
Catherine Korah, CEBM Coordinator

Emotional development 

in Early Childhood



Emotional development
in early childhood

Emotional development in the early years 
focuses on fostering emotional growth and 
well-being, through:

 Getting to discover one-self in relation to 
emotions

 Exploring, experiencing and developing 
the abilities to express, feel and begin to 
temper emotions

 Recognizing different bodily sensations 
related to each emotion

 Building comfort and confidence in 
working through emotions



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.



Relationship with 
caregivers are crucial 
for this development 

• All caring behaviour 
develops in the context 
of the deep connection 
between a child and his 
or her caregiver 

• A deep and secure 
attachment is needed 
for healthy emotional 
development to occur



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



Young children’s emotions are BIG  
and shift quickly

Adult’s role:

• Accept child’s emotions 

• Normalize child’s emotions

• Make room for emotions

With an event such as starting 
school, there will likely be some big 
emotions that shift quickly



It starts with a 

sense of safety   

& predictability. 
 

When a child feels 

better, they do 

better.

 Rely on structures and routines to create an 
environment that is consistent, predictable 
and reliable.

 Provide lots of opportunities for exposure and 
practice, especially with novelty. Give the 
child access to times when they can 
experience a comforting and calming feelings 
through their senses (e.g. play soft music, dim 
lighting, offer soft, comfy textures and 
sensory materials, show them calming nature 
scenes and use comforting scents, etc.)

 Be generous and patient when being asked 
for help.

 Children need downtime/respite, movement, 
play (both indoor and outdoor) and 
opportunities for emotional release in order 
to feel safe.

A child’s emotional well-being 



Feeling Safe ‘Enough’

* Children can’t explore and leap forward if they don’t feel safe. Their 
brain cannot learn and grow if they are alarmed or in survival mode.

Intentionally work at 
building a safe attachment 
with each child in your class. 
This may look different from 
child to child (e.g. their level 
of defense). 

Being their teacher does 
not mean you 
automatically have an 
attachment or that you are 
a safe person to them.

Assess what works with each 
child - observe what  best meets 
their needs, try different options 
to best meet their needs - what, 
how, when, where, in the 
classroom and outside.

Sensitive children (shy, 
anxious, trauma, 
neurodiverse) will take more 
time before they will trust 
and feel safe with new 
adults. 



They need to PLAY

 - to practice life in a space free of 
consequences

They need to REST

- from having to make things work

They need to have their TEARS

- the outward manifestation of the 
adaptive process at work

Fundamental NEEDS



WHY?  
Their capacity for relationships is not yet developed 

enough to enable them to hold on when apart. This is 
such an important development for humans that the 

first six years of life are primarily devoted to it.

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. 



Nature’s solution to not being 
able to handle separation

MORE ATTACHMENT, not less!

o The more ways a child can form attachments, 
the less they need contact, 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 they are apart.



Home-school MATCHMAKING: 
Building the 'attachment village'

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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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)



EXPECTING SELF-REGULATION PROVIDING CO-REGULATION

Focusing on external elements to 
fix/control the problem.

Being aware of the adult’s own emotional 
state and stress response as a priority.

Focusing on the student’s behavior (what 
they’ve done wrong) and their intention 
to correct it.

Focusing on the student’s sense of safety, 
sensations and feelings, as well as the 
adult-student dynamic.

When escalating, looking to stop the 
inappropriate behavior through the 
adult’s authoritative posture and tone. 

When escalating, helping the student 
regulate through the adult’s own 
soothing posture and tone. 

Upping the ante when the student is 
hostile to attempt to shut it down. Acting 
like a thermometer that reacts to the rise 
of the student’s behavior.

Supporting the student in their 
dysregulation even when hostile 
(adapting the circumstances accordingly). 
Acting like a thermostat to hold a steady 
temperature.

Focusing on the outcome and how to 
achieve it (e.g. by applying 
consequences). 

Meeting the student’s needs through the 
application of specific support measures 
and emotion regulation strategies. 

Intervening when an incident occurs. No 
specific plan for debrief or follow up 
beyond the incident.

Providing a debrief and follow up. 
Working proactively around the incidents 
by creating a preventative plan of action.



What happens when emotions are 
SUPPRESSED?

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

EMOTIONS NEED TO BE RELEASED 
AND EXPRESSED



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.



The 
importance 

of adult 
regulation



It starts with         

co-regulation. 
 

Younger children 

have no filter and 

can only do one 

emotion at a time, 

which makes 

‘managing their 

emotions’ quite 

difficult.

 Come alongside their big emotions and act 
as a grounding element for them, modeling 
ways to manage emotions.

 Use the proper name of each emotion to 
show that they are valid. Be careful not to 
categorize emotions as good or bad.

