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Thinking About Feelings Helps Children Learn to Think 
Getting kids ready for school doesn’t just start with buying lunch boxes and backpacks, or even with 
teaching kids to count. It starts on day one—before children have any grasp of language. An infant's first 
caregivers can begin to teach her, even in the earliest moments of life, the basics of curiosity, cooperation, 
emotional resilience, self-confidence and self-control—social-emotional skills that are essential to success 
in school and beyond. 

Three Things Infants Need 
During the first year, a time of peak growth for the social-emotional areas of the brain, infants need three 
things.  

1.  They need to feel understood. Infants are especially motivated to learn about other humans. They are 
receptive to empathy and can detect its absence. Even a newborn can imitate facial expressions and watch 
for a response. Infants prefer looking at faces above all else. Face-to-face playtimes, especially, help infants 
feel understood, expand their emotional range, give them practice in handling excitement, and strengthen 
their ability to regulate emotion. These playtimes, built on serve and return interactions, also fuel healthy 
brain growth. 
2.  Secure attachments are essential for healthy brain development. Infants fall in love with the 
caregivers who understand them and who dependably and consistently keep them physically and 
emotionally safe. Most important are those moments when infants signal, “I’m scared and need your help.” 
When caregivers recognize their distress and help them calm down, infants begin to learn how to 
communicate their emotions effectively and develop trust for their caregivers. Such successful attachment 
interactions build habits of cooperation that can last a lifetime. They also buffer the infant from stress, 
freeing mental energy for learning. In this way, secure attachment facilitates learning, and learning is an act 
of independence. This reminds us that secure attachment always implies a balance between attachment and 
independence. 
3.  Independence is gained through skills that are learned through scaffolding. “Scaffolding” is 
providing care with just the right mix of teaching and support. Although independence is most recognizable 
in toddlers and beyond, even infants are taking steps to be in charge of themselves. For example, we might 
place the rattle close enough to be successfully grasped, yet just far enough away to challenge the infant’s 
attention and tolerance for frustration in a healthy way. The independence skills learned through 
scaffolding are part of what we call the “executive functioning” skill set, and include the the ability to: 
• control impulses 
• flexibly regulate attention (focus when necessary and avoid distractions) 
• make and implement plans 

These skills don’t just automatically emerge; they develop through teaching and repeated practice with 
supportive caregivers.  

Social-Emotional & Cognitive Development are Interrelated 
We’ve long recognized the executive functioning skill set as essential for school success. What we haven’t 
always seen is that these skills arise from social and emotional interactions, building on an ability to 
manage one’s emotions. Cognitive and social-emotional development influence each other in a give-and-
take way. Without healthy emotional development, children don’t have the confidence or mental energy to 
learn. It’s no surprise that the National Research Council and Institute on Medicine has concluded that, 
“nurturing, stable and consistent relationships are the key to healthy growth, development and learning.” 

With nurturing, supportive, encouraging relationships, and safe and stable environments, children will 
develop the social and emotional skills needed to become confident, resilient and life-long learners. 
Without these quality early experiences, they’ll struggle. We must ensure that all children—including the 
72% who have all parents in the workforce and may spend up to 40 hours a week in care outside the 
home—are getting the experiences they need. Our children are our future workforce, thought leaders, 
parents and community members. When it comes to investing in a healthy society, we’re all in this 
together. 


