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Introduction 

Many families are going through challenging times, often experiencing anxiety over 

health issues, work pressures, and managing children at home. Trying to support 

learning at home can be extremely stressful for parents and caregivers. In this guide, 

we want to support you by providing some key ideas and practical guidelines on how 

to make learning at home a little easier. We offer tips on preparing for and 

implementing learning at home, and how to create a positive learning experience. 

Educators also have a role to play in encouraging learning at home so that children 

have ongoing support to reach their full potential. Learning must continue whether it 

is done at home, online, or in class. Educators need to actively develop appropriate 

learning resources to help parents and caregivers support the physical, emotional, and 

cognitive wellbeing of their children. 

Various external pressures, combined with fears and anxiety about an uncertain 

future, can bring a sense of insecurity and emotional tension to any home. We offer 

some ideas for taking care of your physical and mental wellbeing, focusing on a 

holistic approach, as well as ways of dealing with acute stress, processing feelings and 

self-regulation. We have also included a list of learning and health-focused resources 

that may help you. 
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Preparing to learn at home 

 Spend some time at the start of each week and every day planning, getting ready, 

and checking that all the resources you need are close by before starting the 

learning activities. 

 Ask your child’s school or learning centre for some planned learning activities. 

Knowing what these activities are will help you to support your child in having fun 

and understanding the tasks. 

 Having a daily routine helps children to feel safe and gives them direction. 

 Design a learning schedule that incorporates your family’s daily routine. 

 Sometimes it is helpful to keep to your child’s school or learning centre timetable, 

including breaks between learning sessions. 

 Make a visual schedule. Here are some examples: 

 

 
Visual schedule examples. 

Source: Rainbows Within Reach 
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 Create a safe and supportive learning environment where your child has access to 

everything they may need. If possible, have dedicated spaces for learning, play, 

messy play, and outdoor play. 

 Make sure the spaces you choose for learning and play get fresh air and have 

enough light to see well. Try to limit all distracting sounds, lights or toys that may 

take your child’s attention away from the planned activities. 

 If you are able to use a table and chair, make sure they are at the right height to 

give your child the best posture for learning. 

 You can also use the floor to encourage various postures during learning activities. 

See the suggested references at the end of this guide for more information about 

posture and positioning. 

 

Implementing learning at home 

 Encourage and guide your child through the learning activities. Make sure you 

understand what they need to know or do, and the anticipated outcome. 

 Take breaks throughout the day. Get up and, where possible, go outdoors and do 

something fun. You can plan breaks to include physical activities and exercise 

games. 

 Be flexible to adapting the learning programme or routine if you need to respond 

to changing conditions. It can get frustrating when things don’t go according to 

plan, but having a flexible framework can help to ease the expectations we tend to 

place on ourselves. 

 Keep learning activities easy, simple, and practical. 

 Use everyday objects for learning. For example, bottle tops, dice or orange 

segments can be used for counting. 

 Try to include other children in some of the learning activities, even if they are at 

different learning stages. Older family members can also get involved with fun 

family games. 

 Remember to change activities and rhythms of routine or learning based on your 

child’s attention, interest, and their own need for change. 

 Don’t force learning activities as this might cause resistant behaviour either during 

or in anticipation of the planned activities. 

 Learning at home can be a good opportunity to teach your child to help with some 

developmentally appropriate responsibilities. These might include focusing on self-

care and personal hygiene as part of the daily routine. 
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Nature activity examples. 

Source: Hands On As We Grow 

 

 

Examples of self-care and personal hygiene. 

Source: Goodknight 
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Creating a positive learning experience 

 Make learning fun and interactive, and let your child take the lead whenever 

possible. This will help to create a positive, happy learning environment that your 

child will look forward to. 

 Stay connected with your child’s friends and other family members. Make time for 

regular communication with them to help your child know they are still there, 

even if they cannot see or spend time with them. 

 Try to limit exposure to news media where negativity is often highlighted. 

 If your child doesn’t have a special interest or hobby, encourage them to do 

something they really enjoy or try new things they may not have had time to do 

before. 

 Learning at home can sometimes feel overwhelming. Where possible, set aside 

some time in the daily routine where you can practice self-care while making sure 

your child is still safe and cared for. 

