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Learner Objectives Suggested Agenda

• Participants will be able to
discuss why it is important to
be intentional about supporting
social emotional development
in infants and toddlers

• Participants will be able to
describe the importance of
caregiving routines and identify
strategies for using them to
support social emotional
development

• Participants will be able to
identify key ways in which the
physical environment can
promote social emotional
development in infants and
toddlers

• Participants will be able to
examine the environments in
which they work and begin to
make plans to enhance them
to meet the needs of infants
and toddlers in care

• Participants will be able to
define emotional literacy and
describe the kinds of
interactions between adults
and infants and toddlers that
support emotional literacy

• Participants will be able to
identify strategies for helping to
build social skills in infants and
toddlers  

I. Introduction and Logistics 20 min.

II. Brief Review of  Module 1: Social Emotional  
Development within the Context of Relationships 30 min.

III. Careful Observation: The First Step 30 min.
in Responsive Caregiving

IV. Responsive Routines and Schedules 45 min.

V. Responsive Environments 60 min.

VI. Strategies to Build Emotional Literacy 60 min.

VII. Strategies to Build Social Skills 60 min.

VIII. Working in Partnership with Families 45 min.

IX. Bringing it All Together 20 min.

X. Summary and Action Planning 10 min. 

Total Time 6 hrs. 20 min.

Materials Needed

Responsive Routines, Environments, and StrategiesModule 2 

� Agenda
� PowerPoint Slides
� Facilitator’s Guide
� Books for infants and toddlers that focus on social emotional literacy.

Provide enough books for everyone in the group attending training or
ask those attending to bring a book with them. A list of sample books
can be found on the CSEFEL website at
http://www.vanderbilt.edu/csefel. 

� Flip chart or white board and markers
� Video Clips

2.1  Observation of interaction between 9-month-old and two adults
2.2  Responsive greeting 
2.3  Adult supporting children in difficult encounters
2.4  Adult encouraging socialization
2.5  Walk away
2.6  Mom playing with her toddler

� Handouts
2.1  Participant PowerPoint Slides
2.2  Social Emotional Development within the Context of 

Relationships Review
2.3  Infant Toddler Video Observation Tool
2.4  Responsive Routines Inventory
2.5  Infant and Toddler Environments Planning Document
2.6  Socialization Example (What Makes Me Laugh?)
2.7  Using Books to Support Emotional Literacy
2.8 Cooperation
2.9 Infant and Toddler Peer Behavior
2.10  Vignette I: Fernando
2.11 Vignette II: Tomika
2.12 Vignette III: Benji
2.13 Tips on Nurturing Your Child’s Social Emotional Development

� 2.14 Session Evaluation Form



I.  Introduction and 
Logistics (20 minutes)

A. Show Slide 1 and introduce Module 2 by name. Then
begin with a welcome to the group; introduce all speakers;
provide a brief overview of who you are; where you are
from; and information about your background that is
relevant to this training event.  

B. Have each table of participants introduce themselves to
each other. Ask for a show of hands from the group to
indicate what role in the early childhood community each
represents (e.g., teachers, assistants, home visitors, early
interventionists, family care providers, administrators,
trainers). Or use another introductory strategy depending
on the size of the group, whether this is a group new to
one another, and the time available.

C. Slide 2: Agenda. Review the Agenda and Learner
Objectives (Slides 3 & 4).

D. Distribute all handouts including Participant PowerPoint
slides (Handout 2.1) and other resources.

E. Address logistical issues (e.g., breaks, bathrooms, lunch
plans). 

F. Encourage participants to ask questions throughout or to
post them in a specially marked place (parking lot).  
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A. Slides 5 & 6. Point out that the CSEFEL infant-toddler
modules are designed to help participants learn about
babies, toddlers, and families. The process by which
infants and toddlers become socially and emotionally
competent is full of challenges – challenges that occur in
normal development, challenges that signal unmet needs,
and challenges that are particularly difficult for children
themselves, their families, and for providers. Social
emotional development begins at birth and continues
throughout life.  

B. Slide 7. CSEFEL Pyramid Model: Review the levels of
the CSEFEL Pyramid. Remind participants that the
Pyramid is a model that represents components of adult
behavior and strategies that parents, early childhood
providers and other professionals can use to assist
children birth through five in developing social emotional
competence.  

The primary focus of the training is on promotion and
prevention. We move on to individualized interventions
only when the bottom of the Pyramid is in place and some
children continue to engage in challenging behavior. 

B. Slide 8. CSEFEL Definition of Social Emotional
Development. Ask participants to look again at the
CSEFEL working definition of social emotional
development.

1. Remind participants that in order to understand and
effectively respond to behavior that center and family
providers, home visitors, and parents experience as
challenging, we all need to understand how typical
social emotional development unfolds during the first
three years.  

2. Remind participants that we also need to spend some
time examining our own emotions when certain kinds of
behavior persist despite our best efforts.

3. State that this module will focus on making the most of
routines with infants and toddlers; creating responsive
physical environments; and developing a repertoire of
strategies to support the development of social
emotional skills in very young children. Also make the
point that some of these skills will continue to develop
well into the preschool and school years.
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II. Brief Review of Module
I: Social Emotional
Development within
the Context of
Relationships (30 min.)



4. The goal is to become more intentional and
responsive in caregiving so that social-emotional
development can be promoted, problems in behavior
can be anticipated and prevented more easily and
that individualized support can be given to children
who need it.

D. Slide 9. Activity: Use Handout 2.2.  Module 2: Social
Emotional Development within the Context of
Relationships Review. Have participants divide into
groups of four and work on the True/False review.   

1. Give the groups 10 minutes to discuss the
statements about infant-toddler social emotional
development and select the correct answer.  When
time is called, read each statement on the review.  

2. Ask the whole group to respond aloud with true or
false to each statement. Verify the correct response
yourself. Use Slides 10, 11 and 12 to review the
answers and restate the major concepts covered in
Module 1. Have fun with the questions. The goal is to
revisit the importance of relationships for infants and
toddlers.

3. You might provide the group with the most correct
responses with a prize (e.g., chocolate kisses,
bookmarks with photos of babies, vases of flowers
for the table or any other small token). Be prepared
for multiple groups to have an equal number of
correct answers.

4. Let the group know how pleased you are with the
information they have retained from the last training
day. Let them know that today the focus is on the
many ways that infant-toddler providers can be more
intentional about developing and expanding
relationships with the infants and toddlers who are
served in their programs.  

5. As we have said before, caregivers who are
intentional about providing responsive care have a
powerful influence on the development of positive
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(continued)

Handout 2.2:  Relationships ReviewModule 2

Social Emotional Development 
within the Context of Relationships Review

1) Few infants are born biologically ready for relationships.

2) Even if a caregiver has had a very difficult upbringing, each new
relationship is a clean slate and working with infants and
toddlers will bring a caregiver an opportunity to make up for a
lifetime of unhappiness.

3) We may not always know why we do something with young
children but there is a right way and a wrong way for children to
behave, even babies and toddlers.

4)  Three major elements of social emotional development in
infancy include experiencing, expressing and regulating
emotions; forming close and secure relationships; and being
able to explore and learn.  

5) Temperament is something that should be eliminated from a
child who cannot stop crying.

6)  Attachment is something a baby either does have or doesn’t
have when he meets other people.

7)  Regardless of a family’s cultural beliefs or what a family might
prefer, a parent should understand that infants and toddlers
must be expected to behave according to the care provider’s
values. They also must understand that all rules are put in
writing so that busy caregivers do not have to be delayed by
talking with parents.

8)  There are so many influences in children’s lives that the loving
messages that a responsive, sensitive caregiver sends to an
infant or toddler cannot possibly impact that child for more than
a brief time.

Social Emotional Development True     False

(Handout 2.2)



early relationships which are so important for healthy
social emotional development. Responsive
caregiving involves following the lead of the child.
There are multiple aspects to providing responsive
care and the first one we are going to think about is
observation.

A. Introduce the subject of observation by noting that entire
books have been written about the topic. Point out that
for the purposes of this training, we will focus on two
parts to observation.  

1. The first step involves looking at and recording just
what you see and hear without making any guesses
about what any of it means. In this first stage, it is
important to train yourself not to assign meaning to
what you see.  

2. The second step is using this information, in
combination with what you know about a child and
his family, to make guesses (which you will test out)
about how that child is doing with regard to social
emotional development.  

3. Point out that when infant-toddler providers, home
visitors, or other adults observe, they should focus
on the behavior, interactions, and activities of babies
and toddlers at different times of the day and with
different adults and peers. These observations
should be done for all children in a setting and by
each caregiver. Really careful observation entails an
ongoing process of thoughtful looking, listening,
questioning, and looking again. Observational data
are invaluable for planning and supporting the needs
and interests of all children whether they are in a
socialization experience, a center or home-based
program, or any other setting.  

4. Observations are critical in figuring out how to
proceed with children for whom there is some
concern about development or behavior.  

a. When carefully examined, information from
repeated observations can help caregivers think
through whether a baby’s or toddler’s actions
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The First Step in
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Caregiving (30 min.)



likely represent normal ups and downs in growth
and development (e.g., a 2-year-old may become
more clingy with a parent when a new baby
brother is brought home from the hospital).  

b. Or perhaps this information will indicate to
caregivers that there are other needs that need to
be attended to (e.g., repeated biting episodes that
have become more frequent and during which a
21/2-year-old who bites becomes increasingly
agitated). There will be much more about this
topic in Module 3. 

