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INTRODUCTION 

Why Emotional Intelligence Matters More Than Ever 

 
You've probably had one of those moments. 
 
Your seven-year-old melts down in the cereal aisle because you picked 
the wrong box. Your teenager slams their door after school and won't 
tell you what's wrong. Your preschooler hits their best friend over a toy, 
and you watch the other parent's face tighten with judgment. 
 
In these moments, you might wonder: Am I raising my child right? Why can't 
they just handle their emotions better? 
 
Here's what I want you to know: Your child isn't broken.  
 
They're not "too sensitive" or "out of control." They're simply navigating 
the most complex challenge any human faces—understanding and 
managing their inner emotional world while learning to connect with 
others. 
 
And here's the beautiful truth: emotional intelligence isn't something 
children are born with or without. It's a set of skills that can be learned, 
practiced, and strengthened throughout childhood. Skills that you, as a 
parent, are uniquely positioned to teach. 
 
The New Currency of Success 
 
When I started working with families two decades ago, most parents 
focused on traditional markers of success: good grades, college 
acceptance, a solid career. These things still matter, of course. But 
research has revealed something surprising: emotional intelligence is 
actually a better predictor of life success than IQ. 
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Children with high emotional intelligence do better academically—not 
because they're smarter, but because they can manage test anxiety, persist 
through challenges, and ask for help when needed. They build stronger 
friendships.  
 
They're more resilient when facing setbacks. They grow into adults who 
navigate workplace conflicts, maintain healthy relationships, and find 
genuine life satisfaction. 
 
In our increasingly complex world—where automation is replacing 
routine jobs, where social media amplifies every emotion, where anxiety 
and depression among young people are at record highs—emotional 
intelligence isn't just nice to have. It's essential. 
 
What This Book Will Do 
 
This isn't a book about raising "perfect" children who never have 
tantrums or feel sad. It's about raising children who: 
 

• Recognize what they're feeling and why 
• Express emotions in healthy, appropriate ways 
• Recover from disappointment and frustration 
• Understand and care about others' feelings 
• Build genuine, lasting relationships 

 
You'll learn practical, science-backed strategies you can use tomorrow 
morning at breakfast. You'll discover why some approaches work and 
others backfire. You'll see real conversations between parents and 
children, with specific language you can adapt for your own family. 
 
Most importantly, you'll learn that the goal isn't to eliminate difficult 
emotions—it's to help your child develop the skills to navigate them 
successfully. 
 
How to Use This Book 
 
This book is organized into four parts: 
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Part One gives you the foundation—what emotional intelligence 
actually is and why it develops the way it does. 
 
Part Two breaks down the five core competencies of emotional 
intelligence, with specific techniques for building each one. 
 
Part Three provides day-to-day parenting strategies you can implement 
immediately, organized by age and situation. 
 
Part Four helps you create a home environment where emotional 
intelligence naturally flourishes. 
 
You don't need to read this book cover to cover. If your child is 
struggling with anger right now, jump to Chapter 13. If you want to 
improve how you communicate, start with Chapter 12. Come back to 
the earlier chapters when you're ready for the deeper understanding. 
 
Your Journey Starts Here 
 
I know you're busy. You're juggling work, household responsibilities, 
maybe multiple children at different developmental stages. You're doing 
your best with limited time and energy. 
 
That's exactly why this book focuses on small, sustainable changes rather 
than complete parenting overhauls. You don't need to be perfect. You 
just need to be intentional about a few key moments each day. 
 
Your child is watching you, learning from you, and—here's the part that 
might surprise you—they want your guidance. Even when they push 
back, even when they roll their eyes, they're looking to you to help them 
make sense of their emotional experiences. 
 
You've already taken the first step by picking up this book. That tells me 
you're the kind of parent who cares deeply about raising not just 
successful children, but emotionally healthy human beings. 
 
Let's begin. 
 
 
 



 

7 
 

 
 

PART ONE 
 

Understanding Emotional Intelligence 

 
CHAPTER 1 

What Is Emotional Intelligence? 

