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Activities to support your child’s engagement,  learning, and development 

These social-emotional learning ideas can be 
adapted for one-on-one use, or for small groups.

• Active social-emotional play
• Let’s work together
• Stress busting activities for young children
• Include feeling talk during book reading
• Rich language and responsive feedback

Click the links to download a 
PDF to view and/or print!
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Active Social-Emotional Play

The Early Learning Guidelines provide information related to seven universal areas of child development and learning, called domains. 

One of these learning guidelines is to foster social and emotional development in young children. By learning how to appropriately 

express and manage their feelings, children learn to get along with others, to take turns, to lead and follow, and to control their own 

behavior. Children benefit from adult support and modeling to develop the ability to work through interactions and utilize appropriate 

problem-solving skills.   –Nebraska Early Learning Guidelines

These skills can be developed during children’s everyday, active play. Following are active play ideas that foster social-emotional 

development.

Three legged races

Three legged races are great for 

building teamwork. An adult or 

children tie a scarf or handkerchief 

around one leg of two children 

standing next to each other, loose 

enough that it is comfortable. 

Children set up a distance  to walk or run together. After they try it, 

pairs talk about working together as a team, about how to solve the 

problem of working together, about the importance of practice. Some 

teams may even learn to run together.

“If You’re Happy and You 

Know It Clap Your Hands”

Sing and act out the song “If You’re Happy 

and You Know It Clap Your Hands”:

If you’re happy and you know it, clap your 

hands (clap clap) 

If you’re happy and you know it, clap your 

hands (clap clap) 

If you’re happy and you know it, then your 

face will surely show it 

If you’re happy and you know it, clap your hands. (clap clap)

Other verses could be: … stomp your feet, … turn around, … give high 

fives, … hug a friend, and so on.

The actions and interactions help children build self-control and also 

awareness of their bodies in space. (NIEHS)

Relays for different jobs

Children put on types of clothes or accessories 

at one point and then run to another point 

and take the clothes off. The idea is to see 

how fast they can do it. Enhance learning by 

using: 

• different occupations’ clothes (toy fireman 

or construction worker hat, chef apron, 

gardening gloves), 

• multicultural clothes (Hawaiian lei, turban, sari), 

or 

• clothing from different stages of life (cane, 

push toy, shopping cart). 

Discussion of the different occupation, culture, 

or ages of people raises awareness and 

acceptance in children.
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Rich language and responsive feedbackChildren need language to relate to and interact with others well. Research shows that the rich conversations and 

language adults use with young children provide a strong foundation for children’s overall development. 
Follow children’s leads in conversations. Talk with children during all interactions—mealtimes, center times, group times, 

and routine times—about something that relates to their experiences and is interesting to them. Use these practices to 

support rich language and responsive feedback:

Comment and describe 
Professionals support budding language when they comment on and describe the child’s actions. For example, the professional might say, “You built a big tower with the red blocks. I wonder what 

you are going to build next.” 

Introduce new vocabulary
Use new words often with children in conversations, in multiple settings and experiences. For example, if a child makes a short comment like “The duck,” add something more such as ”The yellow duck is swimming in the water.” Add words that stretch the 

child’s language, but keep the original meaning of what the child 
says. Build on what children say by extending language and adding 
new words that connect to the topic of conversation.
Model
Modeling is an intentional way of presenting something children need to learn. 

For example, the child might say, “I like apples.” The adult responds, “I like apples, too, especially green apples – they are a 
yummy, delicious fruit!” This teacher used words to teach types of 
apples, and that they are a fruit. 

Responsive feedback
Children say very little when prompted to talk on the spot. Connect 
during natural moments and notice when children have something 
to say. Preschool professionals can use observation to decide when to add conversations and when to step back and observe. Conversations should be authentic, relatable, and never forced.

Choose phrases that make connections
Capture and build on what the children are wondering about and want to investigate. A carefully chosen phrase can transform a child’s idea into an inquiry. In the book The Intentional Teacher: Choosing the Best Strategies for Young Children’s Learning, Ann S. Epstein recommends that educators choose language “that encourages children to reflect on and discuss the work. Such a dialogue develops naturally when adults interact as partners with children.”
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