
Early Childhood Education 

 

The mediocre Teacher tells 

The good Teacher explains 

The superior Teacher demonstrates 

The great Teacher inspires 

                           -William A. Ward 

The skills to be a great teacher can take a lifetime of continual effort 
to get close to, but something all teachers should aspire to. 

Teaching young children requires a different skills set than that 
required to teach older children or adults. 

Based on research undertaken by Naomi Smith, this Unit of Study 
examines the theories and development of early Childhood 
pedagogy and provides some assessment criteria for Teachers of 
Babies and Toddlers to measure their own skills by. 

Early Childhood Approaches 
  

The most current and widely used approach in Early Childhood 
learning programmes of today has been that of the Reggio Emilia 
Philosophy. These set of principles will also help assist you as a 
Teacher of Babies and Toddlers. 



Reggio Emilia is a city in Northern Italy. After World War II, local 
philosopher – Loris Malaguzzi, encouraged the townsfolk of Reggio 
Emilia to develop high quality learning programmes for their 
children. 

Today these centres are renowned worldwide for being the most 
interesting and inspirational, providing challenging and stimulating 
learning experiences for young children. 

  

The Reggio Emilia Philosophy related to Baby and Toddler Aquatics 

Respect for each Child 

The child is worthy of being listened to. 

"Listen, observe, interact and learn from the child." 

As good teachers we also need to be active learners. Take time to 
listen and watch your babies and toddlers in action. 

You can learn a lot from individually watching and speaking with 
young children. 

  

Children require some ownership of their learning 

As a Teacher of Babies and Toddlers we must give children 
opportunity to control their own learning. 

Give children options, follow their interests and give them some 
space - avoid being totally ‘teacher directed.’ 

  

Children learn when experiencing information by touching, 
moving, listening, seeing and hearing 

Provide learning experiences which incorporates as many senses 
as possible. 

For example: demonstrations by Caregivers/ Teacher/ other 
Children, speak clearly, physically position children if required for 



good technique, questioning, simple rhyme repetitions and keep 
them moving! 

  

The learning environment must provide interest and 
stimulation, allowing the child to interact, explore and express 
themselves 

Provide a variety of activities and tools to entice your Babies and 
Toddlers to interact with the water environment. 

Challenge your babies and toddlers. 

Direct ways for them to express their thoughts and ideas e.g. 
singing and interactive games. 

The Development of Motor Skills 

 

Swimming is a gross motor skill, requiring the movement of legs 
and arms to propel the body forward. 

To understand how this occurs, it is important to go back to the first 
years of learning. 

  

What are Motor Skills? 

GROSS MOTOR SKILLS are action skills that assist a Child to 
move around his/her environment. Examples include rolling, 
crawling and walking. 



FINE MOTOR SKILLS are skills associated with smaller muscle 
groups allowing for more controlled movements such as reaching, 
grasping, writing, threading and tying shoe laces. 

MILESTONES are the average ages at which a variety of gross 
and fine motor skills are achieved.   

Milestones of Gross Motor 
Development 
  

    

The following table provides an indication of the milestones in the 
Gross Motor Development during the first year of a Newborn and 
Baby’s life and the average age these are likely to be achieved. An 
age range is also provided to provide a sense of the potential age 
variability.  

Newborn Baby reflexes are the most obvious organised patterns 
of behaviour. Rooting reflex for survival, steeping reflex prepares 
Newborn for voluntary walking - Newborn 

• When prone, lifts self by arms 

Average age: 2 months 

Age range: 3 weeks to 4 months 

• Rolls from back to side 

Average age: 4 ½ months 

Age range: 2 to 7 months 

•  Sits alone 



Average age: 7 months 

Age range: 5 to 9 months 

•  Crawls 

Average age: 7 months 

Age range: 5 to 11 months 

• Stands alone 

Average age: 11 months 

Age range: 9 – 16 months 

• Walks alone 

Average age: 11 months and 3 weeks 

Age range : 9 – 17 months  

    

Fine Motor Skill Development 

 



The following shows the ongoing refinement and development of 
Fine Motor Skills by examining the milestones for voluntary 
reaching. 

• Pre-reaching are poorly coordinated swipes or swings 

Newborn 

• Ulnar grasp is a clumsy motion in which the fingers close against 
the palm 

Around 3 months 

• Hands become free due to Babies being able to sit. Babies now 
begin to transfer objects from hand to hand. 

