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We all wish for a positive future for our tamariki, and we 
all gain when this wish is realised. One of the skills tamariki 
need in order to develop in healthy ways and to have a 
bright future, is to learn to handle their feelings.

Pēpi are not born with these skills, but being with adults 
who understand, and having lots of practice, will help to 
develop them. Adults are key in helping healthy learning 
here.

Why it matters
We are highly interconnected – different parts of our body 
influence, and are influenced by, each other (e.g. our brain 
and our gut); likewise, we affect, and are affected by, 
those around us, and our environment.

When we are thinking about how tamariki grow and 
develop, everything is woven together. Their physical, 
cognitive (thinking) and social (how they get on with 
others) development influence each other.

An important skill for pēpi and tamariki to learn is to 
recognize, and to know how to handle, all the emotions 
that are part of being human.
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whakamana i te tamaiti
early years last forever

Poipoia te kākano kia puawai 
Nurture the seed and it will blossom.



This emotional development is important in its own right, but 
it can also affect other areas, such as social development. 
For example, a tamaiti who can handle the disappointment 
of losing a game will probably find it easier to make friends.

Sometimes these behaviours are not okay. Tamariki need 
to know that it is okay to feel angry when their little brother 
destroys their Lego creation, but they also need to know it’s 
not okay to hit him with that newly remodeled design.

Tamariki learn a lot by watching the way adults handle their 
own feelings. This is true whether their adults are behaving 
in healthy ways or in un-healthy ways.

Accept the full range of children’s feelings 
We’re often good at celebrating and capturing the 
‘positive feelings’ our tamariki experience. It’s just as 
important that the not-so-positive feelings get some 
attention too.

If an adult responds in a way that shows they are 
uncomfortable, a tamaiti might not want to upset or annoy 
them and so might stop showing their feelings if they sense 
they are not welcome, or insta worthy. This doesn’t mean 
the feelings have gone away; it might just mean that the 
tamaiti now has to process & deal with some potentially 
big or scary feelings on their own. And, they may feel it’s 
somehow wrong for them to have these feelings.

Tamariki really need help to deal with the good, the bad & 
the sometimes ugly side of feelings as they grow. Adults can 
help with this by accepting a child’s full range of feelings, 
using words to describe them and modelling suitable 
behaviours. For example, “I know that you’re feeling really 
disappointed because you missed out on going on school 
camp” or “I guess what you saw on TV was kind of scary 
wasn’t it?”

Tamariki have a range of feelings
Tamariki can experience the same kinds of feelings that 
adults do. For example, they may feel sad, worried, happy, 
angry, frustrated, embarrassed/whakamā, or excited, and 
sometimes several of these at the same time. A tamaiti 
might feel both excited and nervous before a kapa haka 
performance, for example.

Having a range of feelings is normal, at any age. Research 
tells us it is healthy for tamariki to be able to express their 
feelings in a healthy way, and not just the ones that are 
easier for us to be around, such as happiness.

Learning to name their feelings
Tamariki might not always know why they feel the way they 
do, nor be able to explain how they’re feeling. They may 
need some help with this part of their learning. Whānau 
and other adults, such as teachers, have a role in helping 
tamariki learn to recognise, name and express their feelings.

Adults can help by naming the feelings tamariki seem to 
be experiencing - “I can see you’re feeling sad about what 
happened at school today”. We can also help by naming 
our own feelings -”I’m disappointed that our holiday was 
cancelled.”

Tamariki show their feelings in many ways
Words are just one way for tamariki to share how they feel, 
but even when they are old enough to speak, words won’t 
always be how they show us what they are feeling. Tamariki 
might show their mood through expressions on their faces, 
body language, their play or other behaviours.
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Help tamariki recognise the feelings of others
As well as learning about their own feelings, tamariki need 
help to understand that others have feelings too. When 
we comment, “Nana was so excited to see you after 
lockdown!” or, “Maia was embarrassed when she tripped 
over,” we are providing more opportunities to learn about 
different emotions, as well as growing understanding and 
empathy for how others are feeling.

Short-term responses do not always help in the long term
Ignoring, minimising or even dismissing children’s feelings 
by telling them to ‘stop crying’, or ‘get over it’ may seem to 
work in the short term. But, it can make it harder for tamariki 
to understand and experience emotions in a way that’s 
healthy - for them and those around them.

Having a range of 
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The concept of “attachment” has found its 

way into much writing and talking about 

parenting, but what does it mean, and more 

importantly, how can parents help their 

child to develop a secure attachment?

There are several distinct needs that a child has while 

exploring. Sometimes they need help, ideally just enough 

to do the task themselves, without the parent taking over. 