5. Observations of babies and toddlers interacting with
their parents or family members at different points in
the day are important as well. Caregivers can
discuss these observations with parents and get their
input and insight about their child’s development.
This is particularly important if caregivers are
concerned about some aspect of development or
behavior.

B. Slide 13: Activity: Use Handout 2.3 - Infant-Toddler
Observation Tool. Introduce Video 2.1 (Slide 14) as a
typical interaction between a 9-month-old baby, her
mother, and an Early Head Start home visitor.
Obviously it captures just a few moments in time and
only begins to suggest some things about this little girl. 

1. Play the video clip.  Ask participants to write down
only what they actually see and hear the baby doing.  

2. Play the video clip a second time. This time, ask
participants to write down what questions the
observation raises about the interactions the baby
has with her mother and the home visitor.  

3. Now ask participants to jot down how they think it
feels to be this little girl. How would they go about
learning more about how this child is doing with
regard to social emotional development?
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Handout 2.3: Video Observation ToolModule 2

Infant Toddler Video Observation Tool

Record what you actually see or hear:

Write down what questions the interactions the baby has with her mother and the home
visitor raise for you:

How do you think it feels to be this little girl?

How would you find out more about how this child is doing with regard to social
emotional development?

(Handout 2.3)



4. Conduct a discussion with the whole group about
their responses to each step of the observation; the
questions the observation generated for them; and
the strategies they would use to find out more.  Elicit
the following:

• There are multiple relationships to pay attention to
in this short clip - as there are in most situations in
which you observe children.

• Regularly observing infants and toddlers in care is
an extremely important activity whether you are an
individual caregiver or are part of a team.  

• It’s not easy to stay focused on what you actually
see and hear in a situation because there is a
tendency to quickly attach meaning to what is
observed.  

• It’s important to take the time to record
observations so that you can go back and think
about them.

• Make a list of questions you might ask yourself
about a child to better understand the meaning of
his/her behavior.

• Take the time to observe a child in different
settings with different people at various times
during the day to get as clear a picture as possible
about the context of children’s development and
behavior. Write these observations down and date
them so that you have an ongoing record.

• Talk with the child’s parents and colleagues to
incorporate their observations and thoughts about
how the child is progressing.       

A. Make the point that our observations of the behavior of
infants, toddlers or young children allow us to better
understand how they are getting along and what kinds of
experiences will support their development.
Observations are particularly useful when we are
focused on making the most of the opportunities to build
nurturing and responsive relationships. 

1. Frequent observations allow the sensitive caregiver to
gather information that will allow her to adapt her own
behavior to follow the child’s lead. A 3-month-old may
signal by fussing that he needs a nap even though
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the caregiver had planned a nap for him later on. A
caregiver who is attentive to the 2-year-olds in her
center group will notice when one of them needs
some time away from other children. The sensitive
caregiver seeks to understand what the infant or
toddler is communicating and to respond in a way
that communicates his/her understanding of the cues
the baby or toddler is sending. This way of
interacting with infants and toddlers shows respect
for their unique needs and the intent to model the
respect that we would like each child to show for the
needs of another.

2. Responsive caregivers use every opportunity to “get
in tune” with the infant or toddler. Being “in tune” is
another way to talk about responsive care that is
based on following the infant’s cues. Matching the
infant’s or toddler’s mood and pace of activity is an 
example of getting in tune. A caregiver might move in
a very slow gentle way and speak in a soft voice with
a toddler just rousing from a deep sleep as she picks
him up and moves to the diaper table. She might
move more quickly, use a higher, louder, more up-
beat voice with that same toddler if he was already
wide awake and was jumping on his bed.

B. Make the point that as we think about the needs and
behavior of infants and toddlers over the course of a
day, it is important to think about the role of schedules
and routines in supporting social emotional
development. Responsive routines and schedules are
ones that are designed with close attention to the
developmental needs of all children in the setting and
are adapted to the needs of individual children. If we
were talking about a schedule and routines for an
individual child in a home setting we would use the
same principles and supports with a parent to design a
routine based on the needs of the home and the needs
of an individual child.  
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Slide 15: How Schedules and Routines Support
Social Emotional Development.

1. Make the point that for infants and toddlers, routines
that arise from their care are the foundations of the
curriculum. By care, we mean such activities as
feeding, diapering or toileting, the things we do to
move infants and toddlers from wake to sleep and
vice versa, the ways we greet them and their families
in the mornings and say goodbye in the evenings, and
the things we do in transitions to and from one activity
to another. By routines, we mean the regular and
repeated things we do and the way we do them day
by day.

2. When we talk about schedules, we tend to mean what
time we do something. Generally with infants and
toddlers, the time is not really the issue, but rather the
sequence or order for the routines of care. It is more
important for the very young child that we engage in
the major care activities in a regular order than it is
that we try to keep to a time schedule.

3. Make the point that babies and toddlers learn about
people and the way the world works through their
daily routines. What people say, what they do, how
they say what they say and how they do what they do
– all of this is the curriculum.

4. Make the point that while for very young infants
individualization is the name of the game, older
infants and toddlers benefit from flexible routines and
schedules. Routines and schedules create
predictability and help older infants and toddlers
organize themselves around what is coming next.
Predictable routines, provided in the same way by the
same people, give infants and toddlers a sense of
control and a sense of security. This sense of security
allows them to relax and to explore and learn from
their environment.  

Provide an example of the need humans tend to have
for predictability: For example, “Just think about
yourself today. If this is the second time you have
attended the CSEFEL training, aren’t you a little more
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relaxed now that you know what to expect?  You
notice that we provide an agenda and a predictable
style of presentation. If you feel more relaxed, it may
be because you feel more secure and have some
sense of what’s coming next. Perhaps today you will
notice something different from what you did the last
time and your learning will expand. Your ability to
relax will affect what you can take in.”

5. A child’s ability to predict what will happen next and
how he will be treated will lead to greater security.
He will be freer to use his energies to explore his
environment and learn, which in turn, leads to a
sense of competence and feelings of confidence
about his ability to be successful in his world. On the
other hand, a child who is in a setting where adults
do things suddenly, don’t provide some advance
warning about what’s coming next, or who don’t work
to try to match their care to what they see the child is
experiencing, finds it more difficult to be prepared for
what comes next.

6. Responsive routines and schedules are used by
caregivers to enhance the quality of the relationship
between the infant and the adult caregiver. This
means that the sensitive caregiver uses her
presence – her voice, eye contact, her physical
proximity or nearness to the child, and her touch—to
provide security and to assure the baby that the
world is a safe and interesting place.

C. Slide 16. Activity: Use Handout 2.4 Responsive
Routines Inventory.

1. Tell the group that this is an opportunity to think more
about routines of daily care for infants and toddlers
and to look for ways to support the social emotional
development of each child. Show Slides 17 – 20 as
examples of typical routines.
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Handout 2.4:  Responsive Routines InventoryModule 2

Responsive Routines Inventory

Implement a flexible routine (eating, sleeping, inside-
outside) so that toddlers learn to predict

Provide a daily routine that follows each infant’s and
toddler’s need for feeding and sleeping

Use routines as opportunities for emotional
interaction and learning

Provide primary caregiving

Responsive daily routines What I do now/ My plans

What I do now/My plansProvide responsive routines for 
infant feeding and toddler eating 

Provide responsive routines for infant feeding
and toddler eating 
Provide a private place for family members to
feed an infant, if the family desires

(Handout 2.4)



2. Show Slide 21 to give participants some ideas for
using routines to support social emotional
development. Discuss the following points. Ask if they
have other ideas that they have used. 

• Allowing time for hellos and good-byes – Hellos
and good-byes can be hard for some children and
adults.  Our support as teachers and caregivers
can help make this an easier transition.

• Special Good-Bye Area – Have a special part of
the room or an area outside the door that is the
“special good-bye area.” This will give a designated
space for caregivers and children to say good-bye.
Many centers and home based care settings have
decorated their special good-bye areas to make it
easier to say good-bye and start the day.

• Family Photos/Objects – Have family photos or
favorite objects displayed around the room so
children can see their families throughout the day,
especially when they are feeling a little scared or
lonely. Caregivers can point out the family pictures,
talk about how loved the child is and remind him
Dad will be back to pick him up after snack time.

• Talk about feelings – Acknowledge the feelings of
children and adults. Talk to the children about their
feelings and what they can do to feel better.

• Rituals – Talk to families about having a fun “good-
bye” ritual that they can do everyday with their
child. For example, mom might help her son hang
up his back pack and then give good-bye butterfly
kisses while saying, “Here’s my special butterfly
kiss to last throughout the day, I’ll be back to pick
you up, so go and play!” Good-bye rituals become
a signal to the child that it is time to say good–bye
and reassures them that Mom will be back later!

• Games – Have a fun good-bye game that you play
as infants and toddlers are dropped off in the
morning. It might be a fun song or a big hug. This
is  a great way to get other children involved in
helping each other say good-bye as well as
practice social skills.
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• Books – Make books about saying good-bye.
The title for a book for a child who is dropped off
by his Mom might be – “Mommy Comes Back.”
The book goes through the schedule/routines of
the day and shows the child leaving the home
care or center setting at the end of the day with
Mommy! You might also involve parents in
making the book and  have them take pictures of
their morning routines to add to the book (what
happens before the child comes to the center).

