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The Abecedarian
Approach Australia

The Abecedarian Approach Australia (3a) is a research-based early learning
model developed from 50 years of scientific study by Professor Joseph

Sparling and Dr Craig Ramey. It is grounded in the understanding that high-
quality adult-child interactions shape learning and development.

A core component of 3a Learning Games is based on Lev Vygotsky’s theory
of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)—the idea that children learn

best when supported just beyond their current ability level. Through
scaffolding, educators provide the right level of guidance, encouragement,
and interaction to help children develop new skills and build confidence.
At our centre, we embed 3a practices into every interaction, ensuring a

strong foundation for lifelong learning. Our approach is guided by four core
mantras that shape our daily practices and relationships.



Our Guiding Mantras for a
Thriving Learning Community

Our guiding mantras ensure that every child is supported at their
unique learning level, every educator is empowered to extend

learning through intentional interactions, and every family feels a
sense of belonging.

Our Guiding Mantras for a
Thriving Learning Community



Mantra 1: Enriched Caregiving in All
Routines of the Day

Every moment is an opportunity for
learning, connection, and trust-building.
Through warm, responsive caregiving, we
create a secure and nurturing environment
where children feel valued.
Aligned with: EYLF V2 Principles: Secure,
Respectful, and Reciprocal Relationships |
NQS Quality Area 5: Relationships with
Children
Visibility: Educators engage intentionally in
daily routines, using attentive, responsive
interactions to support children's emotional
security and wellbeing.

Mantra 2: Language as a Priority in

Every Interaction
Language is a powerful tool for thinking, learning,

and relationships. Every exchange is infused with

rich conversation, building children's confidence

in expressing themselves. Through scaffolding,

educators extend children's language skills by

adding new words, modelling sentence

structures, and engaging in back-and-forth

conversations.

Aligned with: EYLF V2 Principle: High

Expectations and Equity | NQS Quality Area 1:

Educational Program and Practice

Visibility: Educators prioritise high-quality

language interactions, modelling new words,

engaging in reciprocal exchanges, and supporting

children’s expressive and receptive

communication.

Mantra 3: Engagement Every Day
for Every Child

Children deserve our full presence and
attention. We ensure every child is actively
involved in their learning, feeling seen,
valued, and encouraged to explore.
Educators scaffold learning within the
child’s ZPD, gently supporting them to take
the next step in their development.
Aligned with: EYLF V2 Practice:
Responsiveness to Children | NQS Quality
Area 1: Educational Program and Practice
Visibility: Educators are attuned and
engaged, fostering child-led exploration
and guiding learning through scaffolding
techniques, such as prompting,
questioning, and demonstrating.

Mantra 4: Connection with Every

Child, Every Family, Every Educator
Relationships are the heart of our community.

We foster deep connections to ensure every

child, family, and educator feels seen, heard,

and included. Learning Games create

opportunities for shared experiences,

strengthening relationships through interactive,

engaging play.

Aligned with: EYLF V2 Principles: Respect for

Diversity and Partnerships with Families | NQS

Quality Area 6: Collaborative Partnerships with

Families and Communities

Visibility: Educators build strong partnerships

through consistent communication, shared

learning experiences, and inclusive practices,

ensuring that families are active partners in

their child’s development.

Mantra 1: Enriched Caregiving in All
Routines of the Day

Every moment is an opportunity for
learning, connection, and trust-building.
Through warm, responsive caregiving, we
create a secure and nurturing environment
where children feel valued.
Aligned with: EYLF V2 Principles: Secure,
Respectful, and Reciprocal Relationships |
NQS Quality Area 5: Relationships with
Children
Visibility: Educators engage intentionally in
daily routines, using attentive, responsive
interactions to support children's emotional
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What are the
Learning Games

Sparling, J., & Lewis, I. (2005). LearningGames: The Abecedarian curriculum (0-12 months, 12-24 months, 24-36
months, 36-48 months, or 48-60 months). Early Learning Press.

