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Young children experience many of the same emotions as adults: anger, 
sadness, frustration, jealousy, silliness, boredom, worry, etc. The difference is 
young children may not have the cognitive awareness or the verbal language to 
express these emotions in an appropriate way.  
 
 

Adults can help support and foster understanding of feelings in 
even very young children.  “Feeling safe and secure, loved and nurtured, is the biggest and most 
important ingredient for a child’s healthy social-emotional development.”  
 
 
How else can adults help support young children’s social-emotional development? Here are some tips! 
 

1. Consider your child’s temperament. Do they become easily frustrated? Are they more 

easy-going, letting things roll off their back? There is no right or wrong, but noticing your 
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child’s temperament may help you understand why they may sometimes feel “bigger” 

emotions than you think are necessary for the situation. 

2. Talk about feelings. This can be beneficial for children in infancy all the way to 

Kindergarten! Labeling feelings and how we know we are feeling that way can help 

children better understand how they are feeling. Label feelings in books, when they are 

happening, try and draw different feelings, etc.  

3. Validate children’s “big” feelings while they are happening. “you are crying because you 

are feeling frustrated and upset”, “you threw the toy because you are angry”. It is 

important to calmly validate feelings, not to make the big feeling even bigger!  

4. Role play how to deal with strong feelings in healthy ways. “I am angry because I spilt 

milk on the counter. I think I will take three deep breaths before trying to clean it up”.   

5. Make different feeling faces in the mirror. For very young children, you may label the 

emotion, make the face, and have them copy you. As your child grows, you can make 

a face and have them try and label it, or have them make the face that you label. As 

your child is 4 or 5, you can give them a scenario and let them try and make a face: 

“My little sister just knocked down my block tower! How might my face look?” 

6. Make a cozy corner in your home. Children may need to be alone sometimes just like 

adults. Unlike a “time out”, this area can be a choice for your child to go to when they 

are angry, sad, or upset. This area can have calming items in it, such as a mirror, 

feelings book, stuffed animals, water bottle, etc.  

7. Teach more complex feelings words. Rather than just happy, sad, mad, teach your 

child about more complex feelings: frustrated, jealous, embarrassed, worried, lonely, 

proud, overwhelmed, excited, cranky, confused, etc.  

8. Suggest ways to handle big emotions. Parents often make the mistake of telling a 

child to “stop”, whether it’s screaming, crying, stomping, etc.  It can be beneficial to 

teach your child how they can appropriately and safely deal with these big emotions. 

You can teach your child to: take some deep breaths, go to cozy corner, hit couch 

cushions, jump up and down, rip paper, etc. It’s important that your child knows “it’s ok 



to feel strong emotions, and there are appropriate ways to handle them so we can 

feel better.” 

9. Be aware of your own emotions. Your child can feel it when something is off. Make 

sure you take time to calm down before reacting: taking a few deep breaths, walking 

away for a minute, etc.  

10.Ask your child to describe their feelings. Many children won’t be able to do this until 

they have the language and cognitive skills to do so, but listening to how they feel can 

help calm them down. You might ask “how is your body feeling right now?” “ Your face 

is red, does it feel hot?” “Your fists are clenched, do you feel tense?”  

 
 
 


