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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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Image from the National Institute of Mental Health; Paul Thompson, Ph.D., UCLA Laboratory of Neuro Imaging
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Our Future: A Lancet commission on adolescent health and wellbeing. The Lancet: https://els-jbs-prod 
cdn.literatumonline.com/pb/assets/raw/Lancet/stories/commissions/adolescent-health-2016/report_overview_george_presentation-1463390989267.pdf

Limbic system

Late childhood and adolescence neurodevelopment

Gap between the maturation of the 
limbic cortex and the prefrontal cortex

Helping the adults ADJUST their expectations
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• Maturation is NOT inevitable

• Only in ideal conditions can a 
child be disposed to 
maturation (trauma can stint 
brain development)

• In those conditions the 
prefrontal cortex debuts its 
growth between 5-7 years 
old and continues well into 
the 20’s and 30’s

Helping the adults ADJUST their expectations
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Helping the adults ADJUST their expectations

Neurotypical Sensory Gating

Compromised Sensory Gating

If a child is hypersensitive 
the 5-7 gap of development 

will rather be at 7-9 years old

7

Dr. Bruce Perry (2021) What Happened to You?

• Innate reactions driven 
by the central nervous 
system (unconscious)
• Seeks for safety cues

• Adapted emotional 
responses based on 
arousal activation  
(not always conscious)

• Instinctive innate reflexes 
(unconscious)

• Reflection
• Reasoning
• Executive functions

8
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Dr. Bruce Perry (2021) What Happened to You?

Neuroscience has help dispel the myth that we need to think better to behave better. 
When children are dysregulated, they have lesser access to their ‘thinking brain’. 
Therefore, the key is rather helping children feel safe and grounded through 
structure/routine, predictability and adult support/co-regulation.
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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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They have BIG emotions!
1 thought – 1 feeling – at a time
very little filter (brain immaturity)

For them fair is they get it ALL!
don’t yet have the concept of sharing 

“NO! I do it myself, but don’t make me!”
don’t have the capacity for independence

How preschoolers are
 designed developmentally
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All impulses felt are expressed. They cannot do 
dissonance.  They register only one feeling or impulse 

at a time. All conflicting impulses and thoughts are 
momentarily eclipsed.

WHY?  
This is Nature’s way of making it as easy as possible 

for young children to find their dominant feeling and 
experience it fully, by removing any confusing 

elements or complicating signals.

Young 
Children

and their 
UNTEMPERED 

nature

They are not 
little adults They have BIG EMOTIONS!

1 thought – 1 feeling – at a time
very little filter (brain immaturity)

12
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• Young children don’t yet have a fully 
developed pre-frontal cortex, which 
means their emotions cannot be 
well filtered or slowed down. 

• They also don’t experience much 
cognitive dissonance or mixed 
feelings (ONE thought or emotion at 
a time).

• They have great difficulty with 
perspective taking and with 
reflection, especially when upset.

Emotional regulation requires 
Prefrontal cortex development

13

Gordon Neufeld (2013) Science of Emotion

Premature emotional prescriptions can result in emotional 
restriction and undermine emotional health and development.

Be good!

CALM DOWN!

Be nice!

Be positive!

BE HAPPY!

Be considerate!

DON’T BE UPSET!Get a hold of yourself!

Settle down!

Be kind!

Come back when you 
can control yourself!

14
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What happens when emotions are 
SUPPRESSED?

* when emotions are suppressed, they come out in in 
challenging behaviours

EMOTIONS NEED TO BE RELEASED 
AND EXPRESSED

15

Children need ADULTS to grow the capacity 
to temper their emotions

Emotional support and 

accompaniment must 

come first and pave 

the way towards 

emotional self-control.

16
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Young 
Children

and their 
UNDIVIDED 

attention

They are not 
little adults

They can’t always listen to us
Only 1 element can be considered
at a time due to brain immaturity

The child’s brain needs time 
to become oriented to the 
world and who they are.

