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The emotional lives of young children
“As emotional creatures, young children are predictably 
unpredictable. They have big emotional worlds, which can be 
intense, loud, messy, chaotic, and most inconveniently timed, 
with few words to describe them. They are full of emotional 
energy, but have no way to control it. They pick up on and are 
affected by the emotions of others, but don’t understand their 
own. They have good intentions for their behaviour, but these 
are lost in the intensity of their emotional experience. They have 
untempered emotional expression that defies reason. Parents of 
any tantruming or resisting young child will readily attest to their 
emotional immaturity”.

Deborah MacNamara PhD (2016) 
Rest, Play, Grow: Making Sense of Preschoolers
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Safety is the starting point
“Too often, we assume that a child is intentionally 
misbehaving when they are actually responding to basic 
survival instincts, including the need to feel safe. I have often 
observed that, once a child’s safety needs are properly met, 
many behavior challenges fade away naturally because the 
underlying reasons for the behaviors no longer exist. 
Therefore, instead of focusing on ‘what we do’, we need 
prioritize ‘how we are’ with children. And instead of focusing 
on eliminating their behaviors, we need to favor practices that 
provide children with signals of safety”.

Mona Delahooke (2019) Beyond Behaviors
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Why This Initiative Began

• Many school staff working in the preschool cycle do not 
necessarily have early childhood training and feel ill-equipped 
to support 4- and 5-year-olds effectively.

• Even among those with early childhood training, knowledge 
of neurodevelopmental approaches rooted in play and 
attachment is often limited.

• Schools report feeling overwhelmed by the externalizing 
behaviors commonly observed in young children.

• While there is interest in the CEBM pyramid of interventions 
for Elementary, it did not align sufficiently with the realities 
and needs of the preschool context.
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The objectives of the 
initiative

• Establish a Common Framework: develop a shared lens 
and language among educators working in the preschool 
cycle.

• Align Expectations: support adults in adjusting 
expectations to better reflect the developmental needs 
of 4- and 5-year-olds.

• Offer Tiered Strategies: provide universal, targeted, and 
individualized practices tailored to the preschool context.

• Deepen Understanding: share explanatory documents 
and resources to support the application of these 
practices.

• Equip with Practical Tools: present ready-to-use activities 
and tools to implement strategies in the classroom.

• Support Through Coaching: promote a coaching-based 
approach to guide teachers and support staff in their 
daily roles.
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A neurodevelopmental approach 
based on play and attachment

https://www.institutneufeld.org 
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The initiative has two components

Part 1: The Pyramid of Support

• Universal, Targeted, and Individualized practices
• Additional explanatory documents and appendixes
• Resources (webinars, video clips, editorials, infographics, 

planning tools, intervention tools, etc.)

Part 2: The Teacher Toolkit (suggested books, games, and activities—
by tier of support—in the classroom or outdoors)

• Emotional development
• Social development
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https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-practices 

8

https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-practices
https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-practices
https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-practices
https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-practices
https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-practices


Emotional and Social development in Early 
Childhood

Presented by Catherine Korah and Martine 
Demers, CEBM

5

CEBM K4-K5 Pyramid of Support

https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-practices 

Tier 1 universal 
practices

Tier 2 targeted 
practices

Tier 3 individulalized 
practices

K4-K5 
considerations
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List of practices by section

Physical and 
social setup of 

the space

Attachment 
rituals Adult posture Structures and 

routines

Inclusive 
practices

Play based 
activities

Downtime and 
respite

Physical 
movement

Outdoor 
opportunities

Emotional and 
social 

development

Parameters 
around 

transitions

Planning and 
considerations

https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-practices 
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• Prevention: not waiting for problems to 
arise before intervening, and ensuring 
that practice sessions are provided 
when the child is available, receptive, 
and connected to the adult.

• Centered on adult practices: adopting a 
caring stance, integrating attachment 
rituals, and implementing the 
appropriate support measures that 
meet the child's needs and challenges.

• Intentionality and planning: nothing is 
left to chance; all measures are chosen 
according to a specific objective.

Key 
elements
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• Offering support measures that take 
into account the child's developmental 
level in order to best adapt to their 
needs.

