
 

Imitation: The First Language of Childhood 
By HeyZeus Oak 

Spend a quiet moment watching a young child in a room with adults and something subtle begins 
to appear. A parent lifts a broom, and a few minutes later the child drags a smaller broom across 
the floor. An adult stirs a pot on the stove, and the child begins stirring an empty bowl beside 
them. A teacher folds a cloth with care, and the child soon gathers a piece of fabric and repeats 
the same careful movements. No one has explained what to do. No instruction has been given. 
Yet the child has already begun to participate. 

In the early years, imitation is the child’s first language. Long before abstract thinking develops, 
long before moral explanations carry meaning, the young child learns by absorbing the gestures, 
movements, tone, and inner life of the adults around them. They are not waiting for lessons. 
They are living inside experience. 

For the young child, learning does not begin with ideas. It begins with embodiment. Children 
encounter the world through their senses and through their movement in space. What they see, 
hear, and feel does not remain at the surface. It enters them deeply and becomes part of their 



developing organism. In this sense the young child can be understood as a kind of living sense 
organ. The world does not stand at a distance to be analyzed. It flows inward and is taken up by 
the whole human being. 

Because of this openness, imitation is not simply copying behavior. It is one of the ways the 
child gradually enters earthly life. Through imitation the child learns how to inhabit a body, how 
to move through space, and how to participate in the human world. The gestures of the adults 
around them become the pathways through which the child slowly incarnates into their physical 
existence. 

When a child imitates sweeping, cooking, gardening, or caring for another person, they are not 
pretending in the way adults understand pretending. They are rehearsing life itself. They are 
practicing what it means to be human. 

In Waldorf education we understand that the primary task of early childhood is the strengthening 
of the will. Before intellectual thinking becomes the central activity of the human being, the 
child must first learn how to act in the world with purpose. Imitation is the natural pathway 
through which this capacity develops. When children observe meaningful adult activity and 
repeat it in their own bodies, their will is gradually formed and strengthened. 

The quality of adult activity therefore carries great significance. A hurried gesture is absorbed 
differently than a calm one. Work done with irritation leaves a different impression than work 
done with quiet care. Even when adults believe children are not paying attention, something in 
the child is always receiving the atmosphere of the moment. 

This is why the moral life of the young child is not formed primarily through explanation or 
correction. It is formed through example. When a child observes an adult speaking respectfully, 
caring for the environment, repairing something that is broken, or responding to difficulty with 
patience, those gestures become part of the child’s inner vocabulary. They are taken in silently 
and eventually reappear in the child’s own actions. 

In this way imitation forms the earliest foundations of the conscience. The child does not yet 
reflect on what is right or wrong. Instead they experience the living example of how a human 
being meets the world. 

Imitation also shapes the child’s inner voice. The tone adults use with one another, the rhythm of 
daily speech, and the way adults respond to mistakes or frustrations gradually become 
internalized. Years later, the child may speak to themselves in a tone that echoes the voices that 
once surrounded them. In this way imitation quietly forms not only outer behavior but the inner 
landscape of thought and feeling. 



Play becomes the place where these absorbed experiences are digested and transformed. A child 
who has watched an adult prepare food may later recreate the scene in imaginative play. A 
conversation overheard during the day may reappear in the voices of dolls or animals. Through 
play the child works with what has been received. Experience becomes understanding through 
repetition and imagination. 

In modern culture we sometimes underestimate the power of imitation. We may assume that 
children learn primarily from instruction, correction, or structured lessons. Yet in the early years, 
the environment itself is the curriculum. The gestures of daily life are the true teaching. The tone 
of the home is the classroom. 

This awareness can feel daunting, but it is also deeply reassuring. Parents and teachers do not 
need elaborate techniques to educate young children. What is required is presence. Meaningful 
work, steady rhythm, warmth, and authentic human activity provide the living material the child 
needs. When adults engage sincerely with the tasks of life, children naturally enter into them 
through imitation. 

There is also something deeply trusting in this process. The young child imitates not because 
they are calculating or striving to impress. They imitate because they belong so fully to the world 
around them that they allow it to shape them. This openness is one of the most vulnerable and 
beautiful qualities of early childhood. 

Over time this phase of pure imitation gradually gives way to greater individuality and conscious 
thinking. The child slowly steps more deliberately into their own perspective. But in the early 
years they are still gathering the human gestures that will one day form the foundation of their 
character. 

The child who once followed an adult across the room with a small broom, repeating the 
sweeping motion with great seriousness, was doing far more than tidying the floor. In those 
small movements the child was learning how a human being meets the world. Through the 
rhythm of the gesture, something of the adult’s way of living quietly entered the child’s own 
body. 

This is the quiet mystery of early childhood. The young child does not only observe the world 
around them. They become it for a time. The gestures of care, patience, work, and kindness that 
surround them are taken inward and slowly become part of their own way of being. 

One day the child who once watched so carefully will move through the world with those same 
gestures living within them. The broom will be lifted again. The table will be wiped. A younger 
child will be helped or comforted. And somewhere within those actions lives the echo of what 



was once received through imitation. In this way the young child slowly gathers the human 
world into themselves—until, little by little, it becomes their own. 

Author Bio: 
HeyZeus Oak is the owner of Heart in Hand Preschool in Portland, Oregon, a fully certified 
Waldorf early childhood program and member of WECAN. He is a trained mentor through the 
Center for Anthroposophy and is devoted to nurturing reverence, rhythm, and beauty in the lives 
of young children. 
 


