
 

Fostering skills, behaviors, and knowledge in children 36 to 48 Months 

Learning to Follow Directions 
Head Start Early Learning Outcomes Framework Focus 

 ● Domain: Approaches to Learning 

SUB-DOMAIN: COGNITIVE SELF-REGULATION (EXECUTIVE FUNCTIONING)  
● Goal P-ATL 8. Child holds information in mind and manipulates it to perform tasks.  

Developmental Progression 
 

36 to 48 Months 48 to 60 Months 
Holds	small	amounts	of	information	in	mind,	such	as	two-
step	directions,	to	successfully	complete	simple	tasks. 

Holds	an	increasing	amount	of	information	in	mind	in	
order	to	successfully	complete	tasks. 

 
S	

 Family Fun Activity 

 
 

Play Simon Says using two step directions. 
 

Simon Says touch your nose 
 

Simon Says stand up and spin around. 
 

Simon Says close your eyes and stand on one foot. 
 

 



Family Information 

 
Ages and Stages: Learning to Follow Directions 

By Susan A. Miller Ed.D., Ellen Booth Church, and Carla Poole 

(https://www.scholastic.com/teachers/articles/teaching-content/ages-stages-learning-follow-directions/) 

3 to 4 

Learning by Doing by Susan A. Miller, EdD 

"Anna, please put your crayons in the box. Then put the box away on the art shelf." Anna's teacher 
speaks directly to her and makes her directions clear and easy for the three-year-old to understand. 
As a result, Anna responds by happily putting her materials away. Like Anna, most three-year-olds 
have no trouble following a two-part direction. 

By age three, preschoolers have a receptive or understood vocabulary of a little over 1,000 words, 
to which they add at least 50 more words each month. But children this age are still learning how to 
listen and pay attention to what they hear. After Keith's teacher announces to the three-year-old 
group, "Get your coats and line up at the door," she is surprised when she sees Keith standing at 
the door-without his coat! Because Keith was not focused when she first started speaking, he didn't 
hear or understand the complete direction. All he heard was, "Line up at the door," which is exactly 
what he did! 

Offering Choices 

Threes respond best to simple choices rather than what they perceive as being commands. Scott 
likes it when Mrs. Keyes asks him, "Do you want to put the blocks on the cart or place the toy trucks 
in their garage?" Malin enjoys making a decision when her friend Tess wants to know, "Can you 
diaper our baby, or are you going to fry the pancakes for the daddy?" 

Fours can respond to three-part directions if they are delivered in the proper sequence. Jamal yells 
excitedly to his firefighter friend Owen: "Quick! Grab a hose, put out the fire, and rescue the dog 
from the house!" Easily able to follow these instructions, four-year-old Owen eagerly seeks 
approval from his friend and teacher. "Look what I did! I saved the dog!" 

Watching and Doing 

Some preschoolers are considered to be "field sensitive." They need directions and like to be told 
exactly how to do something. For example, Andrea asks: "How do I make Liza a birthday card?" 
She is happy when her teacher demonstrates how to fold the paper while verbally explaining each 
step. After observing another friend fold her card, Andrea finally feels comfortable trying it on her 
own. 

Other young children may be more "field independent." Carlos is thrilled when he sees small paper 
bags, yarn, paper scraps, scissors, and glue on the table. "Puppets," he says excitedly. "I can make 
lions and tigers for the jungle!" Then he sits down and immediately begins to glue some yarn. Field-
independent Carlos doesn't need or want directions as he jumps right into activities and explores 
things his way. 



Preschoolers' individual learning styles also influence how they receive, understand, and follow 
directions. Analytic children enjoy having directions broken down into small parts step-by-step; 
global learners need to see or understand the whole picture. A child who learns best visually says, 
"Let me see how to do it," while the auditory child says, "Tell me the way to do it," and the tactile 
child states, "Let me do it." 

It's important to give children directions that relate to their learning styles and involve open-ended 
questions and two-way communication. 

What You Can Do 

• Give positive, concrete suggestions. Let children know what to do rather than telling them 
what not to do. For example, instead of directing, "Don't run," state, "Walk." 

• Make sure directions are easy to understand. Repeat them slowly or rephrase them in new 
ways. Remove distractions such as background noise so children can focus their listening 
skills. 

• Model good listening skills. Spend time with individual children tuning in to what they have to 
say and talking about their ideas. Good listening is crucial to processing and following 
directions. 

• Share control. Ask children to help think of different ways to clean up or make transitions. 
They might come up with creative and unique directions for unexciting but necessary tasks. 

• Make following directions fun. Play games like Giant Steps to sharpen listening skills. Make 
transitions to new activities interesting by galloping like horses or picking up Legos with 
lobster claws. 

• Share books with predictable sequences. Stories like If You Give a Mouse a 
Cookie(HarperCollins, 1985; paper: HarperTrophy, 1997) can help children learn to 
anticipate the next suggestion in a sequence. 
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