• Prioritizing the child's sense of safety 
and belonging as the starting point 
when implementing measures.

• Considering the adult’s response and 
its impact on the child, and encouraging 
reflective practices to adjust the 
support and accompaniment.

• Relying on teamwork to share the load 
and responsibilities in order to 
safeguard both the children and the 
adults.

Key 
elements

12
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• Relying on the support measures in 
place (structures, routines, play, 
movement, respite, outdoor time, etc.) 
to help compensate for the child's 
potential challenges related to their 
immaturity.

• Expecting the adult to adjust the 
circumstances and the environment to 
facilitate the child's adaptation (or to 
support them in co-regulation), rather 
than attempting to control their 
behavior.

Key 
elements
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Helping the adults adjust their expectations
The 4-year-old VS the 5-year-old

Developmentally appropriate 
preschooler traits at each Tier

https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-practices 
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Supporting emotional and social development 

Emotional development 
at each tier

https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-practices 

Social development 
at each tier
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Using the CEBM Pyramid of Support

• Support Through Coaching: it is recommended that teachers and 
support staff be accompanied in their use of the CEBM Pyramid of 
Support through guided reflection and coaching.

• Resources for Reflection: the list of suggested practices, 
considerations, and planning documents are intended to be used 
as references and sources of inspiration during team discussions 
and collaborative planning.

• Flexibility and Adaptation: there is no expectation that all 
practices from the pyramid be implemented. Selection of support 
strategies should be guided by:
ü The composition of the group
ü The targeted and individualized needs of specific children
ü The preferences and comfort levels of the adults implementing the practices

ANALYSE ENGAGE ACT REVIEW
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Teacher toolkit to accompany 
emotional and social development

• This two-year project is funded by the Canada-Quebec Entente.

• Ten K4-K5 teachers were invited to collaborate on this project (on 
a formal and regular basis), as well as two K4-K5 teachers from 
REACH (special needs EHDAA).

• An additional twenty K4-K5 teachers were consulted informally.

• Ten consultants and professionals, as well as other key 
individuals, from four different school boards were involved in the 
development of the documents and resources.

• The toolkit is available both in English and in French.

17

Book Activity sheet

+ +

Ready to use games 
and activities

Jeu de tri 
« On partage, on ne 

partage pas »

* The accompanying sheet offers a variety of games and activities along with 
ready to use materials (available to download onto CEBM Resources Centre).

Teacher toolkit to accompany 
emotional and social development

Sorting game ‘We 
share, we don't 

share everything’

18
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Teacher toolkit to accompany 
emotional and social development

• Indoors games/activities (classroom or gym) as well as 
outdoors (schoolyard or nearby park)
• Activities are available at each tier of support (universal 

as a whole group, targeted in small-groups, 
individualized on one-to-one)
• Component for parents, whether inviting them to class 

or proposing an extended activity at home
• Considerations for Tier 3 children who require intensive 

one-to-one support
• Considerations for 4-year-olds vs. 5-year-olds
• Considerations for special needs (EHDAA)

19

https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-emotional-development 
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Examples of children’s books 
on emotional development

21

Book series I Can Dance

https://hannahbeach.ca/books-resources/i-can-dance-books/ 
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Themes covered in the
emotional development section

• Building an emotionally safe classroom climate
• Emotional expression, with or without words, though different 

emotional playgrounds, such as dance and drawing
• Emotional release through physical activities
• Recognizing and naming one’s own emotions
• Emotions and bodily sensations
• Playing with colors and emotions (range and intensity of emotion)
• Feeling frustration and upset
• Feeling fear and worry
• Feeling sadness and tears
• Experiencing comfort, safety and emotional rest 
• Emotion and hypersensitivity/neurodiversity
• Emotional regulation (with the support of co-regulation)

23

Emotional development practices
• Providing a range of tools and resources to help make 

emotional development more concrete and engaging

ü children’s books, games and activities to explore and 
experience emotions

ü photographs (using real faces to help children read actual 
facial expressions)

ü emotional creative art activities, dress-up, puppets, role 
playing, imaginary play, etc.