Around 4 - 5 months 

• Pincer grasp is where Babies use the thumb and index finger 
opposably in a well coordinated pincer grasp. 

Towards the end of the first year 

  

Theories Behind Motor 
Development 

 



Jean Piaget a Swiss psychologist (1896 -1990), was the creator of 
a cognitive developmental stage theory that explained children’s 
thoughts as they interacted and explored their environment. 

He believed that between birth to two years of age Babies and 
Toddlers experienced the world using their 5 senses, ‘sensory’ 
learning and by learning to crawl and finally walk and then grasping 
objects hence ‘motor’ learning. This is known as Piaget’s First 
Stage of Development, the ‘Sensorimotor Stage’. 

The most modern of theories The Dynamic 
Systems Theory reinforces the many influences both internal and 
external to the child join together to support the vast transformation 
in motor competencies in the first two years. 

The Dynamic systems theory summarizes the development of 
motor skills by a combination of nurture and nature – the 
environment must challenge and support the young Child’s growth 
and the individual development of the newborn or baby’s central 
nervous system and thought processes. 

When motor skills work as a system, separate abilities blend 
together each cooperating with each other to produce more 
effective ways of exploring and controlling the environment. 

Expansion of Motor Control 

  

There is organisation and direction to a Newborn or Baby’s motor 
achievements from the time of birth. 



These trends are the: 

Cepalocaudal Trend 

             motor control of the head develops before control of the 
arms and trunk 

             control of the arms and trunk occurs before the control of 
the legs 

Proximodistal Trend 

             proceeds from the centre of the body outward 

             the head, trunk and arms master control before the 
coordination of the hands and fingers 

  

Until a newborn has developed strength in his/her trunk, the legs 
will unfortunately be unable to perform coordinated movement. This 
is a good reason to explain to caregivers why their young child has 
not yet mastered a “swimming” type stroke. 

  

Implications for the teaching of 
aquatics to Babies and Toddlers 

 



Acknowledge the differences in each child’s motor skill 
development by providing opportunities to practice different skills at 
a variety of levels. 

Remember each of the milestones presented previously are a guide 
only. 

Provide a number of activities which caters for infants at different 
levels of development. For example some Babies may be walking 
while others are still unsteady on their feet. 

Movement Experiences 

  

Provide various movement experiences to enhance the 
development of gross and fine motor skills. 

  

• balls and small toys for grasping, holding, reaching up to, chasing, 
placing in buckets, on mats, on the side of the pool 

• crawling opportunities on mats, through mats, up stairs and out of 
the pool 

• jumping from the side of the pool or platforms with Caregivers 
• swimming opportunities. Have Caregivers kick their Child’s legs, 

have Teachers assist the kicking motion on their front, back, 
different directions and speeds through tunnels. Splash and move 
young Children’s arms in a variety of ways 

  



Stimulation 
  

Provide a stimulating aquatic teaching environment with the use of 
play equipment, purposeful activities and enthusiasm which 
encourages both caregivers and babies and toddlers to move and 
explore. 

  

• colourful, big and small balls, toys and hoops are a must with young 
Children 

• rhyme and tone, nursery rhymes, songs, lots of splashing, minimal 
splashing, quiet times are all important to keep the lesson 
interesting 

• provide clear and simple explanations to Caregivers while 
participating in activities so they begin to understand the relevance 
and progression 

• change direction and positions through the lesson. Opt for a wall 
activity, and then move into a circle and then maybe a line 
formation. Caregivers and young Children should be moving 
throughout the lesson 

Practice 

 

Encourage caregivers to practice various motor skills at home. An 
example is kicking in the home pool or bath. 



• Communicate with caregivers constantly so they understand the 
need to practice skills learnt during the lesson at home 

• Provide caregivers with homework for each week to reinforce the 
skills learnt at the formal lesson 

• Encourage bath time as a time to play and enjoy the water and 
bond with the caregiver, rather than just an opportunity to get clean 

  

Great Teachers of Babies and 
Toddlers 

 

Most of us have witnessed water familiarisation, swimming and 
water safety lessons in action. We may have been the assistant, a 
teacher or coach. We may have been the parent, caregiver or even 
a participant. 