 Try to eat healthy foods, drink lots of water, and create some form of balance at 

home. Making these part of the daily routine will be easier if you prepare things in 

advance. 

 Build a network of care and support. This may include family members living with 

you at home, or close friends who can assist and support you and your child while 

learning at home. 
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Supporting learning at home 

It is important that educators play an active role in ensuring children continue their 

learning at home when they cannot attend school or a learning centre. Developing 

appropriate resources will also help parents and caregivers to support the physical, 

emotional, and cognitive wellbeing of their children. 

Research has identified three steps to positive engagement with parents and 

caregivers: 

1. Understanding motivations 

The first step in creating any type of learning programme requires a human-centred 

approach to understanding the knowledge gaps and cultural aspects that inform 

parenting choices. Socio-economic factors that may influence the learner’s 

environment and development also need to be considered, as well as ways of enabling 

access to resources or referrals that are economically and lifestyle appropriate. 

2. Meeting parents where they are at 

Information can be shared using various communication tools such as cell phones, 

emails or apps, as well as more far-reaching media such as television and radio. Using 

these platforms to distribute content and knowledge effectively can reach many 

families, and encourage parent and caregiver engagement. 

3. Collaborating with partners 

A key way to reach parents and caregivers is to work with people who already form 

part of their network. These often include health practitioners and social support 

programmes. 

 

Designing learning resources 

These are some factors to consider when designing resources for learning at home: 

 Plan a well-designed, holistic programme for learning at home. Make sure the 

curriculum or learning outcomes include aspects that are age or developmentally 

appropriate for each child you are working with. 

 Use free resources wherever possible. 

 Encourage access to learning through remote learning platforms, data-free apps, or 

data-light platforms. 
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Wordworks is a South African NPO that has an app that focuses on early language  

and literacy development. 

Source: Wordworks 

 

 

Nal’ibali is a national reading-for-enjoyment campaign to spark children’s potential  

through storytelling and reading. 

Source: Nal’ibali 

 

 Prepare learning programmes that offer various levels of engagement and content 

that ranges from easy to challenging. Also take into consideration parents’ and 

caregivers’ abilities, availability, and resources. 

 Children learn best when learning is fun and interactive. Children’s natural 

learning style is play, so include various aspects of play, fun, and games in learning 

activities. 
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Five ways play builds child development. 

Source: Adapted from The OT Toolbox 

 

 Create programmes that form part of a daily routine. Routines can include 

activities of daily living, learning activities, personal hygiene, toilet and body 

breaks, and indoor and outdoor play. 

 Learning programmes should include language and literacy at various levels, 

allowing time for listening, speaking or communication, stories, and reading. 

 

 

Radio is a popular way of engaging with storytelling. Nal’ibali stories are broadcast on  

SABC radio stations. 

Source: Nal’ibali 

Play in child 
development

Promotes 
sensory 

processing

Builds gross 
motor skills

Builds fine 
motor skills

Builds 
executive 

functioning

Promotes 
self-

confidence



12 

 If you have access to services such as occupational therapy, speech therapy, and 

physiotherapy, include some trans-disciplinary therapeutic activities in the 

learning programme. 

 Provide additional learning resources for families who have access to online 

platforms or have more time to invest in learning. Only offer these to parents and 

caregivers who show interest in wanting to do more as the extra workload may 

make some families feel overwhelmed. 

 Encourage creativity and free play during daily routines. This can be done by 

providing guidelines on arts and crafts, or making up pre-packed resources that 

include activities for encouraging creative play at home. 

 Help families to use learning activity resources they may already have at home. 

This would need to be planned as part of a learning programme and require some 

basic instructions for parents and caregivers to know what to do. Examples include 

making toys from recyclables or planning activities using everyday objects. 

 Children can learn more through a play-based curriculum than theoretical planned 

sessions. Help families by planning weekly play sessions for them to practice 

playing and learning at home. 
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Taking care of your health 

The COVID-19 pandemic has created increasing mental health challenges. In times of 

stress and uncertainty, mental wellbeing should be a focus for all children, parents, 

caregivers, educators, and support teams. It is important that children know about 

safety precautions that can be taken to protect their health. Parents and caregivers 

need to have real and developmentally appropriate conversations with their children 

about what they need to do. 