3a Learning Games are evidence-based, interactive activities
designed to support children's cognitive, social, emotional,

and language development through playful, meaningful
interactions. Developed as part of the Abecedarian Approach
Australia (3a), these games are grounded in over 50 years of
research by Professor Joseph Sparling and Dr Craig Ramey.
Each game is carefully structured to engage children at their

current developmental level, while gently scaffolding new
skills, based on Lev Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development

(ZPD). Educators use intentional language, responsive
interactions, and hands-on engagement to guide children’s

learning in a natural, enjoyable way.
Learning Games can be used anytime, anywhere—during

routines, play, or small group experiences. They strengthen
language skills, problem-solving, creativity, and social

connections, all while fostering a love for learning.

What are the
Learning Games



Developmental Domains are broad areas of growth that shape a child's learning,

including physical development, language and communication, mathematical

thinking, and social-emotional learning.

For an easy reference on which 3a Learning Game to pick for children, we can

categories games into the developmental domains.

Developmental Domains

These interconnected domains
guide intentional teaching,
curriculum planning, and

interactions in early childhood
education. By supporting these

areas, educators foster curiosity,
foundational skills, and school

readiness through play and
meaningful experiences

Australian Education Research Organisation (AERO). (2023). Early childhood learning trajectories user guide for
educators, teachers and service leaders. https://www.edresearch.edu.au/guides-resources/practice-resources
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Mathematical
Thinking

Mathematical thinking develops through hands-on exploration,
games, and real-life problem-solving. It is divided into four key
areas:
Patterns & Predictions – Recognising and creating sequences in
objects, sounds, and actions. (e.g., clapping rhythms, sorting by
colour, noticing daily routines.)
Shapes & Spatial Thinking – Understanding how shapes fit
together and how objects move in space. (e.g., puzzles, building
towers, drawing maps.)
Measurement & Data – Comparing
and organising information.
(e.g., sorting by size, measuring
with blocks, comparing quantities.)
Quantity & Counting – Developing
number sense and early counting
skills. (e.g., recognising numbers,
counting fingers, understanding
“more” and “less.”)

Mathematical thinking involves recognizing numbers, patterns,
measurement, and spatial relationships. These skills help

children problem-solve, make predictions, and understand the
world around them.

Developmental Domain:

Mathematical
Thinking

Mathematical thinking develops through hands-on exploration,
games, and real-life problem-solving. It is divided into four key
areas:
Patterns & Predictions – Recognising and creating sequences in
objects, sounds, and actions. (e.g., clapping rhythms, sorting by
colour, noticing daily routines.)
Shapes & Spatial Thinking – Understanding how shapes fit
together and how objects move in space. (e.g., puzzles, building
towers, drawing maps.)
Measurement & Data – Comparing
and organising information.
(e.g., sorting by size, measuring

with blocks, comparing quantities.)
Quantity & Counting – Developing
number sense and early counting
skills. (e.g., recognising numbers,
counting fingers, understanding
“more” and “less.”)

Mathematical thinking involves recognizing numbers, patterns,
measurement, and spatial relationships. These skills help

children problem-solve, make predictions, and understand the
world around them.

Developmental Domain:



Physical
Development

Physical development is strengthened through active play, hands-on
learning, and sensory experiences. It includes:
Gross Motor Skills – Large muscle movements that help with balance and
coordination. (e.g., running, jumping, climbing, catching a ball.)
Fine Motor Skills – Small muscle control used for precise movements.
(e.g., holding a crayon, buttoning a shirt, using scissors.)
Sensory Awareness – Using sight, sound, touch, smell, and taste to
explore the world. (e.g., feeling different textures, balancing on one foot,
responding to music.)
Physical Health & Self-Care – Developing independence in caring for
one’s body. (e.g., washing hands, dressing, using utensils at mealtime.)

Physical development includes gross motor, fine motor, and sensory skills
that support movement, coordination, and self-care. These abilities help

children explore their environment, gain independence, and participate in
everyday activities.

Developmental Domain:

Physical
Development

Physical development is strengthened through active play, hands-on
learning, and sensory experiences. It includes:
Gross Motor Skills – Large muscle movements that help with balance and
coordination. (e.g., running, jumping, climbing, catching a ball.)
Fine Motor Skills – Small muscle control used for precise movements.
(e.g., holding a crayon, buttoning a shirt, using scissors.)
Sensory Awareness – Using sight, sound, touch, smell, and taste to
explore the world. (e.g., feeling difffff erent textures, balancing on one foot,
responding to music.)
Physical Health & Self-Care – Developing independence in caring for
one’s body. (e.g., washing hands, dressing, using utensils at mealtime.)