• Providing opportunities for emotional release through 
movement activities

• Offering a variety of tools and materials to discover body 
sensations (body silhouette, sensory box, etc.)

24
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• Creating the context to help the children experience a 
comforting and calming feeling through the senses (e.g. 
play soft music, dim lighting, soft comfy textures, sensory 
materials, calming nature scenes, comforting scents, etc.)

• Providing measures to allow for play, movement, respite, 
and time outdoors, which helps with emotional support

• Being careful with categorizing emotions, which may bring 
out guilt and/or shame around their expression – all 
emotions are important and play a key role

• Providing opportunities for emotional development, which 
goes beyond the focus of self-regulation (inviting the 
children to explore and express their emotions)

Emotional development practices

25

When something sad happens, Taylor 
doesn't know where to turn. All the 
animals are sure they have the answer. 
The chicken wants to talk it out, but 
Taylor doesn't feel like chatting. The 
bear thinks Taylor should get angry, 
but that's not quite right either. One by 
one, the animals try to tell Taylor how 
to act, and one by one they fail to offer 
comfort. Then the rabbit arrives. All 
the rabbit does is listen . . . which is 
just what Taylor needs.

Book on emotional development

26
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Reading the story with the whole group 
(using a physical copy of the book with 
the group, rather than having them 
listen to the story on video).

Asking the children questions about the 
book to keep them engaged and to take 
the message of the story one-step 
further (having a bookmark with pre-
planned questions can be useful).

Using props (e.g. rabbit puppet or 
stuffed rabbit plush, wood or Architek 
blocks) can help increase the children’s 
interest in the story.

Tier 1 Universal Practices (for ALL)

27

NAMING EMOTIONS ACTIVITY

Inviting the children to notice the 
differences in facial expressions from 
one card to the next (eyes, mouth, 
expression). 

Asking the children to choose an 
emotion card then share what happened 
for them to feel this way, and what 
helped them feel better.

Tier 1 Universal Practices (for ALL)
As a whole group

28



Emotional and Social development in Early 
Childhood

Presented by Catherine Korah and Martine 
Demers, CEBM

15

MUSICAL CHAIRS

Setting up the children’s chairs in a circle 
and placing a rabbit image on 3 chairs. 

Each child must sit in a chair. The adult 
starts the music. The children walk 
calmly around the circle while the music 
is still playing. When the music stops, 
they need to find a chair. 

Each child with a rabbit image will share 
a time when they experienced an 
emotion. The adult then provides an 
emotion card that illustrates the feeling 
the child has named. 

Tier 1 Universal Practices (for ALL)
As a whole group
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MAKE YOUR EMOTIONS MOVE!
Selecting 4 or 5 emotion cards which are 
associated to a movement station (e.g. skipping 
ropes, jumping jacks, burpees, hopping on one 
leg then the other, frog hopping,  squats, hoola 
hoops, etc.) 
Reading a scenario card and asking the children 
to name which emotion this makes them feel. 
Then, inviting them to run to the matching 
emotion photo-movement station to complete 
the predetermined exercise. 
Calling the children back after a few minutes and 
repeating the exercise with additional scenario 
cards. 

Tier 1 Universal Practices (for ALL) - outdoors

As a whole group

30
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SOCK PUPPET ROLE PLAYING

Inviting the parents to join their child in 
the classroom to assist them in making a 
sock puppet (using socks and different 
arts and craft supplies).

The sock puppet can then be brought 
home where the children can use it to 
act out their feelings. This activity might 
be more fun and engaging if the adult 
has their own puppet to join in!

* The teacher can model de role playing in class 
with the whole group to inspire the parents and 
children on different ways to use the puppet

Tier 1 Universal Practices (for ALL)
Parent component

31

Re-reading the same story with a 
small-group of selected children at 
Tier 2.

Owning a second copy of the book, 
which could be lent to each child at 
Tier 2 to read with their parents at 
home (book to be lent on rotation).

Tier 2 Targeted Practices (for SOME)

32
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NAMING EMOTIONS ACTIVITY

Repeating the same photo card activity 
in a small group setting with the children 
at Tier 2. 