To do this they are present in 
the moment with their 
dominant thought or 

emotion, and no other 
thoughts or emotions 

coming in. 

They are lost in examination 
and cannot see more than 

they can handle. 

They don’t always listen because they can only attend                                           
to one thing at a time, and it isn’t always us.

Deborah MacNamara
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being known

significance

belonging
& loyalty

SENSES
sameness

love

Dr. Gordon Neufeld’s Attachment Roots
The child’s instinct to attach to the adult 
provides a natural leadership influence

Copyright Gordon Neufeld, Ph.D.

18
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proximity resisted & pursued

-+

Pursued Proximity Resisted

19

An innocent EGOCENTRISM that renders the 
whole world about themselves. 

A purity of action which leads 
to a lack of DIPLOMACY:  
Saying things like “she stinks!” 
while pinching their nose.

A SINGLE-MINDEDNESS and a take on UNFAIRNESS that 
is definitely ONE-SIDED in nature that renders another’s 
reference point irrelevant. 

Young 
Children

and their 
INCONSIDERATE 

relating

They are not 
little adults For them fair is they get it ALL!

don’t yet have the concept of sharing 

20
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This is Nature’s way of protecting a child from any 
social considerations that could overwhelm and 
undermine the emergence of a tender new self.

Why does the 
young child by 

design lack 
consideration? 

“They are egocentric because in order to share yourself with 
another person you first have to have a self to share”. 

Deborah MacNamara
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DEVELOPMENTAL MODEL OF EMPATHY

gives empathy its ROOTS,
HEART & SPIRIT

EMPATHY
gives empathy 

its civilized FORM

Caring is a natural 
spontaneous emotion evoked 
when properly attached and 

being felt when hearts are soft

Consideration is a fruit of integrative 
functioning, which results from healthy 

development, which requires a soft 
heart and ‘right’ relationship

Gordon Neufeld (2023) The Natural Roots of Empathy
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Young 
Children

and their 
DEVELOPING 
individuation

They are not 
little adults

Self-awareness and positive self 
regard is still developing

Around the ages of 5-7, a child develops sense of 
SELF, as they put up boundaries (what “I” feel, 
what “I” like, etc.)
After around the age of 7, a child begins to be 
able to mix with others without fusing and 
“losing” themselves.

Having a ‘soft heart’ and 
feeling our emotions is 
required for this process 
to unfold.

A child’s confidence and 
positive self regard starts 
with a sense of belonging 
and of mattering.

23

Quest for value through attachment

• Having an accurate self-
perception and good self-
confidence requires an 
acceptance of oneself and 
positive self-worth.

• These fruit stem from a fulfilled 
sense of belonging (feeling 
welcomed and included) and 
significance (feeling valued and 
cherished).

24
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Quest for value through attachment

https://naitreetgrandir.com/docu
mentsng/pdf/en/cartes-

101gestes-en.pdf 

https://macnamara.ca/infographics/ https://www.cebmmember.ca/_files/ugd/931e
65_86889b8234144d93977e5bec47ef4e9c.pdf 

25
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WHY?  
Their capacity for relationship is not yet sufficiently 
developed enough to enable them to hold on when 

apart. For humans, this is such an important 
development that the first six years of life are 

primarily devoted to this task.

Young 
Children

and their 
SEPARATION 

problems

They are not 
little adults A FEAR OF SEPARATION that can be

overwhelming and crippling. 

A HUNGER for CONTACT and CONNECTION 
that takes precedence over any other need. 

27

Nature’s solution to not being 
able to handle separation

MORE ATTACHMENT, not less!

o The more ways a child has of attaching, the 
less need for contact and closeness and 
physical proximity.

o Children do not need to learn how to handle 
separation, instead they need to develop the 
ability to hold on when apart.

