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Forager Child Studies: What have we learned? Where should we go?               
Wednesday 29th June 2022: 14.00-16.00, 16.30-18.00. 

Room: Th. O 

Zoom link: tbc  

Chair: Sheina Lew-Levy  Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology               

Email: sheinalewlevy@gmail.com  

Abstract: The study of children has fallen in and out of fashion throughout the history of hunter-

gatherer research. Because childhood is shaped by biology, culture, and socioecological environment, 

furthering our understanding of hunter-gatherer childhoods necessitates interdisciplinary and 

comparative perspectives. 

Founded in 2016, Forager Child Studies is an interdisciplinary research collective which aims to 

investigate the pasts, presents, and futures of forager and mixed-subsistence children’s lives, with a 

particular focus on learning. We do so by conducting comparative reviews and secondary analyses of 

the existing literature. In this two-part session, we will outline what the past five years of research 

have taught us about hunter-gatherer childhoods, and identify areas of future research. 

In the Oral Presentations session, we will broaden and contextualize our understanding of hunter-

gatherer childhoods by detailing our methods and findings from diverse fields including from 

archaeology, anthropology, human behavioral ecology, child development, and education. 

In the subsequent Discussion session, we will open the floor to the hunter-gatherer research 

community. Specifically, we ask: What outstanding questions regarding hunter-gatherer childhoods 

should our research group address? The areas of interest identified during the discussion will help 

guide the Forager Child Studies agenda for the next five years. 

 

Keywords: childhood, learning, interdisciplinary humanism; hunter-gatherers; political ecology 
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perspectives on the role of play objects and object 
play in forager enskillment and innovation 

14.36-14.48 

Helen Elizabeth Davis, Sheina 
Lew-Levy, Rachel Reckin, Stephen 
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Socioecology shapes child and adolescent time 
allocation in twelve hunter-gatherer and mixed-
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Stieglitz, Bram Tucker, Noa Lavi, 
Kate Ellis-Davies 

14.48-15.00 

Jennifer Hays, Velina NInkova, 
Noa Lavi, Sheina Lew-Levy, Silvia 
Lopes da Silva, Helen E. Davis, 
Aishah Ali 

Hunter-Gatherer Children at School: a view from 
the Global South 

15.00-15.12 
Zachary Garfield, Sheina Lew-
Levy 

Teaching is a distinct form of social learning among 
hunter-gatherers 

15.12-16.00 Discussion  

 

16.30- Alyssa Crittenden Discussion: Forager Child Studies 

-18.00  Open discussion 

 

Session 1: 14.00-16.00 
Forager Child Studies: What have we learned? Where should we go?  

How do children learn social norms and subsistence skills: Writing the first two 
meta-ethnographic reviews 
Authors: Noa Lavi (Anglia Ruskin University) noalaviw@gmail.com  

 

Abstract: The work of the Forager Children Studies Group started with the publishing of two review 

papers based on meta-ethnography which systematically studied literature from cross-cultural 

hunter-gatherer contexts. The first paper reviewed how children learn subsistence skills. The second 

paper focused on how children learn social and gender norms. Both papers explore children's learning 

processes from infancy onwards, as well as the role of other community members in these learning 

processes – including parents, other adults and children of all ages. Among many hunter-gatherers, 

children's have the autonomy to choose what they learn, when and from/with whom. To allow this, 

many parents avoid direct instructions and punishment and opt for more subtle methods of directing 

their children towards certain skills and behaviors. We show how adults actively but subtly direct and 

encourage the development of skills such as resource collecting, hunting and complex tool use and 

manufacture, alongside social skills such as sharing and other cooperative behaviors. Our finding 

highlight the importance of the multi-age playgroup, where children learn through play, observation, 

and participation. In early childhood, children gradually transition to the playgroup, signifying their 

increased autonomy and providing ample opportunities to experiment with tools, materials and social 

situations through play. We discuss child-to-child transmission as an important way children learn 

cultural norms and skills, and that noninterference might be a way autonomy is taught. Last, we show 

how with sedentarization, teaching through direct instruction and task assignment sometimes 

replaces imitation in learning gendered behaviors. 

Keywords: Children; Learning; Subsistence skills; Social and Gender norms; Teaching 

 
Forager Child Studies: What have we learned? Where should we go?  

