Working and Communicating with Children

Child-to-Child encourages children to take an active part in the promotion of their own health and that of their families and communities.  In order to do so, it is necessary to establish a different kind of relationship with children, one in which they are considered as partners with a responsible and valuable role to play in the community.  Their opinions and efforts must be respected and encouraged, so that they can develop the knowledge, skills, awareness and attitudes which will allow them to fulfil this important role.  

This is rather different to the traditional role children play in most societies and involves a new way of behaving with children and relating to them.  This is not always easy because our behaviour with children is very much dependent on how we were treated as children and society's view of how they should be treated.  However, in all the places where children have been allowed this type of initiative and responsibility, they have done as much and even more than was expected of them.  The role of adults in encouraging them to participate in action to promote health is an important one and can be considered under four main sections:

1.
Establishing a good working relationship with the children;

2.
Helping them learn and develop their potential;

3.
Building their self-confidence and self-esteem;

4.
Encouraging them to develop a responsible attitude towards others and a sense of community.

All of these are important but the last three all depend on the first.

Establishing a good working relationship with the children.  This means a relationship of mutual respect and trust, in which they are considered partners.  

Everyone forms relationships according to their own personality.  This is natural and indeed it would be insincere to do otherwise.  However, our culture and our own experiences as children also influence how we behave with children.  If adults treated us as though we were stupid and irresponsible when we were children, this will affect our behaviour and feelings as adults and in turn how we treat others, especially children.  It is important to be aware of this and treat children in a way that will make them feel good and confident.

*
Children are people and should be treated as such, even if they are younger and less experienced.  We should not treat children as though they know nothing and we know everything.  They are not empty vessels, as many adults think.

*
Children are almost always shy with people they do not know well.  It takes time and patience to get to know each other and build up a relationship of trust, in which it is easy to communicate and work together.  Be patient and encourage the children, but do not push too hard or they will feel uncomfortable.  Playing games and enjoying yourselves together often helps to establish a more relaxed atmosphere.   It is very important to create a pleasant atmosphere.

*
Not all children are the same and so we need to get to know them in order to find the best ways to work with them.

*
Listen to them carefully and let your expression and actions show this.  Respect and value their opinions and efforts, their feelings and needs.   If they make a mistake point this out tactfully and discuss the situation, but do not just criticise them in a negative or brusque way.  This will destroy any relationship that you have built up so far.

*
Be patient and try to understand their needs.  Only help them when they need help.  If they can do it themselves, let them.  They will learn best by doing.
*
Treating children kindly will achieve far better results than excessive discipline and will build trust, whereas rudeness and unkindness will only make them (like everybody else) withdraw and not want to continue.

*
Try to treat all children equally - having favourites can be very destructive.

Helping them to learn and develop their potential
Children spend most of their time learning and preparing for adult life.  Through play and imitating others, they are experimenting all the time and discovering as much as they can about the world.  We should encourage them as much as possible.

*
Teaching means "helping people learn", so we are only good teachers to the extent that our pupils learn.  Knowing a lot is not enough, neither is talking a lot, if no-one can understand what we say.  It should be important to us that our students learn and it should also be important to them.  But this often depends on our attitude too.  Use stimulating and interesting methods, e.g. discussions, problem-solving, discovery methods, and not just lectures to help the children learn better and develop their potential and self-esteem.  

*
Avoid the top-down approach.  Do not treat them as empty vessels into which your job is just to pour information.  Always find out what the children know already and base future work on their experience and knowledge.  They already know many things and you can also learn from them.  We learn from each other.

*
If the children participate and are active in the learning process, they will learn much better.

*
Do not pretend to know everything.  Nobody does!  Allow questions and criticism as long as this is done in a friendly and respectful way.  This honesty will encourage trust.

*
Children learn through play, not only how to think, but also how to use their muscles, to co-ordinate their movements, to balance, express themselves, socialize, etc.  They should be encouraged in this and helped with toys and games.

*
Children are naturally curious and we should stimulate this with questions, discussions and activities which help their intellectual development.  We should encourage them to discover things for themselves and to learn to think, observe, question and explore.  Small children especially need a stimulating and challenging environment.  But all learning can be interesting and fun.
Building their self-confidence and self-esteem
If children (and indeed adults) are to play an active role in their communities, they need to feel able to do so and feel that they are valuable members of that community.  All education should increase children's feelings of self-confidence and self-esteem.
*
Use methods and treat the children in a way which encourages them to develop their self-confidence and self-esteem, this will help them feel that they have a valuable contribution to make.

*
Allow them to develop their own ideas and initiative.  Encourage them in this.  Even if their ideas are not the best possible ideas, they are theirs and it is important that the children feel that they are valued.  We should be sincere in this and point out any problems or mistakes but in a friendly and constructive way.  Holding discussions also helps them gain experience and confidence in their ability to express themselves.

Encouraging them to develop a responsible attitude towards others and a sense of community

What the children learn should be applicable in everyday life and therefore practical.  Based on what they know already, it links their home and community life to what they are learning, whether in school or elsewhere.

*
Make sure that what they learn can be put into practise in the community and now rather than in a few years time when they may no longer remember it.

*
Encourage them to be co-operative, rather than competitive, and to help the children who are a bit slower, for whatever reason.

· Use the information that they bring from their homes and communities as a basis for as much work as possible.  This makes it immediately relevant to them and allows them to take what they learn back into their communities, where it may be of use.

Work with children always needs to be planned very well.  

If they are to perform in school, the community or on the radio, 

they need to be very well-prepared, 

or they will not feel comfortable and the results may be disastrous.

