caregiver can support this new skill by holding the child’s hands to help their
balance. By practicing this skill with support over time, a child will walk independently. Practitioners and caregivers
can identify a child’s zone of proximal development by considering the child’s strengths and current skills, then
identifying developmental milestones or skills that are logical next steps and achievable within a few weeks.
Research shows that knowing which skills a child is ready to learn and how you can support them during everyday
routines and activities effectively contributes to a child’s development and learning.

Questions to Help Identify a Young Child’s Zone of Proximal
Development and Support Them as They Learn New Skills

Here are five questions practitioners and caregivers can ask themselves to identify a child’s zone of proximal
development and support them in learning new skills during everyday routines and activities.

Developmental milestones refer to the age or stage when most children
first learn critical developmental skills. For example, when a child walks

. at around 12 months old, we say they have reached the developmental
w.h'Ch deve!Opme“t.al milestone for walking. Understanding developmental milestones when
milestones is the child ready to you see or hear a child do them will help you know which skills the child
reach? has learned. It will also show you which skills are in their zone of proximal
development (i.e., the skills they are ready to learn next).

Question 1:

Observe the young child during everyday routines and activities to
identify which developmental milestones they have mastered and can

) . do independently. For example, by eight months old, most infants can
Which skills can the young use their hands to feed themselves (e.g., using their thumb and fingers
child do independently? to pick up food and place it in their mouth). Once you have repeatedly
seen an infant demonstrate this skill in different environments, they have
reached this milestone.

Question 2:



https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/milestones/index.html
https://ceecs.education.ufl.edu/atoz/e-everyday-learning/
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Identify a skill or milestone that is one or two steps ahead of what the
child can do independently. For example, suppose an infant can use

Question 3: gestures to request “more” for different objects across environments.
In that case, you may begin supporting the infant to pair “more” with

Which skill is the young child the name of things they commonly request using signs or words (e.g.,

ready to learn? more “milk”). This skill would be within the infant’s zone of proximal

development: it builds on what they can already do independently
(i.e., gesturing for more milk) and expands their skills by adding the
word “milk’”

Scaffolding a child’s learning of a new skill means modeling or offering
Ouestion 4: them other environmental supports to help them practice the skill within
= their zone of proximal development. As a child becomes fluent in their
H h hild’ skill use, provide less support. For example, a toddler who can hold a

ow ?an the young c iid’s spoon might be ready to apply that skill to feed themselves. Place your
learning of a new skill be hand over their hand as you guide the spoon to scoop the food and bring
scaffolded? it to their mouth. Provide this help repeatedly, then see if the toddler can
perform the skill independently (i.e., without support).

Often a child learns a new skill within an activity or routine with the

Question 5: support of someone independent in that skill. For example, consider
a preschooler learning print concepts (e.g., holding a book right-side-
How can | offer the child up with two hands). They can learn to hold the book correctly during

additional opportunities to routines and activities Where adults.or peers are modeling the sk{ll
learn the new skill in everyday (e.q., durm_g shared read|.n_g at bedt|me_). Ensure embedded Ie_arnmg

. . eie opportunities from practitioners, caregivers, or peers are available to
routines and activities? support a young learner and create additional opportunities to learn new
skills during everyday routines and activities.

What We are Doing

The Anita Zucker Center and our collaborators are helping families and practitioners identify young
children’s zone of proximal development to support them in learning new skills during everyday routines
and activities at home, in school settings and the community.
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https://ceecs.education.ufl.edu/atoz/w-ways-to-learn/

