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Summary of Social & Emotional Development Birth to Age 6 

Social emotional development and learning does not happen in a vacuum. Communication, cognition 
and motor development impact and are impacted by social and emotional development and learning.  
Each of these areas develop using complex and interconnected processes, which are in turn changed by 
both chronological development and experiences.  

All ages sited below are generalized, and exact behaviors will vary with individual children. This list is 
NOT a screening tool or to be used to make a referral. 

Age birth to 4 months 

• Imitates, maintains, terminates, and avoids interactions (turning toward or away people and 
situations, for example) 

• Reacts differently to variations in adult voices 
• Sensitive to emotional climate 
• Enjoys being held and cuddled at times other than feeding and bedtime 
• Interacts with people when awake (coos, babbles, squeals…) 
• Smiles reflexively and over time in response to a friendly face 
• Entertains self for brief periods of time by playing with fingers, hands and toes 
• Enjoys familiar routines such as being bathed, fed, or diaper changes 
• Delights in play that involves gentle tickling, laughing, sounds and movement 
• Stops crying when familiar caregiver comes near 
• Recognizes and reaches out to familiar faces and objects (bottle…)  

Ages 4-8 months 

• Delights in observing surroundings, and facial expressions, continuously watches people and 
activities 

• Begins to develop an awareness of self as a separate individual from others 
• Reaches out to other babies with curiosity and may show empathy (joining their feelings)  
• Increase in social and outgoing behavior: smiles, coos, reaches out… 
• Distinguishes among and responds differently to different people (siblings, parents, strangers, 

children, etc.) 
• Responds differently and appropriately to facial expressions (frowns, smiles) 
• Imitates facial expressions, actions, and sounds 
• Friendly toward strangers at the beginning of this period and by the 8 months begins to show 

‘stranger anxiety’ 
• Enjoys being held and cuddled; anticipates and indicates desire to be picked up by raising arms 
• Establishes a trust relationship with parents and caregivers if physical and emotional needs are 

met consistently; by 6 months begins to show preference for primary care giver 
• Laughs out loud 
• Becomes upset if preferred object is taken away 
• Seeks attention by using body movements, verbalizations, or both 
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Ages 8-12 months 

• Exhibits fear of strangers (stranger anxiety) and often resists separating from familiar adult 
(separation anxiety) 

• Wants parent or caregiver to be in constant sight 
• Enjoys being near, included in, daily activities of family members and teachers and to be near 

other babies 
• Enjoys novel experiences and opportunities to examine new objects 
• Anticipates familiar routines and seeks participation by opening mouth to be fed, extending 

arms upward to be held 
• Begins to exhibit assertiveness by resisting caregiver’s requests, may kick, scream, or throw self 

on floor 
• Offers toys and objects to others 
• Often becomes attached to a favorite toy or blanket 
• Shows empathy to others (joining their feelings) 
• Looks up and smiles at person who is speaking upon hearing own name 
• Repeats behaviors that get attention; may jabber continuously 
• Carries out simple directions and requests; understands the meaning of “no” 

One year old (12-24 months) 

• Recognizes self in mirror 
• Expresses a wide range of emotions  
• Remains friendly towards others; usually wary of strangers 
• Helps pick up and put away toys 
• Plays alone for short periods 
• Shows sadness or concern when another child is crying or upset (may seek adult help of offer 

blanket) 
• Imitates adult actions in play  
• Enjoys adult attention; likes to know an adult is near; gives hugs and kisses 
• Enjoys the companionship of other children, next to them (not cooperative play) 
• Anticipates familiar routines (get shoes to go outside) and uses social behavior (waves, says 

‘thank you’) 
• Begins to assert independence: may refuse to cooperate with daily routines that once were 

enjoyable (resists getting dressed, eating, taking a bath etc.) wants to try and do things without 
help 

• May tantrum when things go wrong, or if overly tired or frustrated 
• Shows exceeding curiosity about people and surroundings 
• Uses a growing number of one to two words phrases, consistently to communicate desires; 

responds to simple questions with “yes” or “no” 
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Two year old (24-36 months) 

• Shows signs of empathy and caring; comforts other children who are hurt or scared; starts to 
label feelings 

• Increased interest and frustration with other children  
• May continue to use physical aggression if frustrated, impatient or angry; temper tantrums 