 
Sarah sits across from me in my office, her eyes tired. "I don't 
understand," she says. "My son Jake is brilliant. He's reading three grades 
above level, he's in the gifted program, he teaches himself coding. But 
yesterday, another kid accidentally bumped into him at recess, and Jake 
shoved him so hard the boy fell down. Now Jake might be suspended." 
 
She shakes her head. "How can he be so smart about everything except... 
people?" 
 
Sarah has just discovered what researchers have known for decades: 
intelligence and emotional intelligence are two completely different 
things. 
 
Beyond IQ: The Skills That Really Matter 
 
For most of the 20th century, we measured intelligence with a single 
number: IQ. If your IQ was high, you were considered intelligent. If it 
was average, well, you were average. This number supposedly predicted 
everything from your school performance to your career success. 
 
But something didn't add up. 
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Researchers kept finding people with average IQs who were wildly 
successful, while some with genius-level IQs struggled to hold jobs or 
maintain relationships. Clearly, something else was at play. 
 
In 1995, psychologist Daniel Goleman published Emotional Intelligence, 
bringing years of research into the mainstream. He argued that our ability 
to understand and manage emotions—both our own and others'—was 
just as important as traditional intelligence, perhaps more so. 
 
The evidence was compelling. Studies showed that emotional 
intelligence predicted: 
 

• Job performance better than IQ alone 
• Quality of relationships and marriages 
• Mental and physical health outcomes 
• Life satisfaction and happiness 
• Leadership effectiveness 

 
Unlike IQ, which remains relatively stable throughout life, emotional 
intelligence can be developed and strengthened. And the best time to 
start? Childhood. 
 
The Five Pillars of Emotional Intelligence 
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Think of emotional intelligence as a house. It needs five pillars to stand 
strong: 
 

1. Self-Awareness: Knowing What You Feel 
 

This is the foundation. Children with self-awareness can identify their 
emotions as they're happening. Instead of just feeling "bad," they 
recognize "I'm frustrated because this math problem is hard" or "I feel 
left out when my friends play without me." 
 
Ten-year-old Marcus used to say he was "fine" about everything, even 
when his body language screamed otherwise. After working on 
emotional vocabulary, he told his mom one morning: "I'm feeling 
nervous about the presentation today. My stomach feels tight." 
 
That's self-awareness. And it's the first step toward managing emotions 
effectively. 
 

2. Self-Regulation: Managing What You Feel 
 

Knowing you're angry is one thing. Choosing how to express that anger 
is another. 
 
Self-regulation doesn't mean suppressing emotions or "being good." It 
means having strategies to handle intense feelings without being 
controlled by them. It's the difference between a child who throws their 
controller when they lose a video game and one who says "I'm really mad 
right now, I need a break." 
 
Children with strong self-regulation can: 
 

• Pause before reacting 
• Use calming strategies when upset 
• Adapt when plans change 
• Bounce back from disappointment 

 
3. Motivation: Finding Your Internal Drive 
 



 

10 
 

Emotionally intelligent children develop internal motivation—they do 
things because they genuinely care, not just for rewards or to avoid 
punishment. 
 
Seven-year-old Lily practices piano not because her parents nag her, but 
because she loves the feeling of mastering a new song. When she 
struggles with a difficult piece, she doesn't give up—she breaks it into 
smaller sections and keeps trying. 
 
This intrinsic motivation is closely tied to emotional intelligence because 
it requires: 
 

• Setting personal goals 
• Delaying gratification 
• Persisting through frustration 
• Finding meaning in effort 

 
4. Empathy: Understanding Others' Feelings 
 
Empathy is the ability to sense what someone else is feeling and why. It's 
what allows your child to notice when their friend is sad, to understand 
why their sibling is upset about a broken toy, or to recognize when 
they've hurt someone's feelings. 
 
Remember Jake, the brilliant boy who shoved another child? He lacked 
empathy in that moment. He couldn't see the situation from the other 
boy's perspective—that the bump was accidental, that the other child 
would feel scared when pushed. 
 