Children need their parents to enjoy their adventures and 

achievements with them, but they also need to know that 

their parents delight in them, just for being who they are 

(as distinct from what they do) and experiencing lots of 

genuine delight is likely to lead to a secure attachment. 

 
Secondly, children need a safe haven (bottom half of the 

circle) to return to. Children come to their parents and 

move away over and over again. As children get older 

they are likely to venture further from their secure base, 

and stay away longer, but still need to know that they are 

welcome to come back.  

Children who are 

securely attached are more 

likely to be resilient under 

stress, have better 

relationships, and enter 

school ready to learn. 

Attachment is the lasting emotional bond that a child 

forms with a specific person that provides safety, comfort, 

soothing, and pleasure. Almost all children will develop an 

attachment but the nature of attachment varies, depending 

largely upon the care-giving style of their parents. Children 

who are securely attached are more likely to be resilient 

under stress, have better relationships, and enter school 

ready to learn.

Drawing on attachment research a group of American 

psychotherapists have developed a user-friendly graphic 

illustrating the different needs children have of their 

parents, named the Circle of Security (COS) (Cooper, 

Hoffman, Marvin & Powell, 1998). The hands represent the 

parent, and the circle represents the child moving away to 

explore and coming back when necessary.

To develop a secure attachment, children require their 

parents to fulfil two key roles. First, (on the top half of 

the circle) the parent’s role is to be a secure base from 

which the child can move away and explore their world. 

For a baby this may be subtle, looking away from mum 

as something catches their interest, for a toddler with 

new-found mobility, it may be more obvious! This is an 

important role as it is through exploration that a child’s 

learning occurs. Children are more likely to explore when 

they feel safe and look to their parents for cues that it is OK. 
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The situations that bring out strong feelings in our tamariki 
may not always seem important compared with our adult 
concerns. A birthday party cancelled in lockdown might 
not seem a big deal to us, particularly compared to our 
concerns about money or the health of older whānau, but 
it’s natural for tamariki to sometimes have strong feelings 
about things that matter to them.

It is worth remembering our impact as role models for our 
tamariki. If we can (usually!) respond with kindness and 
patience when feelings are running high, our tamariki will 
be more able to do the same with their sibling or cousin 
when needed.

Conclusions
Like other things our tamariki learn, learning to handle their 
feelings takes time and lots of practice. They also need the 
support of adults  to learn to understand and express their 
feelings in healthy ways. Both tamariki and their big people 
will make mistakes along the way. This too is part of being 
human.

Glossary of Māori terms:
Pēpi  baby/babies
Tamaiti  child
Tamariki  children
Whānau  extended family
Whakamā shy, embarrassed
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When children grow up to be flourishing adults it is no 

accident. When they are able to take on responsibility, 

contribute to their whānau and community and when 

they are a good friend, partner or parent, it is almost 

always due to early support.Parents, whānau and other adults who have understood 

and guided them in their early years, childhood and 

adolescence, have been an important part of reaching 

that positive adult state.In the early years, physical development is obvious and 

significant. As our tamariki grow they roll, sit, crawl and 

walk. That’s an awful lot of growth and learning, and it is 

amazing to observe. These skills will continue to be built 

on throughout childhood and beyond. 
But that’s not all that’s developing rapidly over this 

time. From the very beginning, babies are gathering 

information and learning about themselves, and about 

other people. Their emerging social and emotional skills 

will form the foundations for their later development 

and will impact many areas of their life. This will also 

profoundly affect the lives of those around them.
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social and emotional development

Early social, emotional and behavioural understanding 

is important in many ways as children develop, such as 

being ready to learn at school1 and forming relationships 

with friends and whānau. These early skills are also  

linked to success in adolescence and  

throughout life.2

Executive Function Skills
Some of the most important skills needed throughout life 

include (1) controlling impulses, (2) staying focused and 

(3) making plans. Collectively these skills are sometimes 

called “executive function skills” and they are the basis 

for both cognitive and social learning.3 Babies are not 

born with these skills, but they are born with the potential 

to develop them. Providing children with the necessary 

support to develop this potential is an important part of 

parenting. How well they develop depends a lot on their 

experiences, beginning from birth.4These skills don’t just ‘happen’, although it can feel as 

though they do when parents know what to do without 

thinking about it. There are lots of things parents and 

whānau do on a daily basis that make a  
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If you found this article helpful, here are some others that may be of interest: 

Circle of Security 
https://brainwave.org.nz/article/circle-of-security/ 

Supporting children’s social and emotional development 
https://brainwave.org.nz/article/supporting-childrens-social-and-emotional-development/ 


