Early Learning and
K\Nhabllltatlon Child Development

Helping Children Follow
Directions

Key Takeaways:
1.Following directions involves listening,
understanding, remembering, and doing.
2.The way instructions are given impacts how
children respond.
3.Clear, calm, and age-appropriate instructions
support cooperation.

Following directions is a skill children learn that involves hearing what is being asked,
understanding it, remembering the instruction, and completing the task. How adults give
instructions—including tone, clarity, and setting—can make a big difference for children.

How to support the child or early learning space:

Use clear and consistent language when giving directions. Avoid asking when it's not optional,
and make sure you have the child's attention before speaking. Break tasks down into simple
steps and provide time and space for the child to think and act. Stay calm and positive and use
visuals where helpful.

Tips:
. Get the child’s attention before giving an instruction.
. Be at the child’s level and speak calmly.
. Use clear, specific language appropriate to the child’s age.
. Give one direction at a time and keep it simple.
. Minimize distractions—turn off background noise if needed.
. Use visuals to support understanding.
. Allow processing time before repeating the instruction.
. Use “first/then’ steps (ex. “First clean up, then story time”).
. Avoid debates—repeat the direction with fewer words if needed.
. Use positive phrasing (ex. “Chairs are for sitting” instead of “Don’t stand on the chair”).
. Check for understanding and rephrase if the child seems confused.
. Know when to ask (a request) and when to tell (an instruction) based on the situation.

Sources referenced in this tip sheet include:

10 Tips to Help Your Child Follow Directions
Childmind - How to Give Kids Effective Instructions
Raising_Children - Requestions and Instructions
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https://www.understood.org/en/articles/10-tips-to-help-your-child-follow-directions
https://www.understood.org/en/articles/10-tips-to-help-your-child-follow-directions
https://childmind.org/article/how-to-give-kids-effective-instructions/
https://childmind.org/article/how-to-give-kids-effective-instructions/
https://raisingchildren.net.au/school-age/behaviour/behaviour-management-tips-tools/requests-instructions
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