CONCEPT FORMATION

What is this developmental skill?

Concept formation is the ability to organize information into meaningful categories and understand the
common characteristics that connect ideas, objects, and experiences. It allows children to recognize that
different dogs are all "dogs," understand that both apples and bananas are "fruit," and eventually grasp
abstract concepts such as fairness, responsibility, or friendship. Concept formation helps children make sense
of an increasingly complex wotld by organizing information into understandable patterns.

How does this normally develop?

Concept formation begins in infancy as children notice similarities and differences in the people and objects
around them. Through exploration, language, play, and conversations with caregivers, children gradually learn
to group objects, identify patterns, and build increasingly complex mental categories. As they mature, they
move from understanding conctete concepts to thinking about more abstract ideas. School experiences and
everyday interactions continue to refine and expand these concepts throughout childhood and adolescence.

How can neglect interfere with its development?

Neglect can intetfere with concept formation by limiting the rich expetiences and language exposure that help
children organize knowledge. Children who experience fewer conversations, less shared reading, and reduced
opporttunities for exploration may develop fewer connections between ideas. Chronic stress can also interfere
with the brain's ability to integrate new information with existing knowledge. As a result, children may
understand isolated facts but struggle to see the broader concepts that connect them.

What might this look like?
A child with difficulties in concept formation may:
e Have trouble grouping objects by shared characteristics.
s Struggle to understand categories and classifications.
e Focus on isolated details instead of the overall idea.
¢ Have difficulty understanding abstract concepts such as honesty, responsibility, or fairness.
e Need many concrete examples before understanding a new concept.
e Find it difficult to recognize similarities between different situations.
o Learn facts but struggle to understand the "big picture."

Parenting Implications

Children develop concept formation through everyday conversations and experiences. Help children compare
and categorize objects, discuss similarities and differences, and explain how ideas are connected. During
reading, ask questions such as, "What do these characters have in common?" or "How is this like something we've seen
before?" Encourage children to sott, classify, and organize during play. These simple activities help build the
mental frameworks that support learning across subjects.

From Understanding to Attunement

Instead of thinking, "They just don't get it," consider, "They may still be building the concepts that connect all of these pieces
together.” This perspective recognizes that understanding develops gradually through repeated experiences and
suppottive interactions. By helping children make connections between ideas rather than simply memorizing
information, caregivers strengthen concept formation and lay the foundation for deeper learning and more

flexible thinking.
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