Lessons of the past: a review of the archaeological evidence of hunter-gatherer 
learning contexts and processes 
Authors: Annemieke Milks (University of Reading) annemieke.milks@gmail.com; Sheina Lew-Levy 

(Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology) sheinalewlevy@gmail.com; Noa Lavi (University 
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College London) noalaviw@gmail.com; David Friesem (University of Haifa) friesem.david@gmail.com; 

Rachel Reckin 

 

Abstract: Theoretical engagement and methodological innovations geared towards identifying the 

presence and activities of children in archaeological contexts has increased in pace over the last 

decade. This paper presents a systematic review of the literature pertaining to the archaeology of 

hunter-gatherer children (H. sapiens). The review summarises methods and results from 86 

archaeological publications, and finds a number of research areas that show material culture relating 

to hunter-gatherer childhood, including children’s playthings and tools, learning to flintknap, and their 

involvement in the making of marks, art and footprints. The results demonstrate a diversity of 

evidence from all inhabited continents covering an extensive time frame. Following a thematic 

synthesis, we further explore the implications of these data for our understanding of the cultural 

variability and patterning of hunter-gatherer children in the deep past. We discuss possible 

interpretative pathways that can shed light on children’s learning processes, agency, minds and 

bodies, use of space, and how they were embedded in social worlds. The paper closes by proposing 

potential improvements to archaeological and anthropological research that will further progress our 

understanding of children as active and engaged members of their societies. 

Keywords: Palaeolithic; Archaeology of Children; Hunter-gatherer archaeology 

 
Forager Child Studies: What have we learned? Where should we go?  

Toys as teachers: Ethnographic and archaeological perspectives on the role of 
play objects and object play in forager enskillment and innovation 
Authors: Felix Riede (Aarhus University) f.riede@cas.au.dk; Sheina Lew-Levy (Max Planck Institute for 

Evolutionary Anthropology) sheinalewlevy@gmail.com; Niels N. Johannsen (Aarhus University) 

nnj@cas.au.dk; Noa Lavi (University College London) noalaviw@gmail.com; Marc Malmdorf Andersen 

 

Abstract: Object play is ubiquitous across human societies today, including hunter-gatherer groups. 

Archaeological evidence suggests, however, that the prevalence and nature of play objects has not 

been constant over time, and that functional miniatures emerged relatively late in human cultural 

evolution. At the same time, transmission studies seeking to understand innovation and the dynamics 

of culture change have often focused on novices/apprentices, assuming adult-to-adult transmission. 

Younger children and their engagement with material culture has received less attention. We here 

discuss the ways in which children make and use toys using a cross-cultural database of 

ethnographically documented object play in foraging communities. We provided an inventory of 

objects made for and by hunter-gatherer children, finding that children’s objects are linked to adult 

material culture, albeit not exclusively so. Toys were primarily handled outside of pedagogical contexts 

and there is little evidence for formalised apprenticeships. Our data suggests that children’s self-

directed interactions with objects, especially in mixed-age peer groups, has a role in early-age 

enskillment. In a niche construction framework, we combine this perspective with archaeological 

evidence to offer an improved frame of reference for how social learning varies across early human 

life-history and what role material culture may play in this process. Our analysis improves the 

systematic understanding of the relevance of play objects among hunter-gatherer societies, but also 

stresses the need for more detailed studies of play objects in the context of ethnographic, archival 

and archaeological cultural transmission research. 

Keywords: Object play; niche construction; toys 
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Forager Child Studies: What have we learned? Where should we go?  

Socioecology shapes child and adolescent time allocation in twelve hunter-
gatherer and mixed-subsistence forager societies 
Authors: Helen Elizabeth Davis (Harvard University) helenelizabethdavis@gmail.com; Sheina Lew-

Levy (Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology) sheinalewlevy@gmail.com; Rachel Reckin; 

Stephen M. Kissler; Ilaria Pretelli, Adam H. Boyette, Alyssa N. Crittenden, Renée V. Hagen, Randall 

Haas, Karen L. Kramer, Jeremy Koster, Matthew J. O’Brien, Koji Sonoda, Todd A. Surovell, Jonathan 

Stieglitz, Bram Tucker, Noa Lavi, Kate Ellis-Davies 

 

Abstract: A key issue distinguishing prominent evolutionary models of human life history is whether 

prolonged childhood evolved to facilitate learning in a skill- and strength-intensive foraging niche 

requiring high levels of cooperation. Considering the diversity of environments that hominins have 

inhabited, children’s activities should also reflect local social and ecological opportunities and 

constraints. To better understand our species’ developmental plasticity, the present paper compiled 

a time allocation dataset for children and adolescents from twelve hunter-gatherer and mixed-

subsistence forager societies. We investigated how environmental factors, local ecological risk, and 

men and women’s relative energetic contributions were associated with cross-cultural variation in 

child and adolescent time allocation to childcare, food production, domestic work, and play (n=690; 

3-18 years). Annual precipitation, annual mean temperature, and net primary productivity were not 

strongly associated with children’s activity budgets. Increased risk of encounters with dangerous 

animals and dehydration negatively predicted time allocation to childcare and domestic work, but not 

food production. Gender differences in children’s activity budgets were stronger in societies where 

men made greater contributions to food production than women. We interpret these findings as 

suggesting that children and their caregivers adjust their activities to facilitate the early acquisition of 

knowledge which helps children safely cooperate with adults in a range of social and ecological 

environments. Rather than maximizing future productivity only, these findings compel us to consider 

how childhood may have also evolved to facilitate participation in productive activities in early life. 