Physical development includes gross motor, fine motor, and sensory skills
that support movement, coordination, and self-care. These abilities help

children explore their environment, gain independence, and participate in
everyday activities.

Developmental Domain:



Language &
Communication

Children develop language through conversations, storytelling,
singing, and play-based interactions. It includes:

Receptive Language – Understanding spoken words,
instructions, and conversations. (e.g., following directions,

identifying objects when named.)
Expressive Language – Using words, gestures, and sentences to

communicate. (e.g., telling stories, asking questions, naming
objects.)

Emergent Reading – Recognising letters, sounds, and book
concepts. (e.g., pointing to words, retelling a story, recognising

their name in print.)
Emergent Writing – Beginning to

make marks, draw, and form letters
. (e.g., scribbling, drawing pictures,

writing pretend letters.)

Language and communication skills help children understand,
express, and share their thoughts, feelings, and needs. Strong

language skills lay the foundation for reading, writing, and social
connections.

Developmental Domain:

Language &
Communication

Children develop language through conversations, storytelling,
singing, and play-based interactions. It includes:

Receptive Language – Understanding spoken words,
instructions, and conversations. (e.g., following directions,

identifyfyf ing objects when named.)
Expressive Language – Using words, gestures, and sentences to

communicate. (e.g., telling stories, asking questions, naming
objects.)

Emergent Reading – Recognising letters, sounds, and book
concepts. (e.g., pointing to words, retelling a story, recognising

their name in print.)
Emergent Writing – Beginning to

make marks, draw, and form letters
. (e.g., scribbling, drawing pictures,

writing pretend letters.)

Language and communication skills help children understand,
express, and share their thoughts, feelings, and needs. Strong

language skills lay the foundation for reading, writing, and social
connections.

Developmental Domain:



Social &
Emotional

Children develop social and emotional skills through play, relationships
with caregivers, and guided experiences. It includes:
Self-Awareness – Recognising and naming emotions, strengths, and
personal preferences. (e.g., identifying “I feel happy,” recognising
favourite activities.)
Self-Management – Regulating emotions and behaviours in different
situations. (e.g., calming down when frustrated, handling transitions
smoothly.)
Social Awareness – Understanding and responding to the feelings of
others. (e.g., showing empathy, recognising when a friend is upset.)
Social Management – Interacting with others in positive ways and solving
conflicts. (e.g., taking turns, using words to solve problems, working
together in a group.)

Social and emotional learning helps children understand their emotions,
develop self-control, and build positive relationships. These skills

support confidence, resilience, and empathy in interactions with others.

Developmental Domain:

Social &
Emotional

Children develop social and emotional skills through play, relationships
with caregivers, and guided experiences. It includes:
Self-Awareness – Recognising and naming emotions, strengths, and
personal preferences. (e.g., identifyfyf ing “I feel happy,” recognising
favourite activities.)
Self-Management – Regulating emotions and behaviours in difffff erent
situations. (e.g., calming down when frustrated, handling transitions
smoothly.)
Social Awareness – Understanding and responding to the feelings of

others. (e.g., showing empathy, recognising when a friend is upset.)
Social Management – Interacting with others in positive ways and solving
conflicts. (e.g., taking turns, using words to solve problems, working
together in a group.)

Social and emotional learning helps children understand their emotions,
develop self-control, and build positive relationships. These skills

support confidence, resilience, and empathy in interactions with others.

Developmental Domain:



Executive
Functions

In early childhood, executive functions develop through play,
interactions, and guided experiences. They are divided into three key
areas:
Working Memory – The ability to hold and manipulate information in
the mind. (e.g., remembering a song, recalling steps to complete a task,
or following multi-step instructions.)
Inhibitory Control – The ability to regulate impulses, emotions, and
behaviours. (e.g., waiting for a turn, stopping when asked, or choosing a
calm response instead of acting out.)
Cognitive Flexibility – The ability to adapt, switch between tasks, and
adjust to changes. (e.g., transitioning from playtime to group time,
solving problems in new ways, or understanding different perspectives.)