  

As observers, we can readily recognise an innovative and 
dedicated teacher. What are the qualities we search for in a great 
Teacher of Babies and Toddlers? 

  

By identifying these qualities, you also gain a knowledge that will 
assist you to critique your own teaching. 

• Good Teachers possess a solid knowledge of swimming 
content. You may not be a gifted Swimmer but you will need to 
know the how and why of the swimming strokes biomechanics and 



water safety. By attending training courses such as this you will 
develop a greater understanding of the many facets of aquatics and 
teaching 

• Good Teachers believe that learning is an ongoing process. 
They attend workshops, watch other classes, read books and 
journal articles, video footage and attend conferences and 
conventions 

• Better Teachers are confident, well prepared and organised. 
They arrive on time, are in a suitable frame of mind to teach, are 
well rehearsed in their lesson planning and have suitable equipment 
within easy reach. When starting out, do not be afraid to bring 
simple task cards to assist with the flow of your lesson 

• Better Teachers are more adept at monitoring Children’s difficulties 
and will provide relevant and useful feedback in simple terms 
throughout the lesson. Children may need to be repositioned to 
ensure good practice 

• Great Teachers are passionate about teaching and learning. 
They enjoy what they do. They respect Children as individual 
learners and are interested in the Child as a person. Great 
Teachers demonstrate care and commitment. They know each 
Child’s name 

• Great Teachers understand the developmental level of individual 
Children and set challenging goals within a happy and non-
competitive teaching environment. They encourage a shared 
commitment to achieving those goals 

• Better Teachers understand the need to be flexible and are able 
to adapt lesson content to suit the needs of individual Children and 
the swimming group if required 

• All Teachers should work to enhance Children’s self - esteem and 
identities by ensuring Children are regularly commended or 
rewarded for their attitudes, behaviour, dedication and 
performances. Children will feel happy to attend lessons and walk 
away with a smile 

• Great Teachers are enthusiastic about teaching swimming and 
water safety and will conduct the lesson using a variety of activities 
and voice tones. ‘Good teaching is one-fourth preparation and 
three-fourths pure theatre.’ Gail Godwin 

• All Teachers should be safe Teachers, ensuring the safety of each 
Child is paramount. Good Teachers are positioned in the class so 
each Child can be seen and those Children who are inexperienced 



are less than an arm’s distance away. Good Teachers set 
achievable goals and coordinate activities for a range of levels 

• Better Teachers are happy to interact with Caregivers providing 
positive feedback and keeping communication channels open 

• Great Teachers are professional role models who conduct 
themselves at all times with exemplary behaviour, consideration 
and respect 

• Good Teachers look after themselves, both physically and 
emotionally 

The Terrible ‘Toos’ 

  

Often when caregivers or teachers are having problems teaching a 
Baby or Toddler to swim it can be traced back to an Adult's "Terrible 
Toos": expecting too much, too soon, too far and too often. 

  

Too much 

Babies can easily become overwhelmed, for example by having too 
much water poured over the top of their heads, or when too much 
new information is presented to a hesitant young child. 

Too soon 

Caregivers should always be alert and aware of signs of readiness 
in their young child before they attempt new skills. A young child’s 
comfort, competence and relaxed confidence will indicate they 
areready to try the next step. 



Attempting skills that are not age or development level appropriate 
will stress young children and result in a lack of trust, an 
unwillingness to attempt previous skills, frustrationand tears. 

Progress sequentially in very small steps through drills and skill 
development, waiting to build up the skills as your child grows and 
develops both physically and mentally. 

Too far 

When swimming a child underwater, don't stand too far from your 
partner, so the child doesn't have to swim a long way to reach 
them. Keep the child's trust by lifting them out of the water while 
they still have air in their lungs and are holding their breath 
comfortably. Lung capacity is gained over time, not in leaps, and 
swallowing excess water will hurt the child. 

Too often 

Repetition is the key to reinforcing a new skill, but caregivers and 
teachers need to know when to stop. 

Putting a young beginner underwater too often when they are just 
learning the breath-holding cue may mean they tire and begin 
swallowing water. Asking an apprehensive beginner to put their 
face in too often starts eroding trust. Practice skills, but move on to 
a new task before overdoing any one skill. 

 Adapted from “Learn to Swim” book, Rob and Kathy McKay; Dorling Kindersley, 2005 

 