28
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Home-school MATCHMAKING: 
Building the village of attachment

https://www.cebmmember.ca/_fi
les/ugd/931e65_1ad369acd5ba4

788a8bd8a1bc4fa2095.pdf 

https://macnamara.ca/infographics/ https://confidentcounselors.com/scho
ol-counseling-activities-using-string/ 
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Home-school MATCHMAKING: 
Building the village of attachment

In your role, how do 
you/can you contribute 

towards building a 
village of attachment? 

30
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“NO! I do it myself, but don’t make me!”

The more we push for independence (getting 
dressed on their own, accomplishing tasks by 
themselves, etc.), the more they will become 

concerned with the need to depend.  

THEIR NEED FOR DEPENDENCE 
MUST BE FULFILLED FIRSTYoung 

Children

and their 
SEPARATION 

problems

They are not 
little adults

don’t have the capacity for independence

31

alpha instinctsdependent instinctsdependent instincts
SEEKING CARE PROVIDING CARE

PR
O

VI
DI

NG

se
ek
in
g

• INSPIRE dependence 
by taking a strong 
caring alpha LEAD

• make it SAFE to 
depend, never using 
their relational needs 
against them

• INVITE dependence &
be worthy of that trust

• be GENEROUS with 
one’s care, providing 
more than is pursued

• DON’T BE FOOLED by 
the myriad illusions of 
independence

• to get one’s bearings 

• for contact and connection 

• for safety and comfort

• for warmth & love

• for sameness & belonging

• for significance 

• for a relational ‘home’ 

• for an invitation to exist

• for understanding 

• for recognition 

• for a sense of togetherness

32
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Attach->EMERGENCE

How attachment gives birth to
the emergent self

3. The more 
fulfilling the 
attachment…

… the more inclined 
to emerge as a 
separate being

… the more room for 
individuality to develop

1. The deeper the 
attachment… 

… the better able to 
nurture 
independence

4. The more 
trusting and 
dependent…

… the more 
freedom to 
venture forth

2. The more 
secure the 
home base ...

Gordon Neufeld (2012) Teachability Factor

33

To feel a sense of SAFETY
 - being taken care of and protected

To feel a sense of CONNECTION
- building relationships and experiencing 

togetherness

To feel a sense of BELONGING
- deepening relationships and experiencing 
delight and comfort when part of the group

Preschoolers’ Fundamental NEEDS

34
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They need to PLAY
 - to practice life in a space free of 

repercussions

They need to REST from 
attachment work
- from having to seek for and soothe their 
attachment needs

They need to have their TEARS
- the outward manifestation of the 

adaptive process at work

Preschoolers’ Fundamental NEEDS

35

Why is PLAY 
important?

• Helps children make sense 
of their world

• Builds the brain through 
experiences not lessons

• Allows children to work 
through their emotions

• When play is interrupted, 
emotional well-being and 
brain development are 
affected

36
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Answering to preschoolers’ 
fundamental needs

In your role, how do 
you/can you contribute 
to each of these needs? 

37

Presentation overview

1 Adjusting the adults’ expectations (making sense of 
the preschooler through a developmental lens)

2 CEBM K4-K5 Pyramid of support

3 CEBM Toolkit for Emotional and Social Development

4 Working towards enhancing parent engagement

5 Ideas in supporting school teams and parents
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https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-practices 

The Pyramid of Support

Tier 1 universal 
practices

Tier 2 targeted 
practices

Tier 3 individulalized 
practices

List of 
considerations

39

List of practices by section

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

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

40
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Key elements 
of the 

approach

� Systemic lens: emotional and social 
development has to be an everyday 
thing and needs to be part of a common 
vision and language among all 
stakeholders.

� 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.

41

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

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

� Placing priority on 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.

Key elements 
of the 

approach

42
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� Relying on teamwork to share the load 
and responsibilities in order to 
safeguard both the children and the 
adults.

� 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 
of the 

approach

43

The Power of TEAMWORK

In your role, how do 
you/can you contribute 

towards enhancing 
teamwork and 
collaboration? 