Executive functions are a set of cognitive skills that help children plan,
focus attention, remember instructions, and manage impulses. These skills
are essential for learning, problem-solving, and adapting to new situations.

Developmental Domain:

Executive
Functions

In early childhood, executive functions develop through play,
interactions, and guided experiences. They are divided into three key
areas:
Working Memory – The ability to hold and manipulate information in
the mind. (e.g., remembering a song, recalling steps to complete a task,
or following multi-step instructions.)
Inhibitory Control – The ability to regulate impulses, emotions, and
behaviours. (e.g., waiting for a turn, stopping when asked, or choosing a
calm response instead of acting out.)
Cognitive Flexibility – The ability to adapt, switch between tasks, and
adjust to changes. (e.g., transitioning from playtime to group time,
solving problems in new ways, or understanding difffff erent perspectives.)

Executive functions are a set of cognitive skills that help children plan,
focus attention, remember instructions, and manage impulses. These skills
are essential for learning, problem-solving, and adapting to new situations.

Developmental Domain:





Playing Learning Games:
A Guide for Educators

Step 1: Plan with Purpose
(EYLF Practice: Intentional Teaching, Responsiveness to Children | NQS 1.1.1 Approved Learning Framework,

1.2.1 Intentional Teaching, 3.2.1 Inclusive Environment)

Observe the child’s current abilities – Identify what they can do independently

and what skills are emerging. This ensures the game is developmentally

appropriate and builds on their strengths (EYLF Outcome 1.2: Children develop

their emerging autonomy, interdependence, resilience, and sense of agency).

Decide on the developmental focus – Align the Learning Game with a specific

developmental domain to support the individual child.

Cognitive Development

Language Development

Social-Emotional Development

Physical Development

Executive Functions

Ensure the game supports a play-based learning approach – The game should be

engaging, interactive, and meaningful to the child.
(EYLF Outcome 4.3: Children transfer and adapt what they have learned from one context to another).

Create a suitable play environment – The setting should promote engagement,

exploration, and participation.
(NQS 3.2.1: Inclusive Environment – Outdoor and indoor spaces are organised and adapted to support every

child’s participation and to engage every child in quality experiences in both built and natural

environments). Step 2: Read & Prepare
(EYLF Practice: Learning Environments, High-Quality Interactions | NQS 1.2.1 Intentional

Teaching, 5.1.1 Positive Educator-Child Interactions, 1.3.2 Critical Reflection)

Read the Learning Game instructions to fully understand the purpose
and how it supports development.

Identify key vocabulary and learning concepts to introduce during the
game

(EYLF Outcome 5.1: Children interact verbally and non-verbally with others for a range
of purposes).

Gather materials needed for the activity and ensure they are
accessible and appropriate for the children participating

(NQS 3.2.2: Resources support play-based learning).

Consider adaptations to ensure all children can participate
meaningfully, including those with additional needs

(EYLF Principle: Equity, Inclusion & High Expectations).
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Step 5: Revisit & Extend Learning Opportunities
(EYLF Practice: Continuity of Learning & Transitions | NQS 1.2.1 Intentional Teaching, 1.2.2 Responsive Teaching

and Scaffolding, 3.2.1 Inclusive Environment)

Repeat the game in future play sessions to deepen children's understanding and confidence

(EYLF Outcome 4.4: Children resource their own learning through connecting with people, places, technologies,

and natural and processed materials).

Adapt and extend the activity by incorporating new elements, materials, or challenges to

maintain engagement and foster ongoing learning

(NQS 1.2.2: Educators respond to children’s ideas and play and extend children's learning

through open-ended questions, interactions, and feedback).

Embed the learning from the game into other parts of the day,

making connections to different activities and experiences

(EYLF Outcome 5.4: Children engage with a range of texts and gain meaning from these texts).