Keywords: mixed-subsistence foragers, evolution of childhood, time allocation, adolescence, play, 

work 

 
Forager Child Studies: What have we learned? Where should we go?  

Hunter-Gatherer Children at School: a view from the Global South 
Authors: Jennifer Hays (UiT - Arctic University of Norway) jennifer.hays@uit.no; Velina NInkova 

velina.ninkova@uit.no; Noa Lavi noalaviw@gmail.com; Sheina Lew-Levy sheinalewlevy@gmail.com; 

Silvia Lopes da Silva; Helen E. Davis; Aishah Ali 

 

Abstract: Abstract: This presentation will describe a multi-authored paper in which we review the 

existing literature to identify common challenges faced by hunter-gatherer children in formal 

education systems in the Global South. Universal formal education is a major global development goal, 

but hunter-gatherer communities have extremely low participation rates in formal schooling, even in 

comparison with other marginalized groups. We find that hunter-gatherer children are often granted 

extensive personal autonomy, which is at odds with the authoritarian culture of school. Hunter-

gatherer children face economic, infrastructural, social, cultural, and structural barriers that negatively 

affect their school participation, and that are common across linguistic groups and global regions. 

While schools threaten the transmission of hunter-gatherer values, languages, and traditional 

knowledge, they are also viewed by hunter-gatherer communities as a potential source of economic 

and cultural empowerment. The findings of this paper highlight the need for hunter-gatherer 
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communities to decide for themselves the purpose school serves, and whether - or not - children 

should be compelled to attend. 

Keywords: hunter-gatherer children, school, education, autonomy, language 

 

Forager Child Studies: What have we learned? Where should we go?  

Teaching is a distinct form of social learning among hunter-gatherers 
Authors: Zachary Garfield (Institute For Advanced Study in Toulouse) zachary.garfield@iast.fr; Sheina 

Lew-Levy (Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology) sheinalewlevy@gmail.com  

 

Abstract: Teaching is a hallmark of our species and is best conceptualized as a taxonomy of behaviors 

facilitating social learning, designed to solve adaptive problems of cultural transmission. Cultural and 

evolutionary anthropologists, as well as developmental and cognitive psychologists have focused 

heavily on the nature of teaching and other social learning processes among hunter-gatherers, which 

often maintain strong social norms of individual autonomy, including relatively high degrees of age-

egalitarianism, where children are given much autonomy in self-determination and self-directed social 

learning. Despite a large, cross-disciplinary literature on teaching and social learning among hunter-

gatherers, there has been limited integration and consensus. Diverging views have remained 

unresolved in part due to variable points of focus (e.g., horizontal versus vertical transmission) and 

non-systematic and non-comparable sampling frames. We draw on the hunter-gatherer social 

learning data, a cross-cultural ethnographic database based on a systematic sample of 23 relatively 

egalitarian foraging societies, to compare evidence for teaching to other forms of social learning. We 

find that evidence for teaching is 1) more often associated with the transmission of cultural values and 

kinship knowledge and less often associated with subsistence skill or manufacturing knowledge, 2) 

more likely to occur via oblique or vertical modes and less likely to occur via horizontal transmission, 

3) is more likely to occur during middle childhood and less likely to occur are earlier stages of 

development, and 4) does not demonstrate gender-biases. These results provide cross-cultural 

reference on the unique social domains, modes of transmission, and developmental dimensions of 

teaching among hunter-gatherers. 

Keywords: social learning, teaching, cross-cultural, ethnography, cultural transmission 

 

Session 2: 16.30-18.00 
Forager Child Studies: What have we learned? Where should we go?  

Discussion: Forager Child Studies 
Authors: Alyssa Crittenden (University of Nevada, Las Vegas) alyssa.crittenden@unlv.edu  

 

Abstract: In this discussion, I will be integrating all of the presentations and the roundtable discussion 

on the future of children in foraging communities. The goal is to integrate community based and 

community inclusive approaches as we discuss topics including compulsory education, Indigenous 

educational sovereignty, social learning, ecological knowledge, the critical role of play, and impacts of 

climate change. 

Keywords: Hunter-gatherer children; Indigenous education; climate change; Indigenous ecological 

knowledge 