Children with empathy: 
 

• Notice emotional cues in others 
• Consider different perspectives 
• Respond with compassion 
• Adjust their behavior based on others' feelings 

 
5. Social Skills: Connecting Successfully 
This is where everything comes together. Social skills allow children to 
build friendships, resolve conflicts, work in teams, and navigate complex 
social situations. 
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A child with strong social skills can: 
 

• Start and maintain conversations 
• Join a group of playing children 
• Stand up for themselves respectfully 
• Apologize and make amends 
• Celebrate others' successes without jealousy 

 
How These Pillars Work Together 
 
Here's what emotional intelligence looks like in action: 
 
Mia, age 9, doesn't get invited to her classmate's birthday party. She notices her 
disappointment and hurt feelings (self-awareness). Instead of lashing out or posting 
something mean online, she tells her mom how she feels and takes some time to be sad 
(self-regulation). The next day, she decides to invite a different friend for a playdate 
rather than dwelling on the rejection (motivation). 
 
 When she sees the birthday girl at school, she can understand that maybe the party 
was small or parents limited the guest list—it probably wasn't personal (empathy). 
She says hi normally rather than being cold or mean, keeping the door open for future 
friendship (social skills). 
 
Without all five pillars, the house becomes unstable. A child might be 
very self-aware but lack self-regulation—they know exactly why they're 
angry but can't stop themselves from exploding. Or they might have 
great social skills on the surface but lack empathy, making their 
friendships shallow and transactional. 
 
Why EQ Predicts Success Better Than IQ 
 
Let's return to the question that puzzled researchers: Why do some 
brilliant people fail while some average students thrive? 
The answer is that life's biggest challenges are emotional and social, not 
purely intellectual. 
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Getting good grades requires managing test anxiety and asking for help 
when confused. Building a career means navigating workplace 
relationships and handling criticism. Marriage succeeds when partners 
can communicate about feelings and repair after conflicts. Parenting 
demands patience, empathy, and emotional regulation every single day. 
 
A landmark study followed 600 children from preschool through their 
thirties. The researchers found that children's social and emotional skills 
at age five predicted their outcomes at age 25 better than their academic 
abilities or IQ scores.  
 
Those early skills forecasted: 
 

• Whether they graduated high school and college 
• Whether they were employed full-time 
• Whether they had been arrested 
• Their mental health status 

 
Intelligence matters. But emotional intelligence matters more. 
 
The Good News: EQ Can Be Taught 
 
Here's the part that should give every parent hope: unlike IQ, which is 
largely genetic and stable, emotional intelligence is highly teachable. 
 
Your child's emotional intelligence right now is not their destiny. A five-
year-old who has meltdowns can learn regulation skills. A ten-year-old 
who struggles to make friends can develop social awareness. A teenager 
who seems totally self-absorbed can grow in empathy. 
 
But these skills don't develop automatically. They need to be taught, 
practiced, and reinforced—just like reading or riding a bike. 
 
And the most powerful teacher? You. 
 
Emotional Intelligence Across Different Ages 
 
Before we move forward, it's important to understand that emotional 
intelligence develops in stages. A three-year-old and a thirteen-year-old 
have very different capacities. 
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Toddlers and Preschoolers (2-4 years) are just beginning to name 
emotions and understand that other people have different feelings. Their 
self-regulation is minimal—they're ruled by impulses and big feelings. 
 
Early Elementary (5-7 years) can identify a wider range of emotions 
and are developing basic calming strategies. They're beginning to 
understand cause and effect in social situations. 
 
Middle Childhood (8-11 years) can think more abstractly about 
emotions, understand complex social dynamics, and use sophisticated 
regulation strategies. They're developing moral reasoning and genuine 
empathy. 
 
Adolescents (12+ years) have the capacity for deep self-reflection and 
abstract emotional thinking, though their developing brains make 
regulation challenging. They're working on identity and authentic self-
expression. 
 
We'll explore age-appropriate strategies in detail in Chapter 10. For now, 
just know that you should adjust your expectations based on your child's 
developmental stage. 
 
What Emotional Intelligence Is Not 
 
Before we continue, let's clear up some common misconceptions: 
 
Emotional intelligence is not about being nice all the time.  
 
Emotionally intelligent people set boundaries, say no, and express anger 
when appropriate. They just do it skillfully. 
 