3. Ask participants to reflect on the most important
routines, from the perspective of social emotional
development, for children birth to three. Suggest that
participants gather in groups of four and, using the
handout to guide their thinking, identify specific
things they can do to enrich those routines. Each
group might want to select a specific routine to focus
on or go through all routines with a specific age
group in mind. The inventory includes routines
across 5 areas: responsive daily routines, infant
feeding and toddler eating, diapering and toileting,
sleeping and resting, and greeting and goodbye
times. 

4. After about 20 minutes, ask participants to come
back together to discuss this activity. Ask for
volunteers to provide examples of what they would
do to enrich routines in any of the five areas and
specify the age of the children they are referring to.  

D. Show Video 2.2 (Slide 22) to illustrate a responsive
greeting of a 15-month-old child and his parents.

Ask participants to comment on what they see this
caregiver doing to make the morning transition easier.
Elicit from participants both what she does and how she
does it, including the following points:

• The caregiver stops what she is doing and greets
the child by name.

• She elicits information about how his morning has
been so far.

• She expresses interest in what he has
experienced since she last saw him and asks
additional questions of his parents to clarify.
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• She helps him say goodbye when his parents
leave. 

• Through these things, she lets his parents know
that she has a genuine interest in their little boy. 

A. Ask participants to reflect on the following ideas:
Caregivers decide what babies see, touch, and hear.
They make decisions about how much fresh air, sunlight,
and exercise the baby will have. Slide 22. Responsive
Environments. Caregivers of infants and toddlers create
the physical spaces, choose toys and other materials
and provide the interactions that make up their learning
experiences.   

B. Make the point that a well-designed infant-toddler
physical environment can have a major impact not only
on children’s social emotional development but also on
their language, cognitive and motor development. Show
Slide 23. A Well Designed Infant-Toddler Environment.
Go through the slide to review each of the criteria. 

C. Ask participants to add their requirements for a
responsive environment to this list. Write the
additional suggestions on the flip chart.

D. Show slides 25-28. Ask participants to take 5
minutes and talk with another person about how the
environments pictured meet the criteria above. 
• Supports the social-emotional needs of infants and

toddlers as well as their language, cognitive, and
motor development—child-size furniture, soft spaces
to sit or crawl, mirrors to see themselves alone and
with others, things posted on the wall at child’s level,
things to climb on, places for one or two children to go
to get away, blanket on floor for infants, etc.

• Encourages responsive care from adults—rocking
chairs for one-on-one time, adult-size couch for adults
to read to children, etc.

• Supports peer relationships—spaces for two or more
children to crawl into, child-size furniture, toys for
children to play with together, hats for dress up, etc.

• Is developmentally appropriate:
• age appropriate—materials in environment look 

age appropriate
• individually appropriate—places for infants to be 

on blanket, places for toddlers to crawl, walk, 
climb, soft spaces, etc.
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V.  Responsive 
Environments (60 min.)
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E. Slide 29. Activity: Use Handout 2.5 - Infant and
Toddler Environments Planning Document.   

1. Go over the content of the planning document
discussing the support that each space and its
components provide to the social emotional
development of infants and toddlers. Use the criteria
just discussed to explain how the components
support a quality care environment.  

2. Ask participants to work with another person at their
table to discuss the potential improvements to the
environment that their program provides for infants
and toddlers.  

3. Give participants about 20 minutes to do the
environment evaluation and planning.  Some of the
group may not have time to complete the evaluation
or plan. Suggest that this tool may be finished later
and may be useful in their own work settings. 

4. Bring the large group back together and ask if
anyone came up with a take home idea that they
might add to their environment to make it more
responsive to the needs of infants and toddlers or
that might be particularly helpful in addressing a
behavior difficulty evolving from a limitation in their
infant or toddler environment such as needing a soft
space away from active play so toddlers aren’t as
likely to “run over” infants.

A. Introduce the topic by saying that we have talked about
the importance of creating routines and environments in
which infants and toddlers feel safe and confident. Now
we are going to discuss strategies and ideas for
providing additional opportunities to support the
development of specific social emotional skills.  

B. Ask participants for their definition of emotional literacy.
Take responses from the group. Use Slides 30 & 31 to
summarize the responses.     

C. Make the point that emotional literacy refers to
emotional communication or communication about
emotion. Social emotional literacy in very young children
develops as a result of having respectful, caring,
supportive relationships with adults.
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VI. Strategies to Build
Emotional Literacy
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Handout 2.5:  Infant and Toddler EnvironmentsModule 2

Planning Document

An environment that is

• Safe and free from hazards
• Clean
• Has natural light from windows and other soft lighting 
• Aesthetically pleasing
• Uncluttered
• Individually, age, and culturally appropriate
• Inviting and interesting to children

Special places for nurturing children

A comfortable space, away from active play for staff to sit on the
floor (with back support) and hold a child or children
• A loft
• An adult-sized couch
• A mat on the floor against the wall with pillows with washable

covers
• A rocking chair/glider

A quiet space for infants and toddlers

• A soft space away from active play
• A soft space for two children with family photographs books,

dolls and blanket, soft toys, quiet toys, puppets, and books
• A nest (or create a nest with an inner tube) with a blanket over it
• A space with boxes large enough for a child or two to crawl in

and out of

A space for infants and toddlers to use creative arts materials

• A space for coloring or painting on paper on the floor (preferably
near a short sink not used for food preparation)

• Short tables for clay, play dough, thick crayons, nontoxic paints,
or finger paints

• Paper and other interesting materials to manipulate and create
• Large pieces of paper and other interesting materials to draw

and paint on
• Short easels and  brushes for toddlers to use by themselves or

with other children
• A low shelf with safe creative materials attractively displayed and

available for children to use
• A place to display children’s creative work

Spaces for Infants and Toddlers
Your Plan for Improvement of

the Social Emotional
Environment

(Handout 2.5)



D. Point out that while emotional literacy is not just about
language, language plays a large part in emotional
literacy because language is so important in a social
world. Language serves as a tool to communicate and
much of what language communicates is our feelings
about ourselves and our relationships with others.

E. We use language to give common meaning to
something, such as a feeling.  

1. An example of a parent teaching a 12-month-old the
meaning for an emotional experience might be a
scene such as this: A mother arrives at the end 
of the day to pick up her daughter who has been left
in care only for the third time. The mother makes eye
contact with the baby and smiles a greeting. As the
baby’s face brightens, she says “Oh Mia, you are
happy to see Mommy!” Then, as the baby’s face
crumples, and she starts to sob, her mom says as
she reaches for her daughter, “Oh, you waited so
long and you were afraid Mommy might not come.”  

2. This mother read her baby’s cues, labeled her
emotional communication to the mother, and then
acknowledged that the two of them understood how
the  baby was feeling. This type of exchange, within
the context of the relationship between the mother
and the baby, is the primary strategy that we use to
develop emotional literacy in the first months.

F. Talking about shared experiences, acknowledging and
labeling emotions, and letting infants and toddlers know
that we see, hear, understand and accept their feelings
many times a day are all major strategies that all
caregivers can use to develop emotional literacy in
infants and toddlers.     

G. The infant’s or toddler’s developmental level will
determine what is said and what response the caregiver
can expect from the child. The words used to
acknowledge and label an emotion may be well ahead
of the child’s level of speech but the expectations for the
child’s response must be in line with the infant’s 
or toddler’s developmental capacity. As the infant
matures and his understanding of the meaning of
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language expands, the caregiver intentionally extends
the conversation about feelings to encompass new
concepts and words.

H. The caregiver’s gentle, positive tone of voice is an
important part of the message of understanding and
acceptance of emotion for all young children.
1. Slides 32. Strategies to Develop Emotional

Literacy in Infants and Toddlers. Go through each
strategy and provide an example. Ask for examples
from the participants.  Use the following examples if
needed:

Using the adult/child relationship to expand an 
individual child’s awareness of his emotions or 
feelings:

a. Verbally acknowledging and labeling feelings
expressed by children in care.

• A feeding situation with a 10-month-old fussing as
he spits out food with a new texture: “Oh, Benji,
you don’t like those beans, do you?  Those beans
make you angry. You want the apple sauce that
tastes good right now.  It will be all right.  We’ll
have apple sauce next and you will feel better.”

• Interrupting play to change a diaper: “Laura, let’s
stop playing with the balls and I will change your
diaper. Here we go up on the diaper table. I’m
sorry you’re mad. You wanted to keep playing
with the balls. Would you like to sing Itsy Bitsy
Spider? Oh, there’s a smile. Are you happy now?”

b. Assisting infants and toddlers with regulating their
emotions

• Calming a baby who bumped his head: “Oh
Ethan, you bumped your head and it hurt. Let me
hold you for a few minutes. Aw, it hurt, didn’t it,
and made you mad. We will go away from that
counter and find something else to play with. Are
you feeling better?”
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• Rocking a baby who is tired and can’t relax and
go to sleep: “I know you don’t want to go to sleep
right now, but I will hold you and rock you until
you feel more relaxed.”  

c. Talking about the fact that feelings can change

• Letting a child know that another child who bit him
is still his friend: “Benji bit you, didn’t he, Tyrone?
You wanted to touch his pretty monkey and he bit
your arm. Ouch! You like Benji but he bit you and
you’re mad! “

d. Using questions about feelings and wishes to see
if children can respond

• Asking a toddler if he wishes he could play with
more bubbles: “Juan, I know that it is hard to stop
playing with the bubbles now. I can see that. Do
you wish you could take those bubbles with you?
Do you wish you could put them in your pocket?
They pop don’t they?   

