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The 3, 4 and 5-Year-Old Child:
Changes in Thinking

Thepreschool yearsare exciting timesfor children. Each day preschoolers
discover moreand more about themselvesand their world. During theseyears,
children gain new skills, abilitiesand knowledge. Thisfact sheet will helpyou
understand preschool children. It simportant to remember that theinformation
inthisfactsheetisonly aguide. Children grow and develop at their ownrates.

One interesting traitsof preschoolersishow they think about their world. A
preschooler’ sthoughtsaren’t likethose of her nine-year-old brother, teenage
sster, parent or guardian. Preschool ersthink differently than older childrenand
adults.

Preschoolers can’t separate fantasy from thereal world. If you have anightmare, you wake up, shake your
head, and get adrink of water. You say to yourself, “Boy, I’ m glad that wasjust anightmare.” Thenyou go
back to deep. If your child hasanightmarethough, shethinksthe dream actually happened. Shecan’t separate
thefantasy fromtheredlity.

Children aso believein*magic.” Mommy turnsaknob and water flowsfrom afaucet. Daddy flipsaswitch and
thelightsgo on. Big brother pushesbuttons on the phone and Grandmasays* hello.” Young children don’t
understand the principlesof science. They think these actions happen because of magic, especially throughthe
magical powersof adults!

Children believethat everythingintheworldisalive. If an object moves, because someone pushes, pullsor
carriesit, or becauseit movesby itself, it'salive! For example, you may hear your three-year-old talking to your
car. Itmoves, soit’salive! Or, your child may beafraid the curtainsthat flutter by the openwindow are going to
hurt her.

Try not to shameyour child about her beliefs. Don't say, “ You' reso silly, the curtainscan’t hurt you.” Gently
say, “ Thecurtainsaren't alive. They can’t hurt you.” Don't expect her to believeyou, though!

Egocentrism

Children areegocentric. They believethey’ rethe center of theworld. For example, you giveyour child abath
every day before hislunch at noon. Oneday you need to bathe him at teninthemorning. He'll expect lunchto
follow. Hewon't understand when you explain that lunch is served at noon and not because he getsabath.



Conservation

Haveyou ever tried to give two preschool ersthe same amount of milk, for example, one cup? You pour one
cupinto ashort, wide glassand theother cupinto atall, thin glass. Suddenly, the child with the short glass
beginsto shout, “Hegot morethan| did!” You explain that it’' sthe same amount of milk. The shoutsand cries
don't stop, however. Finally, you pour the milk into another tall, thin glass. The crying stops. You ask yoursalf,
“What happened here?”

What happened? Your preschooler paid attention to the height of themilk intheglass. You didn’t add any milk
totheglass. Still, themilk washigher inthetall thin glassthan in the short wide glass. Your preschooler doesn't
understand the concept of conservation. That is, theamount of asubstance remainsthe same, although it may
change shape. When she's7 or 8 years of age, she' |l understand the concept of conservation much better.

Relationships

Preschool children have trouble understanding relationships. For instance, you ask your preschool er to put three
or moretoy carsinorder from smallest to largest. He probably won't be ableto solve the problem. He' |l put his
carsin somehaphazard order. Also, he hastrouble understanding family relationships. He can’t understand that
her Uncle Joeis Daddy’sbrother!

Classification

Preschoolersdon’'t havethethinking ability to classify items. It'shard for them to put
objectsinto groupsor classes. For example, apreschooler isunableto put amixture of

red, blueand green circles, squaresand trianglesinto groups or categories. Shemay start

tomakeapileof red, blueand greentriangles. Then, she' |l add ablue squareand ared S A
circletothepile. She cantdl thedifference among the various shape and colors. She has
trouble, however, paying attentionto asingletrait, for instance, all squaresor al “reds.”

Also, children don’t understand what thewords*“ dl” and“ some”’ mean. Thisunderstand-
ingisneededto classify correctly.

How do children move beyond the reasoning of the preschool years? Children’sthinking
changesthrough growth and through play with materias, toys, children and adults. With
timeand experience, apreschooler realizesthat acertain amount of play dough remains
the same, no matter what shapeit takes. Through play, the preschooler learnsif hewants
friends, hemust think of thefeelingsof others. Through growth and play, children beginto
reason more asaschool age child.
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