It's not about eliminating difficult emotions. The goal isn't to make 
your child happy 24/7. Sadness, frustration, fear—these are normal, 
valuable emotions. Emotional intelligence means experiencing them 
without being overwhelmed. 
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It's not manipulation. Some worry that teaching children to read 
emotions will make them manipulative. Actually, genuine empathy leads 
to authentic connection, while manipulation stems from lack of 
empathy. 
 
It's not just for "sensitive" children. Every child needs emotional 
intelligence, whether they're naturally emotional or more stoic. 
 

 
 
Moving Forward 
 
You now understand what emotional intelligence is and why it matters 
more than you might have realized. Your child's ability to navigate their 
inner emotional world and connect with others will shape their 
happiness and success more than any test score. 
 
In the next chapter, we'll look at the fascinating neuroscience behind 
emotions—how your child's brain processes feelings and why certain 
parenting approaches work while others backfire. 
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But before you turn the page, take a moment to think about your own 
child. Which of the five pillars seem strongest? Which need the most 
support? There's no judgment here—just information to guide your 
journey forward. 
 
TRY THIS: 
 
Over the next few days, observe your child through the lens of the five 
pillars. When do you see self-awareness? When do they struggle with 
regulation? Where does empathy show up? Don't intervene or correct—
just notice. This awareness is your starting point. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

16 
 

 
CHAPTER 2 

The Science Behind Emotions 

 
When Emma's daughter Chloe was four, she could go from giggling to 
screaming in seconds. One moment she'd be happily playing with blocks; 
the next, she'd be on the floor in a full meltdown because her tower fell 
over. 
 
"It's like she has no brake pedal," Emma told me. "She just goes from 
zero to a hundred with no warning. Is something wrong with her?" 
 
Nothing was wrong with Chloe. Her brain was simply doing exactly what 
a four-year-old brain is designed to do. To understand why—and to 
know how to help our children develop emotional intelligence—we need 
to look inside the brain itself. 
 
Don't worry. I'm not going to bog you down with complex neuroscience. 
But understanding a few key brain basics will completely transform how 
you respond to your child's emotions. 
 
The Upstairs Brain and the Downstairs Brain 
 
Imagine your child's brain as a two-story house. 
 
The downstairs brain—the lower regions including the amygdala and 
brain stem—is primitive and powerful. It's been around for millions of 
years of human evolution. This is where big emotions live: fear, anger, 
excitement, panic. The downstairs brain is fast, automatic, and focused 
on survival. It's the brain's alarm system. 
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When your child's downstairs brain detects a threat (real or perceived), 
it triggers the fight-flight-freeze response instantly. Stress hormones 
flood the body. Heart rate spikes. Rational thinking disappears. 
 
The upstairs brain—the prefrontal cortex and other higher regions—
is sophisticated and thoughtful. This is where reasoning happens, where 
we make plans, control impulses, consider consequences, and feel 
empathy. The upstairs brain is the brain's CEO. 
 
Here's the critical part: The upstairs brain isn't fully developed until 
the mid-twenties. 
 

 
 
Let that sink in. When your teenager makes an impulsive decision or 
your six-year-old can't think through consequences, it's not defiance or 
stupidity. Their brain literally doesn't have the equipment yet. 
 
The Amygdala: Your Child's Smoke Detector 
 
Deep in the downstairs brain sits an almond-shaped structure called the 
amygdala. Think of it as your child's emotional smoke detector, 
constantly scanning for danger. 
The amygdala is incredibly sensitive in children. It can sound the alarm 
for things that adults recognize as harmless: 
 

• A parent saying "We need to talk" (sounds scary!) 
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• Not getting invited to a birthday party (social rejection = danger!) 
• Being asked to try a new food (unknown = potential threat!) 
• A parent raising their voice (alarm! alarm!) 

 
When the amygdala detects threat, it hijacks the brain in milliseconds. 
The upstairs brain goes offline. Your child literally cannot access their 
reasoning, language, or emotional control. 
 
This is why you can't reason with a child mid-tantrum. Their thinking 
brain is temporarily unavailable. 
 
Nine-year-old Tyler's teacher asked to speak with him after class about 
his homework. Tyler's amygdala interpreted this as danger (Am I in 
trouble? Does she think I'm dumb?). By the time the teacher started 
talking, Tyler was defensive and teary, unable to hear her actual 
message—that she wanted to help him organize his assignments better. 
 