2. Slide 33. Strategies to Develop Emotional
Literacy in Infants and Toddlers. Discuss
strategies and use the following examples or ask
participants for examples.

Finding opportunity in the group setting to talk about 
feelings

a. Taking advantage of teachable moments when
children experience difficulties with peers and
need adult support to resolve them 

• Speaking for two children who want the same
toy: “Juan wants the boat. Kiki wants the boat.
Juan, I know you were playing with the boat
and it makes you mad when Kiki takes it.
Kiki, Juan was playing with the boat. You are
sad you can’t have it. Let’s find another boat.
Do you like red?  Would you like playing with
a red boat? ”
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• When children become aware of things other
children have that seem attractive (e.g. hair
color or texture, clothing, hearing aids or
wheel chairs, etc): “Kerry, I can see that you
like Misha’s glasses. Maybe you wish you had
some yourself. You like to play with Misha and
you want her to let you play with her glasses.
Maybe we could make a pair for you out of
these circles here.”

• When younger children have Binkies or bottles
or blankets that older children seem envious
of: “I can see that you pulled little Cora’s Binky
out of her mouth, John. Sometimes it might be
nice to have a Binky yourself, right? Is that
how you feel? We just have to be sure that
Cora doesn’t lose hers so maybe you can help
me give it back to her.”

• Staying near two children who want to pet the
same bunny: “Gentle with the bunny, Tim.
Ethan likes the bunny, too. Tim is excited
about the bunny, Ethan! He wants to pick it
up. Tim, look at Ethan petting the bunny, too.
Two boys petting the bunny!”

b. Staying close and supporting children in difficult
encounters with other children. Let’s take a
moment and watch a quick video. Slide 34.
Show Video 2.3 as an example of staying close
and providing support. Ask participants to
comment on what the caregiver does to help
these children deal with what is a common
situation in child care.

c. Slide 35: Strategies to Develop Emotional
Literacy in Infants and Toddlers. Discuss
strategies using examples below or ask
participants for examples. 

Showing positive feelings for both children in
conflict.

• Putting your arms around both children who
want to sit on your lap while you read a story:

The Center on the Social and Emotional Foundations for Early Learning    Vanderbilt University vanderbilt.edu/csefel 

Responsive Routines, Environments, and StrategiesModule 2 

P 2.187/08

(continued)

35

34



“Mia here is a place for you on this side and
Kiki, here is a place on this side. Mia likes to
read this book, Kiki. Kiki wants to have the
book in her hands. Let me hug both of you
and then we will read the story. Miss Peggy
loves two girls on her lap.”

d. Letting children know through your calm approach
that conflict is to be expected and that it can be
resolved with help.

• Telling three children that it is hard to share:
“Children, we have lots of  blocks for everyone
to share. We can figure this out. We will find a
place for everyone to play with the blocks and
trucks. Sometimes it is hard to share blocks
and we get mad. One for you, one for you,
and one for you. Everybody find a place to sit.
We can all play with the blocks!”

e. Helping children learn to put into words how they
think others are feeling and to express empathy
for those feelings.

• Telling a child who is not crying why the child
who is unhappy is crying and then telling her
how to comfort the crying child: “Mia, Kiri is
crying because she wants her Mommy.  Do
you think she would feel better if she had her
Binky? Are you worried? Can we find her
Binky? You could give her the Binky and then
she might not be so sad. Do you think she
feels better? Do you feel better now that she’s
not crying?”

f. Encouraging children to negotiate so that they
feel that they have been heard and their feelings
have been taken into consideration. 

• Telling both children you know they want to go
on the rocking boat and that you will make
sure each gets a turn: “Tyrone is riding in the
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boat. Do you want to ride, too, Teddy? Tyrone,
Teddy wants to ride. Teddy, tell Tyrone you
want to ride?  Two more ups and downs,
Tyrone, then it is Teddy’s turn for a ride.
Tyrone, tell Teddy, two more ups and downs?”

g. Clarifying rules.

• Asking a child if she remembers that books are
not to tear: “Cate, I know you like the Olivia
story. Do you remember that we don’t tear
books? Remember we take care of our books
so that we will be able to read them again.
Let’s put that book back on the table and let’s
find another book for your grocery cart.”

3. Slide 36: Strategies to Develop Emotional Literacy
in Infants and Toddlers. Using enriching language
tools

a. Choosing books, music and finger plays with a
rich vocabulary of feeling words. Ask participants if
they have favorite books, music, or finger plays
that they use with infants and toddlers.

b. Using puppetry or felt board stories that retell
common social experiences in the child care
setting and that emphasize feeling vocabulary and
stories about conflict resolution (e.g. having two
puppets struggling over a favorite item or two
puppets that have pretty hair that no one can
touch).

c. Reading stories about characters that children can
identify with who express a range of feelings (e.g.
Baby Einstein for infants or See How I Feel stories
like The Rainbow Fish for older toddlers).

d. Encouraging toddlers to draw pictures of their
difficult or scary emotions (e.g. if a toddler heard
thunder and saw lightening, talking about it being
frightening and offering an opportunity to draw,
then asking about the drawing).

4. Slide 37: Strategies to Develop Emotional Literacy
in Infants and Toddlers. Modeling positive
relationships
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a. Between adults in the care setting

• The emotional atmosphere among the adults
in a care setting sends a powerful message to
very young children. Speaking in kind voices
to one another; saying hello to everyone and
greeting parents with enthusiasm all carry
messages about how we treat someone. 

b. With children 

• Saying only positive and constructive things to
children; letting them know what you like
rather than what you don’t like; laughing with
children and letting them know that you like
their personality or their antics also sends
messages about how we treat people.

c. With parents and other adults in care settings 

• Refer participants to Handout 2.6 –
Socialization Example: What Makes Me
Laugh? Explain that this resource is from a
project called PIWI: Parents Interacting with
Infants, which focuses on supporting
development through caregiver-child
interactions. This resource may be useful for
socialization time in Early Head Start
programs, for programs that offer parent-child
play groups, for home visits, for parent
meetings, and for adults in care settings. 

• Explain that this example focuses on having
parents follow their child’s lead and then join
in their child’s play to observe what makes
their child laugh! Point out that the example
begins with an opening discussion to explain
to parents what the focus of the group will be
and why the topic is important. After the
opening, the environment is set up for parents
to play with their child and observe what types
of activities, materials or interactions make
their child laugh. After the observation/play
period, everyone comes back together to talk
about what happened (the closing discussion).
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Age Range: Birth – 36 months

DEVELOPMENTAL OBSERVATION TOPIC:
What makes me laugh?

ENVIRONMENT FOR PARENT-CHILD OBSERVATION:
For today, prepare an interesting environment using objects and
activities that the parents and children have enjoyed together during
past sessions. Some suggestions are: toys that have an element of
surprise such as a jack-in-the-box; mirrors to make funny faces;
“What Makes Me Laugh?” activity sheet taped to a mirror (included
in this handout); fun dress up materials like hats, scarves, boas,
feathers; puppet box with puppets; music area with audio tapes of a
variety of songs where parents and children can do silly dances;
sheet hanging on a door or streamers on a box to play peek-a-boo;
books. 

OPENING DISCUSSION:
Hello Song:
Hello (child’s name), Hello (parent’s name), How are you?, How are you? We’re so glad to see
you! We’re so glad to see you! Come and play! Come and play!

Introducing the Developmental Observation Topic: We have been talking about emotions and
trying to figure out our children’s signals and cues—what they are trying to tell us! Today we are
going to have fun laughing together! We are going to talk about the different kinds of things that
make our children laugh, and how these change as children get older. Think back over the past
week or so—what can you think of that made your child laugh? (Facilitator: record the “laughing”
situations on a big piece of paper that you can refer back to during the closing discussion). 

Often with very young children, laughter occurs mostly when you are doing something physical to
them, like moving their legs up and down or playing tickling games. They also like auditory
stimulation, like when you make popping noises or growling sounds. Pretty soon they also begin to
laugh at games like “I’m gonna get you” because they begin to anticipate that tickle at the end!
They also think it’s funny when you do something silly, like put on a funny hat or walk in a funny
way. When they get a little older, they laugh at things they see. And pretty soon they laugh at what
they think is going to happen next! Often, these situations involve an adult or older child who is
intent on making them laugh. Eventually, as they begin to develop language, they will become
very interested in hearing and telling simple jokes. As children get older, they also begin to initiate
their own funnies; for example, they will make up words for things, and then go into gales of
laughter. They begin to notice things going on around them, and to laugh at these as well. As they
get even older, they are thinking about what they see, and begin to see humor in ideas, just as we
do as adults.

What
makes

me
laugh?

(Handout 2.6)



The play group example gives some ideas for
setting up the environment. The primary
outcome of the group is (1) for parents and
children to have fun together, (2) for parents to
observe their child and see what makes them
laugh, (3) for parents to learn something new
about their child that will help them become
better supporters of their child’s social
emotional development (especially emotional
literacy), and  (4) for parents to learn fun new
activities and games to play with their child. 

• Give participants a few minutes to look over the
handout and ask questions. Suggest that adults
in care settings might use this same type of
environment to observe the infants and toddlers
in their care, learn more about what makes them
laugh, and build on emotional literacy skills. 

