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Helping Big Feelings Feel Safe RESOURCES FOR CAREGIVERS

A GIFT FROM RESOURCES FOR CAREGIVERS

This complete publication is offered as a free introduction to the Connected Caregiver approach: practical
ideas, thoughtful reflection, and relationship-centered growth.

ABOUT THIS PUBLICATION

Resources for Caregivers publications provide general educational and informational material informed by
research, professional literature, and caregiving practice. Every child, caregiver, family, and situation is
different. The ideas are intended to support awareness, reflection, learning, and informed decision-making;
they are not a substitute for individualized medical, developmental, mental-health, educational, therapeutic,
legal, financial, or other professional advice.

Individual needs, circumstances, and responses vary. Examples, strategies, scripts, activities, and
suggested approaches describe possibilities rather than predictions. Resources for Caregivers does not
promise or guarantee any particular behavioral, developmental, emotional, educational, health, safety,
relationship, caregiving, or other outcome.

Caregivers decide whether and how to use these ideas based on the individual needs, abilities,
circumstances, and safety of the person in their care. Seek guidance from an appropriately qualified
professional when individualized evaluation, advice, or support is needed.

AT A GLANCE

Estimated reading time: 6-8 minutes

Central idea: Strong feelings are real experiences that children gradually learn to understand and move
through. Safety, co-regulation, emotional language, choice, and repair can support that learning.

In this publication, you will explore how to:
1 Notice what a child's body and behavior may be communicating without assuming one explanation.
2 Acknowledge feelings while maintaining safety and respectful limits.
3 Offer several possible regulation supports instead of requiring one tool.

4 Return to reflection and repair after enough calm and safety have returned.

When Feelings Become Bigger Than Words

Every child has moments when feelings become bigger than language. Tears, shouting, stomping, running
away, becoming very still, or saying something hurtful can leave adults wondering what to do first.

Safety comes first. Underneath the visible behavior may also be a child whose body is working hard to
manage an intense experience. Before children can reflect, repair, or solve a problem, they often need
enough safety and support to begin regaining access to those skills.
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The end of visible behavior does not necessarily mean the child has recovered. A child may become quiet,
comply, mask distress, or need more time while difficult feelings remain active inside.

Feelings Are Experiences Worth Noticing

Emotions are not moral failures or problems that must disappear immediately. They can be useful clues about
what a person is experiencing, but they do not always carry one clear or factually accurate message.

Frustration may appear when something feels difficult. Disappointment may follow a hope that did not work
out. Anger can involve unfairness, fear, pain, sensory overload, a blocked goal, or several experiences at
once. A child may also be tired, hungry, ill, overwhelmed, or unable to explain what is happening.

Young children often experience strong emotions before they have the language, body awareness, or
communication tools to describe them. Caregivers can offer possibilities without insisting on an answer:

e  “Something feels really hard right now.”
e  “Do you want space, company, or help?”
e “Could this be disappointment, worry, pain, too much noise, or something else?”

e “You do not have to explain it yet.”

Connect Before Y ou Correct

Acknowledge the experience without approving every action:

“ You seemreally angry that your tower fell. | will not let you throw the blocks at anyone. | can
stay nearby while we make this safer.”

The message is: | notice that something is happening. Feelings are allowed. Safety and dignity still matter.

Connection is not the absence of boundaries. A clear, respectful boundary can be part of helping a moment
feel safer.

Notice - Name - Navigate

This flexible rhythm offers choices rather than a required sequence.

Notice

What is happening in the body or environment? A hot face, tight hands, fast breathing, pain, noise, hunger,
movement, stillness, confusion, or a change in plans may offer useful information.

The caregiver may do the noticing quietly when questions would add pressure.

Connected Caregiver - Learn - Connect - Grow Page 3



Helping Big Feelings Feel Safe RESOURCES FOR CAREGIVERS

Name

Offer language without demanding agreement: frustrated, disappointed, nervous, embarrassed, excited,
proud, overwhelmed, uncomfortable, or something else.

Words are only one option. Children may communicate through gesture, movement, pictures, a device, play,
silence, or distance.

Navigate

Consider what may help the child move through the moment safely and respectfully:

quiet company or more space;

water, food, rest, prescribed medication, or medical attention when relevant;
movement, rocking, pacing, stretching, or another safe sensory support;
lower lights or sound;

a comfort object;

drawing, words, pictures, music, or play;

practical help, a smaller step, an accommodation, or a changed plan; or

time without an immediate lesson.

Breathing exercises and physical affection help some people and make distress worse for others. Offer them
as choices, not requirements, and ask before touching.