The amygdala isn't bad. In genuinely dangerous situations, this quick 
emotional response can save lives. But in modern life, it often overreacts, 
treating social slights and minor frustrations as survival threats. 
 
The Prefrontal Cortex: Your Child's Wise Leader 
 
The prefrontal cortex, located right behind the forehead, is the brain's 
executive control center. When it's functioning well, it can: 
 

• Pause before reacting 
• Consider multiple options 
• Think about consequences 
• Regulate emotional responses 
• Understand others' perspectives 
• Make thoughtful decisions 

 
This is the brain region that allows a child to think: I'm really mad that my 
brother took my toy, but if I hit him, I'll lose screen time. Maybe I should tell Mom 
instead. 
 
The problem? This part of the brain develops slowly. 
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At age 5, the prefrontal cortex is just beginning to come online. At age 
10, it's more functional but still immature. At age 15, it's developing 
rapidly but competing with surging hormones. At age 20, it's still not 
complete. 
 
This slow development explains so much about childhood behavior: 
 
Toddlers have almost no prefrontal cortex control. They're nearly all 
amygdala. This is why they have such intense emotions over seemingly 
small things—the wrong color cup, a broken cracker. Their emotional 
smoke detector is going off, and they have no fire extinguisher. 
 
Elementary-age children are developing prefrontal cortex capacity but 
can easily flip back to amygdala mode when stressed, tired, or hungry. 
They might handle disappointment beautifully at 10 a.m. but melt down 
over the same situation at 5 p.m. 
 
Teenagers have a prefrontal cortex that's developing rapidly but 
inconsistently. They can be remarkably mature one moment and 
shockingly impulsive the next. The emotional gas pedal (amygdala) 
develops before the brakes (prefrontal cortex), which is why adolescence 
can feel like such a wild ride. 
 
Why Connection Before Correction Works 
 
Now that you understand the upstairs and downstairs brain, this 
parenting principle will make perfect sense: 
 
When your child is upset, you must connect to their downstairs 
brain before you can engage their upstairs brain. 
 
Picture twelve-year-old Aiden storming in from school, throwing his 
backpack down, and shouting, "I hate Mr. Peterson! He's the worst 
teacher ever!" 
 
Here are two possible responses: 
Response A (Appealing to Upstairs Brain): "Aiden, that's 
disrespectful. Mr. Peterson is a good teacher. You need to calm down 
and tell me what actually happened." 
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Response B (Connecting to Downstairs Brain First): "Whoa, you're 
really upset. Come here. Something big happened today." 
 
Response A tries to engage Aiden's rational, thinking brain—but his 
amygdala is in control right now. His upstairs brain is offline. He can't 
calm down on command, can't think rationally, can't access perspective. 
This response will likely escalate the situation. 
 
Response B acknowledges the emotional state first. It connects with 
where Aiden actually is (downstairs brain activated) before trying to get 
him where you want him to be (upstairs brain engaged). 
 
Once Aiden feels heard and his stress response begins to calm, his 
upstairs brain can come back online. Then—and only then—can he 
think through what happened, consider Mr. Peterson's perspective, and 
problem-solve about the situation. 
 
This is why lectures don't work mid-tantrum. The learning brain isn't 
available. 
 
Neural Pathways: Building the Emotional Brain 
 
Here's the exciting part: every time your child experiences and manages 
an emotion, their brain forms and strengthens neural pathways. 
 
Think of neural pathways like trails in a forest. The first time you walk a 
certain route, you have to push through brush and navigate around trees.  
 
But if you walk that same path repeatedly, it becomes easier. Eventually, 
it's a clear trail you can walk without thinking. 
 
The same thing happens in the brain. The more often your child uses a 
particular response to emotion, the stronger that neural pathway 
becomes. 
 
If your child's typical response to frustration is screaming, that pathway 
gets reinforced. Frustration → Screaming becomes the brain's default 
route. 
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But if you help your child develop a different response—taking deep 
breaths, naming the feeling, asking for help—that new pathway gets 
strengthened instead. With enough repetition, Frustration → Pause → 
Breathe → Problem-solve becomes the new default. 
 