J. Slide 38: Activity: There are many ways to be more
intentional about the development of emotional literacy
with infants and toddlers. Reading with children is one of
the most powerful tools in expanding a child’s awareness
of his own feelings and expanding his awareness of the
feelings that others might have. Our goal with infants and
young toddlers is to use language that links emotional
language to self, people, and things that happen.  

1. Ask the participants to divide themselves into small
groups of 3 to 6 people.You may want to use table
groups or smaller groups depending on the total
number of participants. Tell them that they are going to
practice using books to support social emotional
development.   

2. Give each participant a book and ask each one to
trade within their group and review at least three
books. Then ask each person in the group to share
their reaction to at least one book and talk about how
they might use the book to enhance social emotional
literacy in their infant or toddler setting. Ask that as
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each book is discussed, the group identify the feeling
words used in the book or feeling words that might
be used by the reader if it is a book that is not
necessarily focused on feelings.  

3. Use Slide 38 to remind participants about what they
are to do. Have each group choose a reporter to list
the feeling words and ideas for each book.  (Note to
Trainer: If you do not have enough books for each
person, ask participants to bring a book with them to
the training that they think might enhance social
emotional development). If time does not permit
having each participant read 3 books, you might
have each group look at one book and complete the
activity. Tell participants that the CSEFEL web site
has a list of books for children birth through five that
will be helpful in enhancing emotional literacy. Have
participants use Handout 2.7 to complete the
activity.

K. Remind the group that an infant or younger toddler with
developmentally appropriate social emotional literacy is
in a better position to expand his awareness of others,
develop friendship skills, and move along toward a
higher level of social play. Older toddlers, with more
language and more opportunities to be with other
children, need to develop social emotional literacy skills
to manage or regulate their emotions and to be
successful in solving the social problems that will
naturally evolve as they interact with other children.

A. Slide 39. Strategies to Build Social Skills. Introduce
this section by saying we want to talk more about the
development of social skills in infants and toddlers.
Begin this discussion by asking participants to describe
some of the types of positive peer interactions they have
seen with infants and toddlers. Ask how they believe
these interactions develop.  

1. Elicit from the group a short list of the caring and
helping behaviors of infants and toddlers that
demonstrate their ability to understand what adults
and peers might want or feel. Ask for a specific
description of the child’s behavior and when they
tend to observe the behavior. Look for responses
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With your small group, pick a book to read and then discuss the following questions:

Name of Book:

What feelings/emotions are discussed in the book?

How would you use this book with infants and toddlers to support emotional literacy?

7/08

(Handout 2.7)

VII. Strategies to Build 
Social Skills (60 min.)



from the group that identify behaviors that indicate
that the infant or toddler has the capacity to
empathize (respond compassionately to the feelings
of others) and some understanding of the need to
comfort; the need to help with something or the need
to cooperate.

2. Build on comments from the group to make the point
that peer relationships are complex. Make the point
that when we think about social skills and the
development of friendship skills, we often think of
older children. Yet, how we as adults interact with
children from the very beginning fosters social
development. The way we interact with children
every day, provides a model for how they learn to
interact. How we model interacting with others is how
children learn to interact and behave toward others.  

B. Slide 40, 41, & 42: Development of Play Skills for
Infants and Toddlers. Go through the age groups and
talk about and expand on the progressive development
of play skills in the typically developing child. Remind
participants that the primary play mode of the child
under three is playing alone with objects. His skills in
language and his desire to interact with others are
growing but he still has limited ability to negotiate or
engage in extended interaction without the support of
adult caregivers.

1. Make the point that we have talked about some of
the ways we can support the development of more
advanced cooperative play or friendship skills. Use
Slide 43: Setting up the Environment for the
Development of Friendship Skills to highlight some
of the things that have already been discussed in the
routines and environment sections of the Module.
Give examples or have the group offer examples.
Use the examples provided if needed.

a. Examine the physical environment to ensure that
there is enough space for infants, toddlers, and
adults to engage in social activities. Examples: on
the floor, in soft nests where the adult is
supported, rockers/sliders. 
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b. Examine the physical environment for spaces for
two or more children to enjoy side by side activity
and for adults to be seated close by for
supervision. Examples: lofts, rocking boats, block
areas, climbing boxes or play houses.

c. Examine the schedule for multiple opportunities to
develop play skills each day. Examples: reading
times, eating times, play times.

d. Look at equipment choices for items that
encourage two children to interact. Examples:
grocery carts, doll strollers, blocks, trucks, kitchen
equipment, books.

e. Ensure that there are enough materials for two or
more children to use at a time. Examples:
stacking toys, cars, dolls, puzzles, or other
manipulative materials.

2. Slide 44: Promoting the Development of
Friendship Skills. Highlight other strategies that we
can use to encourage the development of friendship
skills in infants and toddlers. Provide examples or
ask for examples from the group. Use examples
provided if necessary.

a. Set up activities for two children rather than more
than two. Two toddlers together are more likely to
successfully interact than toddlers in groups of
three or more children. Examples: getting ready
for snack, singing a song or reading a book
together, dress up hats. Let’s look at a video
(Video 2.4) that illustrates this point (Slide 45).
Ask participants to discuss how the adult involved
both children. 

b. Encourage toddlers to help each other and do
routines together. Examples: hand washing,
brushing teeth, cleaning up toys.

c. Provide positive guidance and verbal support for
playing together and helping each other.
Examples: “Maria and Tasha, you are doing such
a good job rolling out the play dough 
together.”  “Tasha, please hand Maria her spoon.”
“Gabriel, will you take this book to Benji?”
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d. Read books about friends, playing together,
helping each other, etc.

e. Practice turn-taking and sharing. Remind
participants that turn taking is an important
exchange both between adults and infants and
toddlers and between two children. It is one of the
beginning concepts in infancy that will support an
understanding of communication or conversation
and is a beginning social skill. For example play
games that involve “your turn, my turn.” When
interacting with infants, play turn-taking games by
imitating infants sounds and then waiting for a
response back from the infant. This is how infants
start to learn “your turn, my turn.” Ask for
examples from the group about how to help
toddlers learn to take turns.

Remind participants that children learn about
turn-taking and sharing gradually within the
context of responsive and nurturing relationships.
It is very important that we support toddlers as
they begin to learn about sharing and navigating
play situations with others. We need to “teach”
them what to do. As an example, have
participants watch Video 2.5, Slide 46. Explain
that the little girl in the video had been biting
children at her child care center when they got
too close to her or tried to take a toy she was
playing with. Ask participants to note what the
parent does to support her child and teach her
what to do. After watching the video, ask for
observations and comments. Make sure that
participants notice that Mom not only taught the
child to “walk away, ” but they also practiced
walking away. The same strategy was used in
teaching her how to share.

C. Tell participants that Handout 2.8: Cooperation and
Handout 2.9: Infant and Toddler Peer Behavior may
be useful tools for staff and parents and may be  helpful
as they do the following activity.
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Handout 2.8:  CooperationModule 2

Cooperation is the ability to balance one’s own needs
with someone else’s. We often think of cooperation as
children doing what adults want. That is compliance.
True cooperation means a joint effort—a give and take
that is mutually satisfying. To develop a cooperative
spirit in children, we need to help them understand
how our requests and rules are good for everyone. 

Following are examples of ways that cooperativeness
grows across the first three years of life:

• A 3-month-old wakes and begins to cry for milk.  His
mother, who is just putting the last dish in the
dishwasher, says, “I’ll be with you in one minute,
honey.  I know you’re hungry.”  The baby quiets a
bit and sucks on his fingers.  This baby is learning
that while he may sometimes need to wait a bit, his
needs are important and will be met.

• A 14-month-old happily drops socks and t-shirts
from one laundry basket into the other.  His
grandmother says, “Thank you for helping me sort
the laundry.  Why don’t you come while I put it in the
washing machine?  I’ll lift you up so you can press
the button.  Then we’ll go for a walk.”  This young
toddler is learning that part of being in a family is
working together to complete daily chores.

• Two 30-month-olds reach for the same bright red
shovel in the sand box.  One grabs, the other grabs.
Tears follow, while each assures the other:  “Mine!”
One child’s father steps in and gently separates the
two, handing a red shovel to one and a plastic
bulldozer to the other.  He shows them how one can
bulldoze a pile of dirt, which the other can shovel
into a bucket.  These children are learning how to
resolve conflict, cope with disappointment, and build
relationships through cooperative play.

Below are ways you can help your child experience the
rewards and develop the skill of cooperating.
Take turns.  Between 6 and 9 months, babies can begin
to engage in back-and-forth interactions. They also learn
to imitate. This is a great time to encourage turn-taking
as you play with your baby. When you place a block in
the bucket, give him time to copy you. Take turns putting
objects in the bucket and dumping them out. As he gets
older, take turns putting pieces in the puzzle, or shapes
in the shape-sorter. When it’s time to clean up, make a
game of taking turns placing toys back on the shelf.
These experiences are opportunities for him to feel the
pleasure of accomplishing something as a team.

Explain your reasons for limits and requests. At
three years old, most children use and understand
language well enough to handle simple explanations.
Point out how rules benefit the whole family. "We all
help clean up. Then we don’t lose our toys and we can
find them again." "When you help me put away the
laundry, I finish quicker and then we can play."

