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REST PLAY GROW: Making Sense if 
Preschoolers (Or Anyone Who Acts Like One)
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Who are Preschoolers?
They are immature and their immaturity is not a mistake 

but the perfect beginning from which we all start. 

Just like the pointy yellow tomato flower has the capacity to grow into a round, red fruit
so do preschoolers have within themselves all that is needed to grow into mature, caring adults.

It takes time, patience and guidance from the adults who care for them.

Deborah MacNamara, PhD

They have BIG emotions!

1 thought – 1 feeling – at a time

very little filter (brain immaturity)

For them fair is they get it ALL!

don’t yet have the concept of sharing

“NO! I do it myself, but don’t make me!”

don’t have  the capacity for independence

How they’re designed developmentally
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They need to PLAY
- to practice life in a space free of 

consequences

They need to REST
- from having to make things work

They need to have their TEARS
- the outward manifestation of the 
adaptive process at work

Preschoolers’ fundamental NEEDS
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WHY IS PLAY IMPORTANT?

It helps 
create 
strong 

Attachments

It promotes 
Emotional 
Well-being

Play is like a release valve –
it allows the emotions to move through.

• playing with monsters
• being the monster
• scary stories (one step 

removed)
• pretending to be scared
• playing “disaster”
• playing hospital/being sick

PLAYING OUT EMOTIONS ALARM  at PLAY
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• making things perfect - puzzles

• constructing and crafts

• building – robots, Lego, blocks

PLAYING OUT the impulses to 
MAKE THINGS WORK

When children can’t make their world work, let’s 
give them a chance to make other things “work”.

PLAYING OUT EMOTIONS Taking FRUSTRATION into play

PLAYING OUT the impulses 
to ATTACK or DESTROY 

• destroying & demolishing
• hitting & throwing
• kicking & screaming
• war games 
• attacking games
• play fighting

• reduces levels of frustration
• decreases aggression and violence in real life

PLAYING OUT EMOTIONS Taking FRUSTRATION into play
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SLEEP

Proper slumber is essential 

to child growth, 

performance, development, 

attention, and overall 

healthy emotional state.

Personal 
hygiene

Screen-free 
time

Quiet time 
with parent 
(read, talk, 

cuddle)

Quiet time 
alone

Rituals to 
bridge the 
separation 

of the night
Establishing and 

maintaining a 
bedtime routine is 

essential to getting 
a good night’s rest. 
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They cannot tolerate SEPARATION
- put the focus on your next point of connection

They struggle with being COERCED
- collect their attention, be playful with requests

They have difficulty with expectations of 
MATURE BEHAVIOR
- sharing, waiting their turn, being patient, 
managing conflict, etc.

What pushes preschoolers’ BUTTONS
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How CAN the adults in children’s 
lives best support them?

Grooving and jamming together!
(Emotional Expression through movement)
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Encouragement of Family Time 
Playing Games Together

Encouragement of Family Time 
Building Forts Together
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Encouragement of Family Time 
Baking & Cooking Together

Encouragement of Family Time 
Playing Dress-up, Creating Puppet Shows
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STAY IN CHARGE EVEN IF 
YOU CAN’T BE IN CONTROL

“I have decided that you may…,” “Let’s all ….”

Just as you cannot train a caterpillar to become a butterfly, 
you cannot train a preschooler to become an adult. 

Gordon Neufeld, PhD

GOOD DEVELOPMENT 
requires

Patience and Faith

We can TRAIN A CHILD 
to do a lot 

of things at early ages 
but we SHOULDN’T 
MISTAKE this for 

MATURITY.
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https://macnamara.ca/  

https://www.rsbsupport.com/preparing-for-k4


