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Context, Definition & Relevance



Context Child Development

Typical toddler & child development

Continuous learning process of gaining:

• Sensory

• Motor

• Cognitive

• Language

• Social &

• Emotional abilities

4Walker et al. 2007
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Context Child Development

• Social–emotional skills develop early in life

• Foundational to the development of cognition, language, and adaptive life skills

• A young child’s development of social competence allows him or her to participate in a 

range of social environments at home and in the community

• These social environments continue to grow exponentially throughout childhood into 

adolescence

Case-Smith 2013



Definition Social-Emotional Development

Healthy social and emotional development refers to a child’s capacity to

• experiencing, managing, and expressing a full range of positive and negative emotions;

• developing close, satisfying relationships with others;

• and actively explore environments and learn

ZERO TO THREE, 2009,; Squires et al 2015 ASQ:SE-2 User’s Guide



Areas of Social-Emotional Functioning include Sociability & Autonomy

E.g. as described in ASQ:SE-2

Self-regulation - ability to calm down or adjust to environment or stimulation

Compliance - ability to conform to the direction of others and follow rules

Adaptive functioning - ability to cope with physilogical needs like sleeping, eating

Affect - ability to demonstrate his/her own feelings and empathy for others

Social-communication - ability to interact with others by responding to or initiating verbal or nonverbal

signals to indicate interest or needs, feelings, and affective or internal states

Interaction  sociability - ability to respond to or initiate social responses to parents, other adults, peers

Autonomy - ability to self-initiate or respond without guidance, i.e. independence

Squires et al 2015 ASQ:SE-2 User’s Guide



Relevance of Social Skills for Toddlers

In preschool age

• children are faced with various social challenges, characterized by the transition from a familiar 

environment with primary caretakers to a peer-dominated environment and new caretakers

Therefore, children must develop new self-regulation and social competence skills in this age

Thus, preschool age is a sensitive period for the development of social competence

Huber 2019



Relevance of Social Skills for Toddlers

• In a US survey of more than 3,000 teachers

o 30% of kindergarten teachers reported > half of the 

children in their classes lacked academic skills & had 

difficulty following directions and working in a group

o 20% reported > half of the class had problems with 

social skills

Whitted 2011, https://www.cdl.org/articles/social-skills-and-school/
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Social Skill examples:Social skills are needed in learning environments.

But many toddlers and young children are ill-equipped 

with social skills when entering kindergarten & school:



Relevance of Social Skills for Toddlers

Social skills are important for life & learning

• School readiness & later academic skills

• Emotional well-being,

• The ability to adapt in school

• Conflict management skills

• Life satisfaction

• Responsible & ethical decision-making

• Mental health

• Work place functioning 

Landy 2004; Denham 2010, Shonkoff 2004,Huber 2019; Alducin 2014
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Development



Behavioral Development – Toddler Social Milestones

• Acquiring social competence is

o a major developmental task, and

o a central component of healthy functioning of toddlers

• The development progresses along a developmental trajectory;

o in interaction with physical and cognitive development, and

o marked by a continuum of milestones (= physical skills or behaviors)

Walker 2007; Scharf 2016; Huber 2019; Malik 2019; https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/pdf/checklists/Checklists-with-Tips_Reader_508.pdf

https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/pdf/checklists/Checklists-with-Tips_Reader_508.pdf


Behavioral Development – Toddler Social Milestones

12 Takes part in interactive play like peek-a-boo,

shows objects to parent to share interest, points to get 

desired object

15 Empathy and self- conscious emotions emerge, imitates 

environment, explores environment more independently, 

hugs adult in reciprocation, recognizes without a 

demonstration that a toy requires activation; hands it to 

adult if can’t operate

18 Hands things to others as play, simple pretend plays, 

may cling to caregivers in new situations, begins to show 

shame (when does wrong) and possessiveness

24 Plays next to or in parallel with other children,

Imitates others, begins to mask emotions for social 

etiquette

36 Takes turns in games, showes concern for crying friend, 

dresses and undresses self, starts to share with/without 

prompt,  fears imaginary things, imaginative play, uses 

words to describe what someone else is thinking (”Mom 

thought I was asleep”)

4 Plays with other children/ group play,

Plays «mom» and «dad», cooperates with other children, 

deception: interested in “tricking” others and concerned 

about being tricked by others, has a preferred friend, labels 

happiness, sadness, fear, and anger in self

5 Wants to please friends, wants to be liked by friends, 

shows more independence, responds verbally to good 

fortune of others

5-6 Can follow simple rules and directions, learns adult social 

skills like giving praise and apologizing for unintentional 

mistakes, spends more time in peer groups and relates to 

a group of friends, imaginative play gets more complex 

(likes to play dress and act out his fantasies)

6-7 Fully understands rules/regulations, shows a deeper 

understanding of relationships and responsibilities and 

can take charge of simple chores, moral development 

furthers, explores new ideas and activities, children 

identify more with other children of similar gender, has 

best friend of same sex, plays board games, distinguishes 

fantasy from reality, enjoys school

1 year

3 years

5 years

Walker 2007; Scharf 2016; Huber 2019; Malik 2019; https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/pdf/checklists/Checklists-with-Tips_Reader_508.pdf

https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/pdf/checklists/Checklists-with-Tips_Reader_508.pdf


Social Behaviors are Complex and Are Regulated by a Network of 
Specialized Brain Areas

Social skills & behaviors mature alongside brain connections that process social 

information

• The increase in children’s cooperation and social connections is orchestrated by an 

increase in cooperation and connections in the brain (functional connectivity & 

myelination in social brain)

• In turn, brain connectivity deficits in the social brain have been linked to abnormal social 

cognition (e.g. as seen in Autism Spectrum Disorders)

 The Social Brain thus refers to brain areas involved in social information processing

Soto-Icaza 2015, Crafa 2015 



Underlying Brain Maturation



Key Areas of the “Social Brain”

• the superior temporal sulcus (STS)  recognition of others

• anterior cingulate cortex (ACC)  emotion & response selectivity

• medial prefrontal cortex (mPFC)  knowledge of self & others

• inferior frontal gyrus (IFG)  self-other mapping

• the anterior insula  specialized emotion area

• the amygdala  specialized emotion area

Crafa 2015 16



Key Messages



Key messages

• Social skill development is fundamental to success in school, life and health & well-being

• Social skills include sociability (connecting with others) and autonomy (independence)

• Emerge during infancy and mature through childhood and adolescence when social 

interactions and social learning environments grow exponentially

• Social skills & behaviors mature alongside brain connections that process social 

information

• During toddlerhood a significant increase in myelination found overall in the brain but 

especially in those social behavior brain areas

• Myelination supports fast & efficient social information processing, underpinning complex 

social behaviors
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