Take time to problem-solve. You can help your older
two- and three-year-olds come up with solutions to
everyday dilemmas and encourage cooperation at the
same time. Here are steps to try to help you teach
problem-solving skills to your child:
• State the problem. "You want to draw on the wall but

mommy says no."
• Ask a question. "Where else could you draw?"
• Try a solution. Offer two options, both of which are

acceptable to you—perhaps either paper or a
cardboard box. If she insists she wants to draw on
the refrigerator, set a limit. "I’ll put the crayons away
until we agree on a place to draw."

• Then re-direct. Most young children need help finding
acceptable ways they can channel their desires. "You
can put magnetic letters on the refrigerator."

Do chores together starting at an early age. Let your
child grow up experiencing the benefits of cooperation.
Together you can set the table, clean up toys, or wash
the car. Point out the advantages of cooperating. "Look
how fast we set the table. Now we have time to read a
book before dinner." "Boy was it fun to wash the car with
you. You are a great scrubber! Look how bright and
shiny you made our car!" 

(Handout 2.8)

Handout 2.9:  Infant and Toddler Peer BehaviorModule 2

0–4 Months
• Infants like to look at each other.
• Infants prefer to look at faces, especially at eyes.
• By 2-3 months, an infant will smile at another infant.
• A 3-month-old infant lying on his back will reach out

to touch a peer next to him/her.

4–8 Months
• Infants may poke, push, pat, etc., another baby to

see what that other infant will do. They often look
very surprised at the reaction they get.

• Infants like to look at, approach other infants, and
initiate (Selby & Bradley, 2003).

• Infants smile and laugh at each other.
• Infants cooed at each other (Porter, 2003)
• Infants as young as 6-months of age showed more

interest in peer strangers than in adult strangers
(Brooks & Lewis, 1976).

• Six-month-olds showed more excitement at photos of
6-month-olds than at photos of 9- and 12-month-olds
(Sanefuji, Ohgami, & Hashiya, 2006) 

• Infants may interact with peers with their whole body:
rolling into them, crawling over them, licking or
sucking on them, or sitting on them. 

8–12 Months
• Infants like to touch each other and crawl around

beside each other.
• Nine-month-olds preferred to look at photos and

movies of babies their own age, rather than at 6- and
9-month-olds (Sanefuji, Ohgami, & Hashiya, 2006).

• Peek-a-boo is a favorite game at this age, but an
adult may need to start the game.

• When an infant is placed together with one other
infant (pairs), more frequent, complex, and intense
peer interaction occurs than when an infant is with
many peers.

• Infants can understand another’s goals and use this
awareness to govern their own behavior (Brownell,
Ramani, & Zerwas, 2006).

• Because infants are now more goal-oriented, they
may push another infant’s hand away from a toy or
crawl over another baby in order to get a toy.

• Children begin to communicate in a variety of ways:
actions that pacify, threatening actions, aggressive
actions, gestures of fear and retreat, actions that
produce isolation (Montagner, 1984; Pines, 1984)

12–18 Months
• Infants may touch the object that a peer holds. This

may be a positive initiation and interactive skill
(Eckerman, Whatley, & McGehee, 1979).

• Infants show or give a toy to another child (Porter,
2003).

• Infants may gesture or try to talk to another child.
• Infants initiate play with another infant (Porter, 2003).
• Infants will imitate each other at this stage (e.g.

making a joyous symphony of spoons banging on the
table at meal time). They communicate with each
other by imitating (Trevarthen & Aitken, 2001).

• Actions are carried out with the intention of attaining
a goal; however, goals can change from moment to
moment (Jennings, 2004).

• 10- to 12-month-olds prefered to look at other infants
of their own gender (Kujawski & Bower, 1993).

• Toddlers communicate using their bodies (Lokken,
2000; Porter, 2003).

• Toddlers share at least 12 themes in their play (e.g.
positive affect to share meaning). The children use
laughter to indicate understanding of each other’s
actions. They encouraged each other to repeat their
performances by laughing and/or smiling (Brenner &
Mueller, 1982).

• Prosocial behavior is present.
• Friendships: preferences for another child began

around 12 months (Howes, 2000).
• 4-18-month-olds imitated 3-step sequences and

imitated peers better than they imitated adults
(Ryalls, Gul, & Gyalls, 2000).

• 14- to 18-month-olds could imitate peers both 5
minutes and 48 hours after they observed the peer
(who had been taught particular actions with toys)
(Hanna & Meltzoff, 1993).

• Children are little scientists at this age, experimenting
to see how things work. This affects how they “get
along” with peers. They are constantly doing things to
other children to see what response they will get.

• They will enjoy looking at books together by forming
an informal group (this means they move in and out
of the group) around the legs, lap, and arms of a
favorite parent or teacher.

• They love sand and water and playing with different
sizes of safe bottles and balls. When each has his
own bin or tub of water or sand, play goes more
smoothly.

(Handout 2.9)



D. Slide 47. Activity: Ask participants to partner with
someone. Suggest that they choose a child in the care
of one of them, about whom the participant has
concerns regarding social relationships with other
children. Ask that they discuss the child’s developmental
needs and develop an informal action plan to
intentionally promote the child’s social skills. Have
participants share some of their ideas or their action
plan.     

A. Point out that families play a huge role in supporting
social emotional literacy in very young children. It is
within the family that children first begin to learn to read
other people’s responses to their feelings and behaviors.  

1. Remind participants that from a very early age,
children learn about how emotions can be
communicated by the ways they are expressed by
family members. 

2. Children learn about acceptable social emotional
expression not only from what family members say
but also from their facial expressions and body
language.   

3. Slide 48. When parents talk to their babies and
toddlers and then pause for a response, they send a
message to the child that they are interested in his
response. Here is an example (Video 2.6) of a
parent who asks questions and listens to the
responses of her toddler as they play together.  

4. When the baby responds and the parent mirrors the
baby’s tone and demeanor and responds in turn, the
baby learns that he is being heard and that what he
has to “say” is important.  

5. The baby learns that his efforts to communicate,
initially through coos, grunts, and crying and then
increasingly through words, are important to the
adults he cares about. This “dance” of
communication tells him that he is worthy of attention
and that his parents will respond to his efforts to
communicate.    
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VIII. Working in 
Partnership with
Families (45 min.)

47

48



B. This, of course, is not always the situation that babies
and toddlers encounter in their families. The challenges
that families face as a result of poverty, drug abuse,
family violence, social isolation, and other stressors may
make them less than responsive to the social emotional
needs of infants and toddlers. In such cases, infant-
toddler caregivers can play a very important role in
partnering with and supporting these families to better
meet the needs of their young children.

1. Make the point that in order to offer the most support
to the social emotional development of infants and
toddlers we need to first form an alliance with the
child’s parents. 

a. Our role is to assume that each parent wants the
best for his or her child and to respect the
expertise parents have about their children.  

b. An indication that you see yourself in the role of a
loving secondary attachment figure rather than in
the role of the expert or teacher may be helpful
as you work to develop a bridge between the
practices in the home and the practices in the
care setting.

c. The same skills used to develop relationships
with infants and toddlers are needed to develop
relationship with their parents. The development 
of respect and trust between parents and
providers of  child care or home visitation
services may present the most challenging
aspects of relationship building.

C. Slide 49. Activity. Distribute Handouts 2.10, 2.11, 2.12.
Divide the large group into smaller groups of 4 to 6.  In
general the goal of this exercise is to encourage the
participants to consider the fact that there may be
multiple explanations for the behaviors we see between
parents and children. Our goal is to partner in such a
way that we will be able to understand both the children
and the parents.
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Handout 2.10:  Vignette 1: FernandoModule 2

Question 1: What questions do you
have about this situation?

Question 2: What do you think that
Fernando is experiencing?

Question 3: What do you think that
Fernando’s parents are feeling?

Question 4: What do you think that
Lilia is feeling? What do you do
when you feel this way?

Question 5:  What suggestions do
you have for Lilia on how she might
find a way to communicate with the
parents? What strategies would you
use to engage with this family and
address Fernando's needs?  How
might these strategies impact the
development of Fernando’s social
emotional development?

Vignette 1.   Fernando

Fernando is 15 months old and is cared for in the family child care
home of Lilia Potter.  Fernando’s mother, Fatima, and father, Juan, are
immigrants from Central America; have little formal education; and
speak only minimal English. Lilia, who speaks only English, is pretty
sure that both parents understand more English than they can speak,
but she is not clear about what they understand. When they drop off
and pick up Fernando, they are brought by a social service agency
representative and do not stay long.  In the morning, when they arrive,
Fernando’s mother usually does not make eye contact with Lilia as she
places Fernando on the carpet in the center of the room. Typically, she
does not speak to Fernando and moves quickly out the door as he
starts crying. Fernando’s father is usually the one to pick him up in the
afternoon.  He just removes Fernando from whatever he is doing and
goes back out the door.  Lilia has noticed that if he is fussing when
Juan arrives, Fernando stops crying immediately and stays focused as
Juan approaches. Lilia usually speaks to both Juan and Fatima, but
she has not been able to get them to respond or stop to communicate.
The parents do not bring anything, such as a special blanket or toy, for
Fernando and take nothing home at the end of the day.  

Fernando has been coming to child care less than week but has cried
the better part of most of   those days.  He cries when Lilia puts him
down and has done very little other than sleep in her arms. He will eat
if she feeds him but does not drink from a cup and does not even take
a bottle easily.  He looks unhappy most of the time.  