Step 4: Reflect & Extend Learning
(EYLF Practice: Ongoing Learning and

Reflective Practice | NQS 1.3.1 Assessment & Planning Cycle,

1.3.3 Information for Families, 5.2.1 Collaborative Learning)

Encourage children to

talk about the game and share their experiences
(EYLF Outcome 1.3: Children develop

knowledgeable and confident self-identities).

Use reflection to connect the game to real-world experiences,

extending learning beyond the activity
(EYLF Outcome 2.1: Children develop a sense of belonging to groups and

communities).

Document observations and communicate learning with

families to strengthen connections between home and

early learning settings
(NQS 1.3.3: Families are informed about the program and the

r child's progress).

Step 3: Role Play & Engage
(EYLF Practice: Responsiveness to Children, Learning Through Play | NQS 1.2.1 Intentional Teaching, 5.2.1 Collaborative

Learning, 5.1.1 Positive Educator-Child Interactions)

Introduce the game with enthusiasm, using clear language and engaging expressions
(NQS 5.1.1: Responsive and meaningful interactions build trusting relationships which engage and support each child to

feel secure, confident, and included).

Model the game first, demonstrating actions and encouraging children to participate
(EYLF Outcome 5.2: Children engage with a range of texts and gain meaning from these texts).

Foster back-and-forth exchanges to build engagement and learning, using open-ended questions

and intentional language
(EYLF Outcome 4.2: Children develop a range of skills and processes such as problem-solving, inquiry, experimentation,

hypothesising, researching, and investigating).

Support children's autonomy by allowing them to take the lead while ensuring they remain

engaged and supported
(NQS 5.2.1: Children are supported to collaborate, learn from and help each other).
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Children grow and learn in their own way, but there are common
stages of development that help us understand what skills typically
emerge. These stages guide which developmental domain to focus
on, ensuring learning experiences match each child’s needs.

Notice what the child is working on – Observe their interests,

strengths, and emerging skills.

Intentionally choose the domain you are targeting – Support

their next steps with targeted play and interactions.

Keep it engaging – Learning happens best through play,

conversation, and everyday

moments.

Remember, development is not a checklist—it’s about meeting

children where they are and helping them grow through

meaningful experiences.

Which Learning Game
should we play today?

With 200 high quality 3a Learning Games to pick from, lets
break it down into age groups, all connected to the

developmental domain you may be seeking to support a
child’s learning.



The Infant
Birth to 12 months

Babies explore the world through
movement, touch, and sound. They build
gross motor skills like rolling and sitting,

while their fine motor skills develop
through grasping and reaching. They

communicate through babbling, gestures,
and facial expressions, forming strong
attachments to caregivers. Learning is
sensory, interactive, and built on close

relationships.
Let’s have a look at some fun 3a Learning

Games to play
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T H E O N E
Y E A R O L D

1 2 T O 2 4 M O N T H S

Toddlers are on the move, refining walking, climbing, and
coordination. Their language bursts, with single words
turning into short phrases. They enjoy copying adults,
exploring objects, and testing cause-and-effect. Play is

hands-on and discovery-driven, supporting their growing
confidence and independence.

Let’s have a look at some fun 3a Learning Games to play
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Two-year-olds are curious, energetic, and full
of big emotions. Their fine motor skills improve

with stacking, scribbling, and self-feeding.
Socially, they play alongside others, learning

turn-taking and sharing. They ask lots of
questions, build early numeracy and literacy
skills, and love pretend play and repetition.

Let’s have a look at some fun 3a Learning
Games to play
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The Three
Year Old

36-48 months

Three-year-olds thrive on imagination, conversation, and movement.
Their language skills expand as they tell stories and ask ‘why.’ They

refine fine motor skills like cutting and drawing while growing
stronger in gross motor activities like running and hopping. Socially,

they engage in group play, solve problems, and express emotions
more clearly.

Let’s have a look at some fun 3a Learning Games to play
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48 to 60 months
At four, children are independent thinkers and eager

learners. They develop friendships, emotional
awareness, and problem-solving skills. Their fine motor

control allows for more detailed drawings and early
writing. They enjoy structured games, imaginative play,

and exploring books and numbers, showing readiness for
the next big step—school!

Let’s have a look at some fun 3a Learning Games to play
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