44
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The Power of 
TEAMWORK

45

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

46
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Presentation overview

1 Adjusting the adults’ expectations (making sense of 
the preschooler through a developmental lens)

2 CEBM K4-K5 Pyramid of support

3 CEBM Toolkit for Emotional and Social Development

4 Working towards enhancing parent engagement

5 Ideas in supporting school teams and parents
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The Teacher Toolkit

Social DevelopmentEmotional Development

https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-emotional-development https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-social-development 
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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 from the CEBM Resources 
Centre).

Teacher toolkit to accompany 
emotional and social development

Sorting game ‘We 
share, we don't 

share everything’

49

Indoor 
games/activities

Teacher toolkit to accompany 
emotional and social development

Outdoor 
games/activities

Same activities 
adapted for each 

tier of support

Parent
component

Consideration for 
4-year-olds and 

Tier 3

Consideration for 
special needs

EHDAA

50
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Defining 
EMOTION

• Emotion means “to 
be stirred up and to 
be moved” (happens 
to us and pushes us 
around)

• Children’s experience 
and awareness of 
emotions will 
develop as they age 
if we provide the 
right conditions
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Emotional development

Being emotionally MATURE 
means to have the ability to 
“temper” one's emotions. 
However, before a child can 
build the capacity for self-
regulation, they need to have 
sustained experiences of 
emotional co-regulation with a 
caring adult.

Younger children still need the support of adults around them to 
develop recognizing, naming, expressing and managing their emotions.
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Emotional development practices
• Setting up the context to accompany emotional 

development by using:

ü children’s books and games on 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 (Hannah 
Beach Inside-Out Handbook)

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

53

Playing out 
emotions

Play is like a release 
valve –it allows the 
emotions to move 

t h r o u g h .

54
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https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-emotional-development 

Suggestions of Emotional Development Practices at each Tier

55

Themes in Emotional Development

https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-emotional-development 

Attachment, 
belonging

Naming, 
recognizing 

emotion

Range and 
intensity of 

emotion

Expressing, 
releasing 
emotion

Grumpiness, 
frustration, 

upset

Fear, worry, 
being brave

Sadness, 
loneliness, tears

Emotional 
safety, comfort

Bodily 
sensations

Knowing and 
appreciating 

oneself

Hypersensitivity, 
neurodiversity

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

58

https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-emotional-development
https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-emotional-development
https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-emotional-development
https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-emotional-development
https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-emotional-development
https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-emotional-development
https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-emotional-development


Aligning our efforts to support families in the 
first school transition

Presented by Catherine Korah, CEBM

LEARN - February 2026 30

Social development

Being socially MATURE 
means to have the 
ability to consider 
others and “mix well” 
with others, which 
must begin with 
development of the 
SELF

Younger children still need the support of adults to gradually 
become aware of what is expected depending on the context.
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Social development practices

• Using playful ways to introduce, model and prompt adult 
expectations through cues, 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, by using:

ü LEGO, puppets, masks, role-playing, etc.

ü The adults model the expected social interactions and 
narrate the positive examples

60
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Familiarize them 
with social 
concepts… through 
PLAY!

•Being in a line-up

• Listening to 
instructions
•Taking turns
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Suggestions of Social Development Practices at each Tier

https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-social-development 
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Themes in Social Development

https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-social-development 

Attachment, 
togetherness

Similarities and 
differences

Acceptance, 
inclusion

Boundaries, 
personal space

Friendship Conflict, being 
sorry

Kindness, 
helping

Sharing, 
cooperation

Taking turns, 
waiting in line

Making 
mistakes, 
loosing

Social manners Listening, 
following rules
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Examples of children’s books 
on social development
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Emotional and social development
in preschoolers

In your role, how do you 
see yourself using these 

resources? In which way? 