Lilia, who takes referrals from a social service program, has agreed to
take this toddler on an emergency basis, but is struggling to care for
Fernando and the other children in her home.  She is wondering how
she can build a partnership with the parents to ensure that she will be
more able to understand and meet Fernando’s needs. She doesn’t
know how much longer this situation can go on.

Handout 2.11:  Vignette 2: TomikaModule 2

Question 1: What questions do you
have about this situation?

Question 2: What do you think that
Tomika is experiencing?

Question 3: What do you think
Loretta is feeling?

Question 4: What do you think
Nina is feeling?  What do you do
when you feel this way?

Question 5: What strategies would
you use to develop a partnership
with the mother in behalf of Tomika’s
social emotional development?  How
might these strategies impact the
development of Fernando’s social
emotional development?

Vignette 2.   Tomika

Tomika,  6 months old, is lying on her back,  while drinking her bottle.
On the sofa at Tomika’s head, is her mother, Loretta, who is busy
picking lint out of Tomika’s hair.  Nina, a home visitor meeting Loretta
and Tomika for the first time, is sitting on a chair across from Tomika
and Loretta.  Loretta has told the worker who enrolled her in the
home visiting program, that she is not sure she is a good mom but
she is not sure she needs someone coming to the house.  Loretta’s
mother, her older brother, his girl friend and their baby, the other
members of the family, are in the adjacent kitchen and in and out of
the room where Nina is visiting Tomika and Loretta.  

Nina is concerned about the things she is hearing Loretta say to
Tomika, who just lies quietly, looking at the ceiling and drinking her
bottle. Loretta’s voice is gruff and she is delivering one negative
comment after the other to Tomika as she pulls small bits from
Tomika’s hair and gently combs the curls around her finger.  “You
stink.”  ”Eat your food. “  “Your head looks like a dust rag.” Loretta
does not meet Nina’s eyes and does not respond when Nina says
she has a blanket and some toys in her bag.  She has not looked at
the program material that Nina has brought with her.  She has
answered some questions with one or two word answers. Nina is
struggling to think of a way to begin a partnership with Loretta.  

(Handout 2.11)

Handout 2.12:  Vignette 4: BenjiModule 2

Question 1: What questions do
you have about this situation?

Question 2: What do you think
that Benji is experiencing?

Question 3: What do you think
Vivian is feeling?

Question 4: What do you think
Claire is feeling?  What do you do
when you feel this way?

Question 5: What strategies would
you use to develop a partnership
with Vivian in this situation?  What
do you think the social emotional
issues are for Benji at this age? 

Vignette 3.   Benji

Benji is 25 months old.  He is an active, exuberant boy.  He races
into the center everyday with a big smile and rushes up to grab
whatever is out on the tables. His mother Vivian, comes in behind
him, often fusses at him and drags him by his arm over to the cubies
to hang his coat and put away anything she has brought from home.
She rarely has anything to say to the caregivers and will leave
without saying good bye, though she usually looks at Benji absorbed
in play, as she goes. Benji is always clean and usually has on
carefully pressed clothes. In the afternoon when Vivian picks him up,
she always checks the menu or asks about lunch and often
comments on the presence or lack of meat. Vivian, has never been
heard to ask Benji about his day but will frequently tell him that he
has gotten dirty.  

Benji is on the go all day and does not sit except for a brief time at
lunch, snack and nap time.  Benji’s use of language is minimal and
he uses single words to express his needs. While his mood is usually
positive, Benji uses fleeting eye contact and stays with one activity
for only a short time. Efforts to engage him in exploration of objects
and more extended play usually are not successful and he will melt
down into a tantrum if he is held back from continuous activity.  He
does fall asleep quickly when he is asked to lie down for a nap and
typically he sleeps longer than most children in the classroom.  

Vivian has begun to tell Benji that he is to use the toilet.  She has not
approached Claire, the lead teacher in the classroom but her
comments have been loud enough now, for two days, that Claire
knows she needs to plan a strategy for this situation with Benji and
Vivian. Claire knows that Benji is not ready to use the toilet.  He
drinks a great deal during the day and his diapers are almost always
wet. His bowel movements are irregular and his ability to focus and
tolerate frustration is limited.  

(Handout 2.12)
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1. Ask participants to take a few minutes to read the
vignettes and to think about how caregivers could
help support the parents in the vignettes in ways that
might enhance the parent’s long term ability to attend
to their children’s social emotional development.  

2. Ask that the small groups discuss a vignette and
answer the questions. Bring the large group back
together and develop a discussion with the total
group about the role of the caregiver with the family
in each vignette.  Write out responses on the flip
chart. 

3. The following examples of responses may be used to
guide the discussion about parent partnerships.

• Vignette 1: Fernando
Q1. How much English do the parents
understand? Who has been caring for
Fernando and in what situation? Do the
parents know why he is crying? What does he
like to eat and how does he sleep at home?
Does he have a Binky or special blanket?
What makes him happy and what does he like
to play with?

Q2. Fernando may be feeling very much
abandoned by his parents. He may never
have been away from his mother and father.
He may believe his cries will bring his parents
to him. He may spend most of his time in
someone’s arms and he may be a breastfed
baby who sleeps in his parents’ bed. He may
be confused by the lack of communication
from his parents about the new care setting.

Q3. Fatima and Juan may be very shy and/or
feel ashamed of leaving their child in someone
else’s care. Their failure to respond to Lilia
may be because they don’t understand what
she is saying and they feel it is better to just
leave. They may be so upset by leaving
Fernando that  they cannot stand to hear him
cry. Fatima, in particular may feel that
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Fernando might begin to love and need Lilia
more than he loves or needs her. They may
not bring anything for him because they do not
have a home and have had to abandon their
possessions. They may have things for him
but no way to wash them and they are
ashamed, so they leave them where they
sleep. They may think the caregiver’s house
where  he stays is so much nicer than theirs,
that their things would be meaningless.

Q4. Lilia may be feeling overwhelmed and
angry that she agreed to take this child who
cannot stop crying. She may feel that she can
eventually comfort him but may be feeling
guilty about the other children and impatient
with Fernando. She may be angry at the
parents because they don’t try to
communicate and they seem eager to get 
away. She may feel angry because the
agency is not offering more support. She may
be wondering if they are taking advantage of
her generosity.  

Q5. Lilia might want to take some videos or
photos of Fernando during the day on a digital
camera. She might be ready to press the
parents to sit before they leave to look at the
camera. She may want to get some Spanish
lullabies to play during the day and to have on
when the parents come. She may want to
have a friend or the agency translate a note
that she would write about his first days with
her, though she will need to know if they are
literate in Spanish. She may first want to call 
the agency and insist that there be someone
who can provide interpreter services by the
next day.  If they do not have an interpreter,
she may want to insist that they find someone
who can at least sit with her to do a parent
interview so that she can find out more about
the family, their circumstances, Fernando’s
eating habits, etc.
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b. Vignette 2. Tomika
Q1. How old is Loretta? What is her situation
with a job or school? Who takes care of
Tomika on a regular basis? What does Tomika
like to do? How does the family feel about
having a stranger in their house? Does Loretta
read?

Q2. Tomika might be enjoying having her
mother “play” with her hair. She might enjoy
having her mother close by. She might have
had a hard night and like just resting. She
might wonder who the stranger is in her
house. She may be so used to her mother’s
voice that she is not negatively affected by the
words or voice.

Q3. Loretta may be very shy and uncertain
about having a home visitor. She may feel
very insecure about her ability to mother her
daughter. She may be afraid to say anything
for fear that it might be the wrong thing and
that somehow she  could lose custody of her
baby. She may feel that she does not have
control over anything in her life but the baby
on the couch beside her. She may resent
anyone she thinks may be trying to tell her
what to do with her child. She may not have
much to say to adults but she trusts that her
daughter loves her and listens to  what she
says.

Q4. Nina may not have much experience
working in homes and may feel insecure. She
may be very upset about what she hears
Loretta saying to Tomika. She may be getting
angry that Loretta is saying so little. She may
be frightened about what she is seeing in the
house. She may feel very sad about seeing
this child and her mother with so little going on
between them.

Q5. It might be useful to try just making an
observation of Tomika and run a gentle
narrative: “Hi Tomika. I see you drinking your
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bottle. I see you mommy fixing your hair. I bet
you like having your mommy playing with your
hair. “ 

It might be useful to try observing and finding
words for strengths such as talking about how
calm Tomika is and how well she is tolerating
the visit from a stranger. It might be useful to
try wondering out loud if she plays with her
cousin when she is not playing with her
mommy. 

It might be useful to empathize out loud with
how early it is to have a visitor, a stranger I
don’t know coming to my house. It might be
wise not to stay long but plan to come back in
less than a week and stay another short time.
If Nina got any sign of interest such as eye
contact from either Tomika or Loretta, she
might try moving in a little closer with a book,
sitting on the floor and reading it to Tomika
and Loretta.

c. Vignette 3.  Benji
Q1. Who are the members of Benji’s family?
Does his mother talk care of him all by
herself?  Does Benji get to play and be active
when he is away from the program? Has
Vivian ever left Benji in a group program?

Q2. Benji may be feeling very happy to be at
the program where there are things to do and
other children to be with. He may be happy
that his mother brings him to play. Benji may
be anxious about other situations or other
relationships that are challenging for his
developmental level.

