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H ave you ever felt
like jumping for
joy? Have you
ever been so

angry that you just wanted to
scream?  Have you ever had
something work out just right
and you wanted to hug every-
one in sight?

Joy, anger, sadness, frustra-
tion, and excitement are a
normal part of life. For very
young children, however,
these feelings can be very
hard to control. Learning to
understand and handle feel-
ings in healthy ways is what
we call emotional develop-
ment. The emotional devel-
opment of your child is just as
important as her physical or
mental development. Why?
Because how a young child
feels affects how she thinks
and acts.

Young children have many
emotional ups and downs.
They feel things with an in-
tensity that most adults have
forgotten. Parents need
knowledge and skills to han-
dle the challenges of meeting
children’s emotional needs in
the early years. In this issue 
of Good Beginnings, you will
find tips and suggestions for
encouraging children’s healthy
emotional development.

When a child can control
and express feelings in good
ways, she will feel more con-
fident and better able to face
new people and new situa-
tions. She may even jump for
joy!

Y
ou can encourage healthy emotional
development in your child in many
ways.  The first step is to help young
children learn words that describe
different feelings. The words “mad,”

“sad,” “happy,” and “excited” are as important to
teach your child as the words “eyes,” “mouth,”
“hands,” and “feet.” Teaching your child the
words for her feelings will help her learn better
how to control them.

Making time to talk about emotions will also
help children better understand emotions. A
good time to do this is when you and your child
are reading a story or looking at a book.  You
can talk about the facial expressions and behav-
iors of the characters in the book.  For 
example, “She has a frown on her face. 
Do you think she is feeling happy or mad?”

Another opportunity for emotion talk is
when you notice that your child is not himself.
Asking him how he feels will help him think
about and express his emotions.  For example,
you might ask, “What’s the matter, Jamal?” If he
replies, “There’s nothing to do,” tell him the
name of the emotion he has described. “Oh,
you’re feeling bored.” You might describe times
when you have felt the same way. “I get bored
sometimes, too, when it seems like there are
only the same old things to do.”

Describing your own feelings or other chil-
dren’s emotions can help your child understand
that emotions are a part of being human.
Understanding feelings, talking about them, and
finding healthy ways to express them will help
children learn to get along better with others
and be able to behave better in school.
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Monkey See, Monkey Do
Young children pay very close attention to the adults they depend on.

Although your child may not understand the adult meaning of your
moods and behaviors, he is likely to be influenced by them. Young children
are very sensitive to the way their parents feel, act, and react. Your child will
notice how you react to stressful situations and how you express your emo-
tions. Do you lose your temper or become frustrated easily? Keep in mind that
your child is learning from you about handling emotions. Set a good example.
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L o v e a n d A f f e c t i o n

Young children learn to love through experience and practice. Relationships
your child has in her early years will form the basis of her capacity for love

later in life. When a child is born, love is first given for those who satisfy her
physical needs.  As she gets older, her affections will grow towards others.

What Parents Can Do
Respond calmly, sensitively, and consistently to your child’s needs and
moods. This gives her the love she needs to form other positive relationships.

A n g e r

T
emper tantrums are common until about the ages of two to three years.
Often, they come from feelings of frustration or confusion that a young

child can’t express in words. Children who are uncertain, insecure, or 
anxious may be angry more often than other children are. These children are
also more likely to lack self-control.

What Parents Can Do
Be aware of situations that cause your child frustration. Avoid those situations
when possible.  Be able to respond when necessary, for example, by showing
understanding and offering an alternative. Be consistent with your discipline.
Children will become frustrated less easily. Give children acceptable ways of
expressing their anger. Help them use words to describe their upset feelings.
Show them how to let off steam in activities such as pounding or twisting clay
dough or punching a pillow or cushion. Ask them to draw a picture that shows
how angry they are.

F e a r

Every stage of children’s development will have its particular fears. Children
must overcome many fears to develop emotionally and socially.

What Parents Can Do
Respect your child’s feelings. Avoid shaming him for his fear. Ask your child to
describe his feelings. Listen carefully to be sure you understand. Offer simple,
honest explanations about the frightening situation. Remind your child of times
when he has shown courage or creativity in other situations. Teach your child
how to control scary situations. For example, if he is afraid of the dark, teach
him how to turn on the light. Discuss new situations and events before they
take place so your child will know what to expect.
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He or She? We take turns referring to children as he or she.  
When we use he or she, we mean to include all children.

Newsletter editor: Ellen Abell, Extension Family and Child Development Specialist, Associate Professor, Human Development and Family Studies, Auburn University.
Special thanks to the artist, Bruce Dupree, Extension Communications Specialist. Contributors: S. Jermaine Duffie and Rebekah Cummings, both in the Department of Human Development and Family
Studies, Auburn University. www.aces.edu

Love, Anger, & Fear

A
mong the most common emotions of one- to three-year-olds are love,
anger, and fear. Let’s look at how young children express these emotions
and what parents can do to help children recognize and express them in ac-

ceptable ways.

References: The Developing Child: Understanding Children and Parenting, 7th edition, by Holly E. Brisbane.  New York: Glencoe/McGraw-Hill, 1997. Your Child’s Emotional Health,
by the Philadelphia Child Guidance Center with Jack Maguire. New York: Macmillan, 1993.
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