
Parents’ Guide to the ‘Characteristics of Effective Learning’ 
 
 
At these unprecedented times, many of you are seeing a side to teaching and learning that you possibly haven’t before. It has allowed you to get more involved in                             
your child’s learning and see their development on a day to day basis, that you might not have benefited from before, as it would have likely happened during the                             
learning process at school.  
 
With that in mind, we thought it would be useful to provide you with an insight into the ‘Characteristics of Effective Learning’ (CoEL), which is part of the Early                             
Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) Curriculum.  
 
Underpinning the CoEL is the understanding that during their earliest years, children form attitudes about learning that will last a lifetime. Children who receive the                         
right sort of support and encouragement during these years will be creative, and adventurous learners throughout their lives. 
 
The CoEL focuses on how your child is learning to learn, rather than concentrating on what they are learning (so they aren’t taught as specific skills, more the way                             
that learning opportunities are presented). Unlike the other aspects of the Early Years curriculum, the CoEL are not divided into age bands. The CoEL are divided                          
into three areas; 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Playing & Exploring 
This aspect covers how engaged a child is 
in the world around them and how involved 
they are in their activities. It looks at 
whether a child feels confident to ‘have a 
go’ at new activities and try new ways of 
doing things. It also covers how children 
experience the world around them.  
 
 
 
 
 



 
This information will help you as a parent to understand the three areas of the CoEL and how the statements within these relate to your child. The CoEL does not                              
state that during specific age bands your child will learn in a certain way. It is the situations encountered that become more complex as a child develops in ability. 

 
 
Active Learning 
This covers how motivated a child is in their 
play and learning. By looking at how 
involved a child is in their activity and how 
long they concentrate for, we can assess 
how involved in the activity a child is. Within 
Active Learning, we can also observe 
children’s resilience in learning. If they try 
something and it doesn’t work, do they try 
again? It also includes observing how a 
child feels once they have met a goal they 
set for themselves. Are they proud of their 
achievements? 
 
 
 
 
 
Creating & Thinking Critically 
This aspect looks at how a child is 
developing thinking skills. This includes 
behaviours such as, solving problems they 
come across, having their own ideas about 
how to achieve the challenges they set 
themselves, and testing these ideas. As 
children become more verbal, it includes 
making predictions about what will happen 
next and also considering how well their 
approach to solving their problem has 
worked. If they could do it again, would they 
do anything differently? 
 
 



Although a 2 year old and 4 year old do things differently, it is possible to observe them ‘learning to learn’ at their own developmental levels. Play and open ended                              
learning are therefore critical in developing these skills.  
 
You may be wondering ‘How can I make sure my child is engaged in playing & exploring?,’ ‘How can I help my child be creative and thinking critically?’ and ‘How                              
can I encourage active learning?’  
 

If you would like to learn more, the following may be of interest:  
https://eyfs.info/articles.html/teaching-and-learning/characteristics-of-effective-learning-play-and-exploration-in-action-r160/  
https://www.foundationyears.org.uk/files/2012/03/Development-Matters-FINAL-PRINT-AMENDED.pdf  
Writer: Rachel Pickford (Head of EY Brabyns Preparatory School) 
 

Playing & Exploring  
(Engagement) 

Active Learning  
(Motivation) 

Creating & Thinking Critically  
(Thinking) 

Provide stimulating resources which are 
accessible and open-ended so they can be used, 
moved and combined in a variety of ways.  
 
Arrange flexible indoor and outdoor space and 
resources where children can explore, build, 
move and role play. 
 
Help children as needed to do what they are 
trying to do, without taking over or directing. 
 
Join in sensitively, fitting in with children’s ideas. 
 
Model pretending an object is something else, 
and helping develop roles and stories.  
 
Encourage children to try new activities and to 
judge risk for themselves.  
 
Talk about how you and the children get better at 
things through effort and practice, and what we 
all can learn when things go wrong. 
 
Ensure children have uninterrupted time to play 
and explore. 

Support children to choose their activities and 
resources – what they want to do and how 
they will do it. 
 
Help children to become aware of their own 
goals, make plans, and to review their own 
progress and successes.  
 
Ensure children have time and freedom to 
become deeply involved in activities. 
 
Keep significant activities out instead of 
routinely tidying them away.  

Model being a thinker, showing that you don’t always know 
the answer to everything and that you are curious, wanting 
to find out more. 
 
Encourage open-ended thinking. What else is possible? 
 
Give children time to talk and think. 
 
Support children’s interests over time, reminding them of 
previous approaches and encouraging them to make 
connections between their experiences. 
 
Model the creative process, showing your thinking about 
some of the many possible ways forward. 
 
Follow the children’s lead in conversation and think of 
things together. 
 
Encourage children to describe problems they encounter, 
and to find ways to solve the problem. 
 
Give feedback and help children to review their own 
progress and learning. Talk with the children about what 
they are doing, how they plan to do it, what worked well 
and what they would change next time.  

https://eyfs.info/articles.html/teaching-and-learning/characteristics-of-effective-learning-play-and-exploration-in-action-r160/
https://www.foundationyears.org.uk/files/2012/03/Development-Matters-FINAL-PRINT-AMENDED.pdf