Q3. Vivian may be feeling very overwhelmed
with the care of this active little boy. She may
be struggling to work and take care of him by
herself. She may feel guilty for leaving him
and may not be sure that the center will care
enough about him to feed him well and keep
him clean. She may use his cleanliness and
his behavior as measures of her self-worth.
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She may be worried that there is something
wrong with him because he is so active and
does not talk more. She may feel she is not in
control of him and barely in control of herself.
She may feel inadequate in comparison to the
staff. She may be desperate about money and
very anxious not to have the expense of
diapers. She may have other people in her 
life that are pushing her to get Benji out of
diapers.

Q4. Claire may feel dread about having to
deal with Vivian because she has negative
feelings about the interaction between Vivian
and Benji. She may feel that Vivian will be
angry if Claire asks her to wait to toilet train
Benji. She may worry that Vivian will feel
negative about Benji if she tells Vivian that
Benji is not ready. She may wonder how Benji
is treated at home and if his activity level is a
reaction to something going on at home.
Claire may want Vivian to like her but is 
challenged by what she views as Vivian’s
tendency to avoid her.

Q5. It might be useful to arrange to be close
to the door when Benji arrives in order to greet
him and help steer him back to say good bye
to his mother and to help her get his coat off,
etc. It might be useful to join in with her when
she comes in the afternoon to examine the
lunch menu and to empathize with her about
the  dirty clothes. It might be helpful to
acknowledge how nice he looks when she
brings him and how dirty he is when he
leaves. Rather than being defensive or
instructive about the need for children to have
on play clothes, it might be helpful to first
support her perspective and her values. It
might be useful to approach her and raise the
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issue of potty training and ask for an
appointment to talk about a joint plan for Benji.
Then when there is privacy and hopefully a
more relaxed setting, it might be useful to talk
through Benji’s development and his
readiness for potty training.  

D. Point out that Handout 2.13 - Tips on Nurturing Your
Child’s Social Emotional Development - may be a
useful tool in assisting parents to support their children’s
social emotional development.

A. Remind participants that today we have been talking
about the importance of  relationships, responsive care,
routines, physical environments, and being intentional
about providing opportunities to support the social
emotional development of infants and toddlers. 

B. Slide 50. Activity. Ask participants to divide into six
small groups and give them each several sheets of chart
paper and several markers.
1. Assign each group two letters in the word

“relationship.” Ask each group to come up with all the
words they can think of having to do with social
emotional development that start with those two
letters. Remind participants that no matter what 
we are focusing on, whether it is setting up
environments, schedules and routines, or prompting
emotional literacy—it all goes back to relationships!

2. Then ask them to create a bumper sticker, slogan, or
jingle using as many of those words as they can
work in. They can make slogans that mix the
assigned letters or do single letter slogans. The
product can be funny or silly or serious. The goal is
to create something that will help them remember
how important relationships are in working with
infants and toddlers. Example: R-words: read,
respond, regulate, rock, respect. Slogan: Respond,
Regulate and Respect = Rock’n Relationships. 

3. Ask the groups to share their results. If this group is
meeting again, it may be useful to keep the slogans
to use in future training sessions. 
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IX.  Bringing it All 
Together (20 min.)  

Handout  2.13:  TipsModule 2

The Center on the Social and Emotional Foundations for Early Learning    Vanderbilt University vanderbilt.edu/cse
7/08

H 

Relationships are the way babies come to know the
world and their place in it. They provide the loving
context necessary to comfort, protect, encourage, and
offer a buffer against stressful times. It is through
relationships that young children develop social
emotional wellness, which includes the ability to form
satisfying relationships with others, play, communicate,
learn, face challenges, and experience emotions. In
addition, nurturing relationships are crucial for the
development of trust, empathy, compassion, generosity,
and conscience. 

Social-emotional wellness is often known as infant
mental health by early childhood professionals. In a
nutshell, it is the developing capacity to experience and
regulate emotions, form secure relationships, and
explore and learn—all in the context of the child's family,
community and cultural background.

Provide your child with responsive care.

Elaine is feeding her 8-month-old daughter Jessica
some cereal. Jessica grabs the spoon out of her hand
and proceeds to feed herself. Elaine almost grabs the
spoon back, but instead, waits to see what will happen
next. Jessica's try at feeding herself is a little slow, and
very messy, but she manages to get a few spoonfuls
into her mouth. Elaine sees that Jessica is really
involved in trying to feed herself, and also notices that
Jessica is not actually getting too much food in her
mouth. Her solution? She gets another spoon, and
offers Jessica cereal herself to supplement her
daughter's efforts. 

What Elaine did might seem simple, but it can be pretty
hard. It takes time to slow down, and carefully look at,
or observe, what your child is doing, in order to learn
what the behavior might mean. In this case, Jessica
was saying, "Hey, I want to try to feed myself with a
spoon! I can do it!" Elaine had to be willing and able to
take the time, put up with some mess, and find a way to
respond to Jessica's needs both for food (nutrition for
her body) and for a chance to try something new
(nutrition for her mind).

How often do you observe what your child is doing?
Sounds like a silly question with the answer being, "I
watch him all the time!" However, we often are with our
children without really observing them. Observing
involves looking at what your child is doing, listening to
what he is saying, and learning about your child's
individual way of approaching the world (is he a jump
in and "let's go" child or a sit back and "take it slow"
child; is he a "high reactor" who let's you know how he
feels when he feels it or a "low reactor" who's pretty
laid back, etc.). Taking time to really sit and observe
what children do can tell us a lot. It provides us with
clues about what makes our child tick. Those clues
allow us to make better educated guesses about why
they behave as they do, and help us as parents and
caregivers to respond in a way that is productive and
supports their development. When children feel
responded to and understood, they develop confidence
and good self-esteem.

Be affectionate and nurturing.

Sonya scoops little Jacob out of the tub. "You smell so
good! What a pretty baby you are!" she says as she
wraps him in a soft, warm towel and gives him a hug.
Jacob squeals with delight and then snuggles down
into mom's arms. Bath time is so much fun—where
else can you splash and play each day in a big puddle
with toys and all of the attention focused on you?!
Jacob loves his time in the tub where he has a ball
playing and where mom takes care of keeping him
safe and getting him clean. He knows he is safe and
special to this person he trusts so much. 

The sight of a cute baby makes us want to coo, gurgle,
and entertain to get that wonderful baby smile.
Feelings of affection can be a little harder to come by
during prolonged crying spells or tantrums—but
fortunately, most of us can find our feelings of love and
desire to nurture little ones even during trying times.
Touching, holding, comforting, rocking, singing and
talking to babies are things that may seem to be the
natural way to play with a baby or to comfort a
distressed young child. These interactions are more
than meets the eye—they also provide precisely the
stimulation their growing brains need. Loving touches

Tips on Nurturing Your Child's Social-Emotional Development

(Handout 2.13)



A. Slide 51. Major Messages to Take Home. Review as a
summary of the day’s training.  

B. Review each message. Ask if participants have others to
add.

C. Thank participants for coming and for their attention and
participation.

D. Ask the participants to complete the evaluation
(Handout 2.14).
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51

X. Summary and Closing 
(10 min.) 

Location: Date:

Program Affiliation (check one);
❑ Head Start       ❑ Early Head Start       ❑ Child Care       ❑ Other (please list)

Position (check one):

❑ Administrator     ❑ Education Coordinator     ❑ Disability Coordinator     ❑ Mental Health Consultant 

❑ Teacher     ❑ Teacher Assistant     ❑ Other (please list)

Please respond to the following questions regarding this training: 

(8)   The best features of this training session were….

(9)   My suggestions for improvement are…

(10)  Other comments and reactions I wish to offer (please use the back of this form forextra space):

Session Evaluation FormModule 2 

The Center on the Social and Emotional Foundations for Early Learning    Vanderbilt University vanderbilt.edu/csefel H 2:1408

Please take a moment to provide feedback on the training that you received.  Check the box that corresponds
in your opinion to each statement or check N/A if not applicable.  Please add any additional comments that you
may have at the bottom of the page. When the survey is completed, leave it with your trainer.

Please put an “X” in the box that best describes your opinion
as a result of attending this training…

(1)  I have increased my understanding of the importance of
my relationships with the infants and toddlers I work with.

(2)  I can describe the importance of being intentional about
supporting the social emotional competence of infants and
toddlers.

(3) I have increased my understanding of the impact of the
environment on the opportunity that infants and toddlers
have to expand their social skills.

(4) I have increased my appreciation of the importance of
using routines of care to support the social emotional devel-
opment of infants and toddlers.

.
(5) I can define social emotional literacy and describe the
kinds of interactions with infants and toddlers that will sup-
port the growth their social emotional literacy.

(6) I have increased my awareness of strategies that can be
used to build social skills in infants and toddlers.

Strongly Somewhat Somewhat Strongly N/A
Agree Agree Disagree Disagree

(Handout 2.14)



Video Sources

Learning Happens: 30 video vignettes of babies and
toddlers learning school readinesss skills through everyday
interactions (2007). Videos 2.4 and 2.6. Lerner & Parlakian.
Washington, DC: ZERO TO THREE. Used with permission
and available at www.zerotothree.org.

Cradling literacy: Building teachers' skills to nurture early
language and literacy from birth to five (2007). Video 2.3.
Im, Osborn, Sanchez, & Thorp. Washington, DC:  ZERO TO
THREE. Used with permission and available at
www.zerotothree.org.

Learning and growing together with families - Video
package (2001). Videos 2.1 and 2.2. Washington, DC:
ZERO TO THREE. Used with permission and available at
www.zerotothree.org.
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