
Characteristics of Various Levels of Development; 
and Practical Suggestions for Effective Catechetical Sessions 

 
Three to Six Year Olds: 

• Thrive in an atmosphere permeated by experiences of wonder, joy, and 
imagination. 

• Live in the present, the “now”. 
• Need secure relationships with caring adults. 
• Learn through imitation and play. 
• Explore their world through hands-on activities. 
• Develop confidence, skills, and sense of self through movement. 
• Become familiar with their surroundings by using all their senses. 
• Drawn to a few, essential themes to which they can return over and over again. 

 
Suggestions: 
 Use images and symbols to convey meaning over verbal messages; use only  

“essential” language. 
 Give ample opportunities for children to express images through drawing, 

painting, modeling clay, etc.  
 Use concrete visuals to portray stories. 
 Avoid correcting images doctrinally; but guard against children appropriating 

negative images, e.g., if child sees God as a scary, authority figure, offer 
alternatives. 

 Allow brief periods for children to engage in silence. 
 Since the most spontaneous prayer for children at this age is praise, one can 

take simple phrases from the psalms for the children to say or sing. 
 Ask questions that engage children’s imagination and sense of wonder, e.g., “I 

wonder what it would have been like to see the star that the shepherds saw when 
Jesus was born. 

 Provide opportunities for movement/gestures to accompany songs or rhymes. 
 Provide children with opportunities to imitate behaviors and skills, e.g., imitating 

ritual actions by carrying an object for a procession. 
 Foster a sense of relationship and promote awareness of each child being  

special and unique by frequently calling each one by name. 
 
Six to Nine Year Olds: 

• Understand reality very concretely and story content literally. 
• Experience a strong desire to know the reasons for things; exhibit curiosity 

concerning the what, why, and wherefore of everything they experience. 
• Begin to explore basic morality by discriminating between good and evil. 
• Need structure and routine to support their learning and exploration. 
• Experience the need for belonging and for a sense of who they are in terms of 

knowing about the group to which they belong; the family retains its position of 
primary importance. 

• Need to have a sense of being able to take initiative and accomplish tasks 
independently. 

• Still drawn to essential themes but has capacity to explore a greater number of 
them without returning to the same ones repeatedly. 
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Suggestions: 
 Use tangible examples rather than abstract ideas since children at this age still 

learn best through their senses. 
 Include activities that children can accomplish on their own. 
 Make use of concrete stories from scripture as well as contemporary stories with 

faith themes. 
 Give children opportunities to make up their own short stories and share these 

with others. 
 Variety of expression through paint, clay, chalks, songs, finger-plays, dance, etc. 

 
Nine to Twelve Year Olds: 

• Expand their need for belonging to include their peers and so experience a 
desire to be loyal to friends. 

• Demonstrate a growing proficiency in a variety of skills: written, oral, spatial, etc. 
• Manifest increased ability to make sense of their world and events through 

reason. 
• Look to others beyond family to “idolize;” may be a time of hero worship, 

following fads and peer codes of conduct. 
• Tend to view moral issues in black and white terms. 
• Morality and faith tends to be drawn from external rather than internal authority. 
• Growing capacity for taking responsibility. 
• More capable of understanding the notion of extended time and history and have 

a need to know who they are by knowing their roots. 
• More capable of considering the perspective of others from the other’s point of 

view. 
 
Suggestions: 
 Offer opportunities for group work and cooperative activities. 
 Use methods that challenge their growing memory and their ability to 

compare/contrast similarities and differences. 
 Present the example and witness of saints and other Christian models. 
 Tell stories that convey origins and history and expose them to their own 

religious customs and traditions. 
 Engage in role-playing to explore different perspectives. 
 Continue to use the arts for self-expression and to tell stories. 
 Involve children in short service projects. 

 
Twelve to 15 Year Olds: 

• Because of rapid physical growth and changes, younger adolescents  
o May experience awkwardness regarding their appearance and bodies. 
o May experience frequent, dramatic mood swings. 
o Experience a new level of sexual awareness. 

• Capacity for deeper, more mature friendships; dating takes on new significance. 
• Experience emerging capacity to reflect on their own thinking. 
• Begin to view themselves as part of a larger, worldwide community. 
• Desire for personal freedom and self-expression. 
• May experience boredom or complacency regarding the practice of religion. 
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• Begin to question authority and challenge discrepancies between belief and 
actual behavior; sensitive to (perceived) hypocrisy. 

 
Suggestions: 
 Present cultural and historical background of various religious customs, beyond 

Christianity. 
 Provide opportunities to channel their abundant energy – continue to use arts 

and physical activity, e.g., a scavenger hunt for religious symbols, games like 
“Catholic Jeopardy” 

 Enable students to assume personal responsibility and accountability for their 
actions (e.g. having choices in modes of fulfilling grade requirements; how to 
conduct themselves appropriately using the internet and various electronic 
media) 

 Incorporate music, films, television shows, and sports figures they appreciate into 
their sessions. 

 Address gray areas of moral issues and encourage them to explore ambiguities 
even though these may prove frustrating. 

 
Sixteen to Eighteen Year Olds: 

• Begin formulating and setting goals in pursuit of their “life dream.” 
• Begin to experience more security in their sense of identity; not so pressured to 

succumb to peer pressure. 
• Begin to step away from interpersonal relationships that have sustained them up 

to this point (e.g. parents and family) in order to reflect on themselves as 
separate from the groups and the shared world that previously defined them, in 
order to begin defining “their own way.” 

 
Suggestions: 
 Provide opportunities for a mentoring relationship with someone who is about 8-

10 years older; otherwise, person may be viewed as a “parent figure.” 
 Enable older adolescents to set plans for the completion of some project on a 

larger scale and assume responsibility for developing strategies to accomplish it 
(e.g. a service project or developing a learning experience that can be presented 
to others). 

 Provide opportunities for them to express and defend their convictions in a 
public, communal setting. 

 Provide opportunities for service with a knowledge, of and an understanding of, 
the Church’s teachings on social justice. 
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