Holistic health 

Taking care of your health holistically means doing activities that focus on physical, 

mental, emotional, and social wellbeing. When working with children with disabilities 

it is important to support holistic health and wellbeing. 

 

Wellness dimension Support 

Physical 

Developing healthy activities that benefit 
your body. It is taking care of your body. 

Balanced diet, nutrition plan, exercise, 
physical therapies/activities 

Emotional 

Taking care of yourself and developing 
ways to enhance your inner resources. 

Self-care, stress reduction, relaxation, self-
regulation, creative expression 

Intellectual 

Using your resources to expand your 
knowledge, to create, and to be mentally 
stimulated. 

Learning activities, mentally stimulating 
experiences, problem solving 

Spiritual 

Enhances the connection between your 
mind and your body. It is personal growth. 

Connecting to soul/higher source; 
alignment of mind, body and spirit 

Social 

Developing healthy relationships with 
those around you. It is contributing to your 
community. 

Communication, setting boundaries, 
growing healthy relationships 

Occupational 

Contributing in a work environment that 
accommodates each other’s weaknesses 
and strengths in a healthy way. 

Creating optimal work and learning 
environments 
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Acute stress response 

In times of acute stress and high alert, you might experience a fight, flight or freeze 

response. This is called hyperarousal, which causes a physiological reaction in the 

body in response to a perceived threat to survival. One way of coping with the 

physiological responses we face on a daily basis involves using techniques to help 

activate the body’s calming system (called the parasympathetic nervous system) to 

decrease stress and anxiety. These include: 

 spending time or playing with others, children or animals 

 deep or rhythmic breathing 

 massage 

 spending time outdoors in nature 

 focusing on a calming word or sound 

 exercise, movement or dancing 

 guided visualisation or meditation 

 practicing progressive relaxation. 

Other fun activities for children to do include using movement to soothe body tension 

and mood. Rhythmic movement such as swinging, swaying, tapping or bouncing can 

help to relieve tension. Deep pressure can provide calming physiological feedback to 

the brain and can be done through tight hugs, rolling in a tight blanket on the floor, or 

using a weighted blanket or padded jacket. Playing with a beanbag, play dough, or 

feeling inside a sensory bag or box can also help. 

  



15 
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Processing feelings 

Regardless of intellectual ability, children can experience anxiety and confusion when 

their normal routines are disrupted. They may not express or explain their feelings or 

fear in words, but it might be demonstrated in their behaviour, which can become 

challenging. 

Moods and emotions can be self-regulated through external sources of calm. 

‘Calming/quiet critters’ (pom-poms with googly eyes and felt feet) can be used to help 

children who are working on coping with anxiety or anger management. Making 

calming/quiet critters not only provides sensory input, but is also a fun way to have a 

supportive creature that children can: 

 whisper their worries to 

 hold tightly or play with when they feel worried 

 put next to their bed when they want protection from scary dreams 

 talk to when they feel angry. 

 

 
Examples of calming/quiet critters. 

Source: Ciara Sexton 

 

Another popular idea for helping children to identify and name their worries is a 

‘worry monster’. This is a tangible way for children to notice their feelings, thoughts, 

and worries, and then choose to let them go in a practical way by writing notes or 

drawing pictures and feeding them to the worry monster, or just talking to it. 
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Worry monsters can be made by decorating empty tissue boxes and tins with lids. 

 

Self-regulation 

Self-regulation and emotional control can help children to control impulses, manage 

their sensory needs, and improve their problem-solving ability. The Zones of 

Regulation, or ‘Zones’ for short, is a cognitive behavioural approach to teaching self-

regulation. It categorises different feelings and states of alertness using four colour-

coded zones: 

 Blue is used to describe low states of alertness and down feelings such as when 

one feels sad, tired, sick, or bored. 

 Green is used to describe a calm state of alertness. This is where optimal learning 

occurs. It may be described as being happy, focused, content, or ready to learn. 

 Yellow is used to describe a heightened state of alertness and elevated emotions. A 

person in the yellow zone may be experiencing stress, frustration, anxiety, 

excitement, silliness, or nervousness. 