 Set up games and engaging/playful 
activities that will help children express 
their emotions safely (to make headway, 
we must work preventatively around 
incidents).

 Provide opportunities for emotional 
development that go beyond the focus of 
self-regulation (inviting the children to 
explore and express their emotions).

A child’s capacity to regulate their emotions 



Image from the National Institute of Mental Health; Paul Thompson, Ph.D., UCLA Laboratory of Neuro Imaging



• 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



• Maturation is NOT inevitable

• Only in ideal conditions is a 
child disposed to maturation 
(trauma can stunt brain 
development).

• In these conditions, growth 
of the prefrontal cortex 
begins between the ages of 5 
and 7 and continues well into 
the twenties and thirties.

Helping the adults ADJUST their expectations



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



Playing out 
emotions

Play is like a release 

valve – it allows the 

emotions to flow 

through. 



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



Opportunities to play with, express 
and release big emotions

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

opportunities for 

exploration in the 

play mode and 

attempts to try 

out different 

identities.

 Create time and space for play to occur. 

 Provide a variety of materials and 
props to accompany their play. 

 Ensure to offer tools to help the child 
discover their body sensations as well 
(body silhouette, sensory box, etc.)

 No need to get involved; let play do its 
thing.

A child’s self-awareness 



Self-awareness and consciousness

• From ages 5 to 7, a child 
develops a sense of SELF, as they 
put up boundaries (what “I” feel, 
what “I” like, etc.)

• After around age 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.



It starts with a 

sense of 

belonging          

& mattering. 
 

Support them in 

feeling cared for, 

important, 

included, 

listened to and 

understood.

 Greet each child and show interest by asking 
them about their loved ones, interests, plans 
and activities.

 Encourage them to try new things and 
highlight their efforts. Introduce the 
concept of the ‘Power of  YET’ (help the 
children visualize that, with practice and 
determination, they will eventually be able 
to accomplish what is currently challenging 
for them).

 Convey that everyone makes mistakes and 
that it’s okay.

 Provide opportunities for the child to 
experience being helpful, such as being the 
teacher’s helper and setting up the calendar, 
daily schedule, song for the day, today’s 
weather, etc.

A child’s confidence and positive self-regard  



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).

Deborah MacNamara (2026) Rest, Play, Grow – Chapter 4: Hungry for Connection

Copyright Gordon Neufeld, Ph.D.



Quest for value through attachment

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

101gestes-en.pdf 
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https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-practices 

CEBM Pyramid of Support

Tier 1 universal 
practices

Tier 2 targeted 
practices

Tier 3 individualized 
practices

List of 
considerations

A screenshot of a computer

AI-generated content may be incorrect.

A screenshot of a computer

AI-generated content may be incorrect.

A screenshot of a computer

AI-generated content may be incorrect.
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.
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List of practices by section

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

Attachment rituals Adult posture Structures and routines

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

Suggestions of Emotional Development Practices at each Tier
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https://www.cebmmember.ca/k4-k5-emotional-development 

CEBM K4-K5 Toolkit for 
Emotional Development
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Examples of children’s books 
on emotional development



Themes in Emotional Development

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

Naming, recognizing emotion Range and intensity of emotion Expressing, releasing emotion

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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Books Activity cards

+ +

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 
materials that are ready to use and 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’





A screenshot of a computer

AI-generated content may be incorrect.

Tier 1 universal

Tier 2 targeted

Tier 3 individualized

A screenshot of a computer

AI-generated content may be 
incorrect.

A screenshot of a computer

AI-generated content may be 
incorrect.
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Tier 1
For all

Tier 2
For some

Tier 3
For few

• It is meant to be an 
approach, woven into daily 
interactions, rather than a 
one-off program

• Built into times of 
connection (greeting rituals, 
circle time) and routine 
practice sessions

• Incorporated during story 
time (match the book to the 
theme being covered)

• Included within the choices 
of stations set up

• Integrated during the block 
of time reserved for going 
outside

• Targeted support measures, 
which help the child be 
more regulated and 
available for emotional and 
social growth

• Complimentary activities 
are done in stations while 
the other children in the 
class group have their own 
task

• Complimentary activities 
are done in a small group 
context, with the help of 
Support Staff, outside the 
classroom (in an alternate 
space or outdoors)

• Individualized 
support measures, 
which help the 
child be more 
regulated and 
available for 
emotional and 
social growth

• Complimentary 
activities are done 
one-to-one, with 
the help of 
Support Staff, 
outside the 
classroom (in an 
alternate space or 
outdoors)

Types of accompaniment per Tier

* It is possible for an activity to have several objectives, covering both SEL and academics.



Emotional development practices

• Setting up the context to accompany emotional 
development by using:

 children’s books and games on emotions

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

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

• Providing opportunities for emotional release

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





Emotional development practices

• 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)
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