This is incredibly hopeful news. Your child's brain is constantly changing 
based on experience, especially during childhood when the brain is most 
plastic (adaptable). 
 
The Window of Tolerance 
 
Psychiatrist Dan Siegel describes something called the "window of 
tolerance"—the zone where your child can think, learn, and engage their 
upstairs brain. 
 
Inside this window, your child is calm enough to learn but alert enough 
to engage. This is the sweet spot for emotional growth. 
 
When your child gets too activated (too much stress, fear, anger, or 
excitement), they flip their lid—the upstairs brain disconnects, and the 
amygdala takes over. They're above their window of tolerance. 
 
When they get too shut down (withdrawn, numb, depressed), they're 
below their window of tolerance. 
 
Here's what this means practically: 
 
During a meltdown (above the window), your child needs help calming 
down before they can learn anything. This is not the time for lessons or 
consequences. 
 
During shutdown (below the window), your child needs help activating 
and reconnecting before they can engage. 
 
During calm moments (inside the window), your child can learn 
emotional skills, practice regulation strategies, and process past 
experiences. 
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Six-year-old Sophia had a massive tantrum when her mom said she 
couldn't have a playdate on a school night. She screamed, kicked, and 
cried for twenty minutes. Her mom stayed nearby, kept her safe, and 
offered comfort without lecturing. 
 
After Sophia calmed down (back inside her window of tolerance), her 
mom said, "That was really hard. You were so disappointed." They 
talked about disappointment, looked at the calendar to plan a weekend 
playdate, and Sophia drew a picture of her feelings. 
 
The learning happened after the storm, not during it. 
 
Critical Windows for Emotional Development 
 
While the brain remains adaptable throughout life, certain periods are 
especially important for emotional development: 
 
Ages 0-3: Foundation Years The earliest years shape how the brain 
responds to stress. When caregivers consistently respond to a baby's 
needs, the child develops secure attachment and learns that emotions are 
manageable and that help is available. 
  
This creates the foundation for all future emotional intelligence. 
 
Ages 3-7: Rapid Skill Building During these years, children's brains 
are forming millions of neural connections. They're learning emotional 
vocabulary, beginning to regulate, and developing empathy. What they 
practice becomes hardwired. 
 
Ages 8-12: Refinement The brain is pruning unused connections and 
strengthening frequently-used pathways. Children are developing more 
sophisticated emotional understanding and social skills. Peer 
relationships become increasingly important. 
 
Ages 13-25: Reorganization The teenage brain undergoes massive 
reconstruction, particularly in the prefrontal cortex. This is why teens 
can seem to lose skills they had earlier—the brain is literally rewiring 
itself. But this also means it's highly responsive to new learning. 
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The good news? While these are sensitive periods, they're not the only 
opportunities. The brain remains adaptable throughout childhood and 
even into adulthood. 
 
 
Why Some Approaches Backfire 
 
Understanding brain science explains why certain well-meaning 
parenting strategies don't work: 
 
"Calm down right now!" This demands that a child engage their 
offline upstairs brain. It's like asking someone to speak French when 
they only know English. They can't comply even if they want to. 
 
Time-outs during emotional flooding Sending an already-
dysregulated child to be alone activates their attachment system (Am I 
being abandoned?), often escalating their distress rather than calming it. 
 
Lengthy explanations mid-meltdown The language-processing 
centers are in the upstairs brain. During amygdala hijack, your child 
literally cannot process your words. You might as well be speaking 
underwater. 
 
Punishment for emotional reactions Punishing a child for having big 
emotions teaches them that their feelings are bad, which drives emotions 
underground rather than helping them develop regulation skills. 
 
"You're fine, it's not a big deal" This dismisses the child's very real 
downstairs brain experience. To them, it IS a big deal—their amygdala 
is telling them so. 
 
What Does Work: Brain-Based Parenting 
 
Once you understand the brain science, effective strategies become 
obvious: 
 
Calm the amygdala first. Use soothing presence, gentle touch (if they 
want it), and simple words: "I'm here. You're safe." 
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Name it to tame it. Research shows that putting feelings into words 
actually calms the amygdala and engages the upstairs brain. "You're really 
frustrated" can be more powerful than you'd think. 
 