 Red is used to describe extremely heightened states of alertness and intense 

emotions. A person in the red zone may be elated or experiencing anger, rage, 

devastation, or terror. 
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Most children who struggle with anxiety find change and unpredictability difficult to 

deal with. It is important to find ways to reduce their anxiety so they can continue 

with learning. Some keys ways to do this include: 

 Managing the amount and type of information children are exposed to. Give 

clear, simple, and real information about topics that cause concern. Watching or 

listening to news reports can be overwhelming and frightening. Be hopeful about 

the future. Let your child ask questions and express fears, and do your best to 

answer these honestly, clearly, and reassuringly. Repeat any safety measures or 

precautions as needed. 

 Creating new structures and routines at home that focus on health and 

wellbeing. Keeping a daily routine creates some sense of predictability for your 

child. Most children on the autism spectrum need structure and well-organized 

activities. Many are visual learners so it can help to provide concrete information 

about the day in a visual format by using words, symbols, photos or pictures. 

 Making exercise and relaxation part of the daily routine. Exercising outdoors 

has many benefits, and walking is both rhythmic and soothing. Relaxation times 

need to be included in the daily routine and may include stretches, walks, and 

jumping in puddles – whatever your child is motivated to do. Give your child 

opportunities to talk about issues that are worry them. Play games, make chore 

time fun, and create shared family activities. 
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 Accepting your child’s coping strategies and supporting them in finding 

better ways to regulate anxiety and overwhelm. Coping strategies for 

managing anxiety could include rocking, stimming, having space and time to do 

what they want to do, or simply staying close to you. These vary from child to 

child. Let them focus on what they are motivated to do and try to use their 

interests as opportunities for learning new things. 

 

Suggested reading and resources 

Aldersey, H. 2019. TEDI 1 Week 3 – Family professional partnerships  
https://hdl.handle.net/11427/30306 

Daniel, B. 2019. TEDI1 Week 3 – What does effective support look like?  
https://hdl.handle.net/11427/30304 

Developing a Learning Programme  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uEzu6KXHoyE 

Disability Inclusion in Education  
https://www.coursera.org/learn/disability-inclusion-education 

Disability Information Resources (posture and positioning)  
https://www.dinf.ne.jp/doc/english/global/david/dwe001/dwe00105.html 

Engaging the Child  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hmsxeVGfuW8 

Hands On As We Grow (nature activities for children) 
https://handsonaswegrow.com/nature-activities-kids/ 

Learning Context 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vKtlKkQLO_8&feature=youtu.be 

Maisha, R. and J. Elphick, 201906. TEDI 1 Week 2 – Families of people with 
intellectual disabilities  
https://hdl.handle.net/11427/30320 

Nal’ibali (storytelling)  
https://www.nalibali.org/ 

Physiopedia (posture and positioning)  
https://www.physio-pedia.com/Positioning_the_Child_with_Cerebral_Palsy# 
Posture_and_Posture_Control 

Rainbows Within Reach (visual schedules)  
https://rainbowswithinreach.blogspot.com/2012/06/visual-prompts-schedules-and-
supports.html 
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Severe to Profound Intellectual Disability  
https://www.coursera.org/learn/intellectual-disability-care-education 

TEDI Educating and Caring for Children with Profound Intellectual Disability: A 

manual for carers and teachers 

http://dev.idea.uct.ac.za/idea/resources 

TEDI Parent Guide: Empowering parents for disability inclusive teaching 

http://dev.idea.uct.ac.za/idea/courses/overview 

The OT Toolbox (the power of play)  
https://www.theottoolbox.com/the-incredible-power-of-play/ 

The Zones of Regulation (self-regulation and emotional control) 
https://www.zonesofregulation.com/learn-more-about-the-zones.html 

Understanding Learning in ID  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KGB6l5rGReA 

Wordworks (early language and literacy)  
https://www.wordworks.org.za/wordworks-app/ 

 

 

 

http://dev.idea.uct.ac.za/idea/resources
http://dev.idea.uct.ac.za/idea/courses/overview
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This resource provides some key ideas and practical guidelines to support parents 

and caregivers with learning at home. It offers tips on preparing for and implementing 

learning at home, and how to create a positive learning experience. Acknowledging 

the challenges and pressures families face, this guide takes a holistic approach in 

suggesting various ways for keeping on top of  physical and mental health, as well 

as tips for coping with stress, processing feelings and self-regulation. A wide range 

of learning and health-focused resources are listed too. 