The children will benefit from receiving 
added exposure that is more personal 
than the one encountered in the large 
group. 

Having personal photos sent in by their 
parent(s) can be beneficial to help them 
relate on a more personal level.

Tier 2 Targeted Practices (for SOME)
In a small group (2-3 children)

33

MUSICAL CHAIRS

On an individual level, this game can be 
adapted using the emotion cards. 

These need to be put face down on a 
table, and have the child move the cards 
around while the music is playing. 

When the music stops, the child picks a 
card and then talks about the emotion 
illustrated, as well as a time when they 
felt this way. 

Following this round, remove the card 
from the deck and continue playing with 
the rest of the cards.

Tier 2 Targeted Practices (for SOME)
In a small group (2-3 children)

34



Emotional and Social development in Early 
Childhood

Presented by Catherine Korah and Martine 
Demers, CEBM

18

MAKE YOUR EMOTIONS MOVE!

Repeating the same game in a small group 
setting with the children at Tier 2. 

When playing again after the class group, the 
physical activities can be changed according 
to the children’s suggestions. 

Additional scenarios can be created based on 
events that have occurred with the children 
in this group so as to provide them with 
additional support in naming and working 
through their emotions.

Tier 2 Targeted Practices (for SOME) - outdoors

In a small group (2-3 children)
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Re-reading the same story with a 
child at Tier 3 on a one-to-one basis.

Owning a second copy of the book, 
which could be lent to the child at 
Tier 3 to read with his/her parents at 
home.

Tier 3 Individualized Practices (for FEW)

36
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NAMING EMOTIONS ACTIVITY

Repeating the same photo card activity 
on a one-to-one basis with the children 
at Tier 3, as they often struggle with 
recognizing different emotions felt 
within their body. 

The adult can help by providing various 
examples to help the child to tune into 
different experiences. 

Having personal photos sent in by their 
parent(s), or using a mirror, can be 
beneficial to help them relate on a more 
personal level.

Tier 3 Individualized Practices (for FEW)
One-to-one with an adult or a friend

37

MUSICAL CHAIRS (adapted)

On an individual level, this game can be 
adapted using the emotion cards. 

The cards are placed face down on a 
table, and the child moves the cards 
around while the music is playing. 

When the music stops, the child picks a 
card and talks about the emotion 
illustrated, as well as a time when they 
felt this way. 

After each round, the adult removes the 
card that has been used from the deck, 
and continue playing with the rest of the 
cards.

Tier 3 Individualized Practices (for FEW)
One-to-one with an adult or a friend

38
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MAKE YOUR EMOTIONS MOVE!

Repeating the same game on an individual 
basis with a child at Tier 3. If possible, 
inviting a friend to join in to make the game 
more engaging. 

While using the emotion photos, inviting the 
children to share a time when they felt the 
emotion, and then pick a physical activity to 
expend some energy. 

Once an activity card is used, discarding it to 
encourage the children to use each of the 
physical activity cards.

Tier 3 Individualized Practices (for FEW) - outdoors

One-to-one with an adult or a friend

39

https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-social-development 
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Examples of children’s books 
on social development

41

Themes covered in the
social development section

• Getting to know and appreciate oneself

• Considering similarities and differences in others

• Boundaries and personal space

• Friendship

• Kindness

• Acceptance and inclusion

• Sharing and cooperative play

• Waiting our turn and standing in line

• Making mistakes and loosing

• Politeness and manners

• Conflict and being sorry

• Listening and following the rules

42
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• Using positive and playful ways to introduce and model adult 
expectations through stories, chants, role-playing, games, etc.

• Using story books to accompany the children in exploring a 
range of social situations

• Using games and activities to practice a range of social 
situations (e.g. imaginary play and role-playing with puppets, 
masks, figurines, dolls, Lego, etc.)

• Being careful with attributing behavior to the child’s identity – 
normalizing and validating the emotions behind the behavior

• Providing opportunities for social development, which goes 
beyond the focus of getting along

Social development practices

43

Meet Brian, the invisible boy. Nobody 
ever seems to notice him or think to 
include him in their group, game, or 
birthday party . . . until, that is, a new 
kid comes to class. When Justin, the 
new boy, arrives, Brian is the first to 
make him feel welcome. And when 
Brian and Justin team up to work on 
a class project together, Brian finds a 
way to shine.