(peaks at this age); physical aggression usually lessens as language (sign or verbal) improves 
• Enjoys helping with household tasks; imitates everyday activities 
• Displays assertiveness: “Let me do it,” giving commands and expecting compliance 
• Watches and imitates play of other children; plays nearby or alone (not cooperative); may label 

roles (‘you be the mommy’) 
• Offers toys to other children but prefers to possess them; may hoard them 
• Plays with realistic toys (bottle, bed, cup) appropriately 
• May find it difficult to make choices; wants it both ways 
• Prefers routines to stay the same and wants things “just so” 
• Follows two-step directions (‘come to daddy and bring the book’) 
• Uses “no” and many two to three-word phrases with meaning 
• Remembers and refers to family experiences in recent past (grandma visited) 

Three year old (36-48 months) 

• Friendly, eager to please, wants to be included, “me too” 
• Develops friendships with peers and uses socially appropriate behavior 
• May have nightmares and fears of specific things (dog, fire, monsters, etc.) 
• Observes and plays near children (parallel play)  
• Begins to join in simple games and group activities; joins others in play for short time; starts to 

share objects, talking back and forth 
• Uses objects symbolically (block of wood= truck); engages in make-believe play and dress up 

play alone and with other children 
• May defend own toys and show aggression 
• Shows affection toward children who are younger or get hurt 
• Talks to self 
• Enjoys listening to a story read for about 10 minutes at a time  
• May continue to have a special blanket or toy for comfort 
• Talks in sentences about objects, events and people present and not present; asks questions 

especially “Why” and may ask them again and again 
• Answers “what” and “where” questions dealing with familiar objects and events (‘what are you 

doing?’)  
• Can remember and recite songs and rhymes 
• Growing independence in a range of activities, routines, and tasks 
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Four year old (48-60 months) 
 

• Respects the rights and feelings of others; changes tone and sentence structure to adapt to 
listener’s level of understanding 

• Expresses a range of emotions and may change moods rapidly 
• Cooperates with others; participates in group activities; enjoys role playing and pretend play 

with others 
• Often has an imaginary friend and holds conversations with him or her  
• Recognizes similarities and differences among people (gender, race, special needs, language, 

family, culture, etc.) 
• Establishes close relationships with playmates; beginning to have a “best friend”; may tattle on 

other children, or use name calling to exclude children 
• Mostly relies on verbal rather than physical aggression (yell or threaten rather than hit) 
• Shows pride in accomplishments and confidence; seeks approval 
• Enjoys independence; expresses own needs 
• Supports solutions to social problems, and accepts guidance and direction from familiar adults 
• Understands sequence of daily events, and can describe and refer to routines; recognizes and 

expresses cultural traditions and values 
• Uses elaborate sentence structure; enjoys new vocabulary words and word play; holds 

conversations 

Five year old (Kindergarten) 

• Enjoys friendships; often has one or two special playmates and invites others to join a group 
• Recognizes own personal space and others 
• Participates in group cooperative games with 2-3 other children, takes turns, shares toys and 

activities to complete a task; suggests imaginative play ideas, and enjoys creating rule - 
governed games 

• Affectionate and helpful especially to younger or injured children 
• Follows multi-step directions, and carries out assignments and requests most of the time;  
• Mostly independent in self-care 
• Continues to need adult comfort and assurance, but may be less open to seeking and accepting 

it; may still have phobias and fears 
• Likes to tell jokes, entertain, and make people laugh 
• Boasts about accomplishments 
• Builds trust with adults, sharing mutual interests and conversations; adults are a resource 
• Has self-control of strong emotions most of the time; recognizes how own actions affect others 
• Identifies self within the context of family, school, and community (big brother, neighbor, friend) 
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Six year olds (First grade) 

• Interacts cooperatively in groups of 4-5; increasing ability to constructively resolve conflicts with 
peers verbally 

• Respects the feelings, rights and belongings of others 
• Recognizes that others may experience situations differently 
• Able to positively join a group of peers and adults; and cooperate in large group activities 
• May experience sudden mood swings: ‘best friends’ one minute and ‘worst of enemies’ the next 
• Delights in telling jokes and riddles; enjoys making up stories  
• Anxious to please adults and may seek attention from adults 
• Enjoys conversations with adults using reasoning and asking many questions 
• Recognizes “good” and “bad” values of the adults in child’s life, but believes if not “caught” then 

it’s ok 
• Sensitive to rejection and easily disappointed in own perceived failure; may cry, sulk or refuse to 

play if losing or being corrected  
• Understands simple time concepts, and recognizes written words and numbers (may be 

reading); references past, present and future 
• May still have phobias and fears (thunderstorms, etc.) and keep an attachment object nearby, if 

out of sight 

 