65

https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-social-development 
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Presentation overview

1 Adjusting the adults’ expectations (making sense of 
the preschooler through a developmental lens)

2 CEBM K4-K5 Pyramid of support

3 CEBM Toolkit for Emotional and Social Development

4 Working towards enhancing parent engagement

5 Ideas in supporting school teams and parents

67

General resources for parents

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

Video capsule

There are many activities and small things 
that will help your child make a successful 
transition to kindergarten. Here's what they 
can do before the school year starts.

Easing the transition

to school

I go out to 
play in the 
schoolyard. 

- Kindergarten -

I look at books
or videos on the 
internet that show 
me what a day in 
kindergarten
is like.

I practise the 
route I'll take to 
school with
my parents.

I’m getting used to 
opening my own food 
containers and 
packing my own lunch 
by making picnics.

I listen to my parents 
sharing their fond 
school memories
with me.

I go to the park to 
meet friends and 
have fun sliding, 
jumping, climbing, 
and running.

I do many things by 
myself: going to the 
bathroom, getting 
dressed, and 
blowing my nose.

I play board 
games to get used 
to following 
instructions and 
waiting my turn.

I eat with my 
family and tell 
them about
my day.

I take care of small 
chores: setting
the table, putting 
away my toys, and 
watering the plants.

I often go to the 
library and look at 
books with my 
parents.

I get to choose 
my backpack 
and lunchbox 
for school.

I draw, play with 
modelling clay, and 
do puzzles.

I have a bedtime 
routine that reassures 
me and helps me get 
organized.

I have a calendar 
that helps me 
visualize how many 
days are left before 
school starts.

SCHOOL

l remember that in 
kindergarten...

ARRÊT

Family Activities  
We Enjoy Together! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

G
o 

to
 th

e 
pa

rk
 

Bake cookies 

Have a ‘Dance Party!’ 

Play a card 

gam
e

 

Ride our 
bikes

 

Ar
t &

 C
ra

fts
 

Play ball 

games 

together 

Build things  
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https://macnamara.ca
https://www.neufeldinstitute.org/books/rest-play-grow 

https://www.facebook.com/drdeborahmacnamara/  

69

Resources for parents 
on emotional development

https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-emotional-development 
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K4-K5 Toolkit on emotional development
Parent component

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

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

Resources for parents 
on social development
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K4-K5 Toolkit on social development
Parent component

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.

https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-social-development 
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Working towards enhancing 
parent engagement

In your role, how do 
you/can you contribute 

towards enhancing 
parent engagement? 
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Presentation overview

1 Adjusting the adults’ expectations (making sense of 
the preschooler through a developmental lens)

2 CEBM K4-K5 Pyramid of support

3 CEBM Toolkit for Emotional and Social Development

4 Working towards enhancing parent engagement

5 Ideas in supporting school teams and parents

75

Ideas in supporting 
school teams and parents

What are some projects, 
activities and/or practices 
you are already engaging 
in to support preschoolers 

and their families? 
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https://www.rsbsupport.com/preparing-for-k4 

K4-K5 Bin: Welcome to Kindergarten!
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K4-K5 Bin: Welcome to Kindergarten!
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https://www.rsbsupport.com/preparing-for-k4 

K4-K5 placemat
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Projects and initiatives for 
preschoolers (and their families)

• What do you already have/give out? 
How does it relate to what you heard 
today?

• What from here would you like to 
include? For what purpose? What need 
(safety, connection, development, etc.) 
are you addressing? (fundamentals/key 
elements does it enhance social 
development, significance, emotional 
development, attachment (to 
parents/school/staff)

• Who else could you collaborate with on 
this kit/bag ? What would their role be?
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Centre of Excellence for Behaviour Management

www.cebm.ca 

Also visit the CEBM Resource Center
https://www.cebmmember.ca/ 
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https://blogs.learnquebec.ca/2026/01/shifted-podcast-80-in-
conversation-with-catherine-korah-what-children-really-need-to-grow/
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