
PI-AY AND EMOTIONAL EXPRESSION

What Is This Developmental Skill?
Play is one of the main ways children express and understand emotions. Before childten can explain
complex experiences, they may communicate through characters, stories, movement, and tepeated
plav themes. Plav provides distance ftom difficult feelings rvhile allowing children to explore them
safely.

Ffow Does This Normally Develop?
Emotional expression through play begins in eady intetactions with caregivets and becomes more
symbolic as language and imagination develop. Children may comfott dolls, rescue figures, act out
family roud:res, or create stodes about fea4 ange4 sadness, and connecdon.

How Can Neglect Interfete with Its Development?
Children rvho receive litde emotional respoflse may leatn that feelings are unsafe, unimportant, or
unhliely to bring comfort. Some suppress emotion, while others become or.crwhelmed. Ther plav
mav be emodonally flat, chaotic, aggressive, or repeatedly focused on abandonment, dangel, or
control.

What Might This Look Like?
A child may repeat frrghtening themes, desuov toys, become distressed during pretend play, ar.oid

emotional storles, ot resist adults ioining. Some children communicate anger or fear throtigh plav
."vhr1e deoying those feelings'r.erbally.

Parenting Implications
Follow the child's lead, reflect feelings simply, and avoid anahzing er.etT action. Remain calm when
difficult themes appe^r. -r\llou. repetition rvhile maintaining safety. Seek professional help when plav
is persistently or.erwhelming, rigid, or disruptir-e to dailv functioning.

From Understanding to Attunement
Rather than asking what a particular toy o-r stoly "means," notice the feelings the child may be

communicatiog.A calm, accepting caregiver helps the child experience emodons without facing
them alone.
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