Create a Calm and Connection Space

A calm space should not be a place where a child is isolated or sent as punishment. It can be an available
place that protects regulation and connection. Some children want a caregiver beside them; others want quiet
while knowing someone remains available.

Depending on the child's age, abilities, preferences, and safety needs, the space might include:

a soft pillow or blanket;

a familiar comfort object;

a small selection of books;

paper and crayons;

pictures or communication supports; or

a few carefully screened sensory tools.

The space is not the intervention. The relationship, environment, and available supports matter more than the
objects in it.
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SAFETY CHECK

If a child may hurt themselves or someone else, prioritize immediate safety. Choose spaces and materials for
the child's age, abilities, supervision needs, and foreseeable choking, allergy, ingestion, strangulation,
entrapment, fall, or other risks. Take statements about self-harm, suicide, abuse, unsafe touch, threats, or
inability to stay safe seriously. Contact appropriate emergency or crisis services when there is immediate
danger, and seek qualified individualized support for serious or persistent concerns.

Repair Comes After Enough Regulation

When everyone has enough safety and access to think, return gently to what happened. Reflection does not
have to happen immediately, and the child does not have to answer every question.

Consider asking:

“Tell me what happened and how it made you feel?”
“What helped, even a little?”
“Is there anything we need to repair?”

“Would a different support help next time?”

Repair may include rebuilding, replacing, checking on another person, practicing new words, changing an
unsafe condition, making restitution, or offering a sincere apology without forcing forgiveness.

WHERE THESE IDEAS FIT

This free publication introduces emotional language, body awareness, regulation, and repair. Package 1:
Connection, Safety, and Belonging develops these ideas across a connected set of publications. Creating
Predictable Days That Support Emotional Safety offers more guidance for building a feelings vocabulary and
naming experiences such as disappointment, worry, and overwhelm without assuming that an adult's label is
correct. Growing Together Across Generations explores what relational repair can involve, while Listening to
Our Growing Bodies helps caregivers consider body signals such as pain alongside emotional experiences.
Read together, the package provides broader context and more opportunities to practice the language
introduced here.

Key Takeaway

Children do not need to fear or perform their feelings. They benefit from repeated experiences of having
strong emotions met with safety, support, respectful boundaries, and pathways back to connection.

Regulation is not perfect calm. It is a developing capacity to notice what is happening, use support and skills,
protect safety, repair when needed, and reconnect.
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Learn - Connect - Grow

LEARN

What is one idea about strong feelings that you want to remember?

CONNECT

What did this publication help you notice about the difference between accepting a feeling and accepting an
unsafe or hurtful behavior?

GROW

What is one small, safe way you may help a child notice, name, or navigate a feeling this week?

Research Foundations and Further Reading

Gleason, M. M., et al. (2026). Eramework for approaching healthy mental and emotional development in pediatrics: Clinical
report. Pediatrics, 157(5), e2026076620. This American Academy of Pediatrics report frames mental and emotional
development as iterative, strengths-based, family-centered, and shaped by development, relationships, disability, environment,
trauma, discrimination, and social conditions. It recommends validating feelings without judgment and seeking specialized help
when concerns exceed general guidance.

England-Mason, G., Andrews, K., Atkinson, L., & Gonzalez, A. (2023). Emotion socialization parenting interventions targetin
emotional competence in yound children: A systematic review and meta-analysis of randomized controlled trials. Clinical
Psychology Review, 100, 102252. The review found improvements in measured parenting practices and child emotional
competence while identifying limits in the evidence and the need for stronger trials.

Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University. Three principles to improve outcomes for children and families. This
research translation emphasizes responsive relationships while also locating development within adult capacity, resources,
services, and wider conditions. It should not be treated as a measure of caregiver perfection or a substitute for material,
medical, disability, safeguarding, or mental-health support.

Center on the Social and Emotional Foundations for Early Learning. Practical strategies and resources supporting young
children's social-emotional competence. These materials offer optional ways to support emotional vocabulary, predictable
environments, co-regulation, and social problem-solving. They are educational resources rather than individualized clinical
guidance.

Together, these sources support a careful conclusion: children can develop emotional language and regulation skills through
repeated, responsive experiences, but no single strategy works for every child or situation. Development, disability, health,
trauma, culture, communication, relationships, resources, and environmental conditions all matter.

A FINAL REMINDER

Choose and adapt any idea, reflection prompt, activity, or suggested response based on the individual
needs, abilities, circumstances, and safety of the person in your care. Seek guidance from an appropriately
qualified professional when a situation calls for individualized support.
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