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ealthy social-emotional development in young children
correlates with healthy cognitive development and
therefore creates a strong foundation for future school
achievement. With the current focus on child outcomes and
accountability in K-12 education, all aspects of school readiness,
including social-emotional health and development should be
examined during early care and education policy discussions.
“The foundations of social competence that are developed in the
first five years are linked to emotional well-being and affect a
child’s later ability to functionally adapt in school and to form
successful relationships throughout life.”
-National Scientific Council on the Developing Child

What is Social-Emotional Development?
Social-emotional development is a combination of social
development and emotional development. The two tend to be
joined together due to emotional development occurring within
social constructs.
Social-emotional development refers to a child’s capacity for
self-confidence, trust, and empathy as well as the capacity to
develop competencies in language usage and cognitive curiosity.1
Strong social-emotional development is a predictor of later
academic, social, and emotional success.
According to the National Conference of State Legislators (NCSL),
social-emotional development is influenced by three main
factors including biology, relationships, and environment.
Biology involves the temperament of a young child and other
genetic influences. Relationships formed with primary caregivers,
family members, and others are the vehicle that drives
social-emotional development.2,3 Environmental toxins, abuse,
poverty, and community violence are all environmental factors that
effect social-emotional development. Simply put, a child’s
social-emotional health is affected by a range of different factors.

The Whole Child
Cognitive growth does not happen on its own. It comes through
curiosity and interaction. The ability to interact with others
including teachers and peers is a direct result of early relationships.

Positive social-emotional growth builds the communication skills
necessary for learning throughout a child’s life. Some social-emotional skills that support school readiness are:4
• Confidence – A child will be able to participate in child-directed
play
• Curiosity – A child will take interest in the world outside of
themselves
• Intentionality – A child will be able to take the initiative in
activities
• Self-Control – A child will be able to sit calmly and listen to a
story
• Relatedness – A child will show concern for a hurt or upset
friend
• Capacity to Communicate – A child will be able to work
through conflict with peers
• Cooperativeness – A child will be able to fully participate in a
group activity
Young children who are socially and emotionally healthy have a
greater chance of achieving success in school and in life.
Research shows that of those children who are not ready to
succeed in school, many have emotional difficulties that prevent
them from achieving school success.5

How Do We Measure Social-Emotional
Development?
Research makes clear the importance of healthy social-emotional
development as an indicator of school readiness, high
quality early care and education, and as an essential ingredient for
children’s competence in other academic and cognitive
domains.6,7 Parents, educators, researchers, and policy
makers want the most accurate information available when
making decisions regarding our youngest Minnesotans. A
challenge to measuring social-emotional development is that
competence in this area may vary by situation, day, or time depending on the individual child. Social-emotional development is

a qualitative indicator. This means that a child must be observed in
a normal setting, over time in order to gather pertinent and
accurate information. In any measurement system reliability,
validity, efficiency and subjectivity must be balanced against each
other to find an equilibrium that satisfies the informational needs of
parents, educators, researchers, and policy makers.
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One example of a screening tool recognized by national
organizations as well as the Minnesota Departments of Health,
Education, and Human Services as being both highly valid and
reliable is the Ages and Stages Questionnaire: Social-emotional®
(ASQ: SE).8,9 The ASQ: SE® is administered by a parent – who has
the closest relationship with the child and has therefore been able
to make observations in normal settings, over time. After a parent
administers the screen, a professional scores it and then reviews
the results with the parent. The parent and professional then decide
together if further referral and assessment is necessary.10

Bridging the Gap

Policy makers must promote early care and education policies and
programs that include social-emotional health as a domain or
indicator of school readiness and high quality early care and
education. These policies and programs will help build Minnesota’s
capacity for helping young children achieve success in school and
in life.
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