Book on social development
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ACTS OF KINDNESS

Brainstorming with the children what 
kindness can look like. Inspiring them by 
naming acts of kindness which are 
already taking place within the group – 
being patient with each other, respecting 
each other’s rhythm and differences.

Tier 1 Universal Practices (for ALL)
As a whole group
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ACTS OF KINDNESS

Parents are invited to assist their child in 
demonstrating an act of kindness 
through:

- donating a toy or a book

- participating in a food drive

- volunteering for a cause

- etc.

Tier 1 Universal Practices (for ALL)
Parent component
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DUCK DUCK GOOSE
Inviting the children to sit in a circle, 
where one person goes around gently 
touching on the other children’s head 
while saying “Duck, duck”. 
Then, when they decide to say 
“goose” instead, the child who got 
chosen must get up to catch the child 
who had touched them on their head. 
The runner then becomes the next 
child to go around the circle to tap and 
select another player. 
Since all children will want to have 
their turn, a new child must be chosen 
to be ‘goose’ at each game.

Tier 1 Universal Practices (for ALL) - outdoors

As a whole group
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ACTS OF KINDNESS

Repeating the activity with a small group 
of children at Tier 2. 

Brainstorming and choosing 1 or 2 acts 
of kindness they would like to try out 
with another child or adult. 

Helping them to get ready should they 
require to prepare something (e.g. prop 
for the scenario). 

This activity can be completed at school 
or at home.

Tier 2 Targeted Practices (for SOME)
In a small group (2-3 children)
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DUCK DUCK GOOSE
Replaying the same game with a small 
group of selected children at Tier 2. 

The children will most likely enjoy it 
better in this setting, as they will not 
have to wait as for their turn in 
comparison with the whole group 
context (which may be frustrating for 
them).

Tier 2 Targeted Practices (for SOME) - outdoors

In a small group (2-3 children)
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ACTS OF KINDNESS

Repeating the activity with a child at Tier 
3 on a one-to-one basis. 

Brainstorming with them and inviting 
them to choose 1 or 2 acts of kindness 
they would like to try out with another 
child or adult. 

Helping them to get ready should they 
require to prepare something (e.g. prop 
for the scenario). 

This activity can be completed at school 
or at home.

Tier 3 Individualized Practices (for FEW)
One-to-one with an adult or a friend
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DUCK DUCK GOOSE
Replaying this game with a child at 
Tier 3 along with other selected 
children to create a small group. 

The adult may need to model and 
coach the child at Tier 3 throughout 
the game to help them experience 
more success (e.g. waiting their turn, 
handling being touched on their head, 
catching the player who selected 
them, etc.)

Tier 3 Individualized Practices (for FEW) - outdoors

One-to-one with an adult or a friend
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Yearly timeline

Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec
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Yearly timeline

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun
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Considerations for special needs (EHDAA)
• Emotional and social accompaniment embedded into the children’s daily 

routine. Uses natural learning moments to build connection and support 
regulation.

• Flexibility and adaptation: carefully selected children’s books, reading 
adaptations, using descriptive language. Props to illustrate key story 
elements for better engagement and understanding.

• Inclusive and sensory-friendly approaches:
ü Adapted, simplified games and activities that support varied learning 

needs. Hands-on experimenting to help children process and integrate 
sensory and emotional experiences

ü A sensory-friendly mindset that includes flexibility, pacing, and awareness 
of overstimulation

ü Special considerations for children with diverse needs and 
neurodevelopmental profiles.

• Communication and co-regulation tools:
ü Emotion cards with real children’s faces or personalized images
ü Visual supports: thumbs up/down, core communication boards, talk 

buttons/bars
ü Personalized social stories and scripted supports for common situations
ü Explicit instruction and adult modeling of emotional and social skills
ü A personalized toolbox with self-regulation items tailored to each child
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Examples of children’s books 
on emotional and social development (EHDAA)
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