Strengthen the prefrontal cortex through practice. Every time you 
help your child pause, reflect, and choose a response, you're building that 
crucial upstairs brain. 
 
Model regulation. Your child's brain is literally wired to mirror yours. 
When you stay calm during their storm, you're helping their nervous 
system regulate through co-regulation. 
 
Teach during calm times. Practice emotional skills when everyone is 
inside their window of tolerance, not during crises. 
 
The Role of Stress and Environment 
 
One more critical piece: chronic stress physically changes the developing 
brain. 
 
Children who experience ongoing stress—poverty, violence, chaos, 
neglect, or even just constant criticism—develop overactive amygdalas 
and underactive prefrontal cortexes. Their smoke detectors become 
hypersensitive, and their reasoning centers remain underdeveloped. 
 
This is why creating a safe, stable, nurturing environment isn't just nice—
it's neurologically necessary. 
But here's hope: the brain's plasticity means that even children who've 
experienced early adversity can develop emotional intelligence when 
given the right support. It may take more time and patience, but the brain 
can heal and grow. 
 
Your Developing Brain Too 
 
Before we close this chapter, remember: you're also working with a brain 
that has its patterns and tendencies. 
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Your own childhood experiences shaped your neural pathways around 
emotions. Maybe you learned that anger was dangerous, or that sadness 
should be hidden, or that asking for help was weak. These patterns live 
in your brain. 
 
The beautiful thing? As you help your child develop emotional 
intelligence, your own brain changes too. New neural pathways form. 
Old patterns can be rewired. 
You're not just teaching your child. You're both growing. 
 
From Science to Practice 
Understanding the brain gives you compassion—for your child and 
yourself. That toddler tantrum isn't manipulation; it's an underdeveloped 
prefrontal cortex. That teenage eye-roll isn't disrespect; it's a brain in the 
midst of major reconstruction. 
 
And when you lose your patience (which you will, because you're 
human), you can understand that your own amygdala got triggered. You 
can repair, learn, and strengthen new pathways. 
 
In the next chapter, we'll look at how to assess your child's current 
emotional intelligence—their strengths and areas for growth. But you're 
already ahead because you now understand the magnificent, complex, 
developing brain you're working with. 
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TRY THIS: 
 
The next time your child has big emotions, picture their brain. Visualize 
the amygdala sounding its alarm and the upstairs brain going offline. Let 
this image help you stay calm and remember: they're not giving you a 
hard time; they're having a hard time. Their brain needs your help to 
come back online. 
 
IN BRIEF: 
 

• The downstairs brain (amygdala) is fast and emotional; the 
upstairs brain (prefrontal cortex) is thoughtful and rational 

• The upstairs brain doesn't fully develop until the mid-twenties 
• When stressed, children "flip their lid"—their thinking brain 

goes offline 
• Connection before correction: calm the amygdala before 

engaging the prefrontal cortex 
• Neural pathways strengthen with repetition—you're building 

your child's emotional brain 
• The window of tolerance is where learning happens; meltdowns 

require calming first 
• Brain science explains why lectures, time-outs, and "calm down" 

commands often backfire 
• Your calm nervous system helps regulate your child's nervous 

system 
• Early experiences shape the brain, but plasticity means growth is 

always possible 
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CHAPTER 3 

Assessing Your Child's Emotional Intelligence 

 
When Michael first came to see me, he was convinced his eight-year-old 
son, Owen, was "behind" emotionally. 
 
"Other kids his age seem so much more mature," Michael said. "They 
share nicely, they handle losing at games, they don't cry when things 
don't go their way. Owen still acts like he's five sometimes." 
 
I asked Michael to tell me more about Owen. As he talked, a different 
picture emerged. Yes, Owen struggled with frustration during 
competitive games. But he was remarkably aware of his feelings—he 
could tell you exactly why he was upset. He showed deep empathy for 
animals and younger children. He had two close friends he'd maintained 
for years. 
 
Owen wasn't behind. He had real strengths in some areas of emotional 
intelligence and growing edges in others—just like every child. 
 
"The problem," I told Michael gently, "isn't that Owen is deficient. The 
problem is that you're comparing him to an impossible standard: all 
other eight-year-olds combined, taking each of their best qualities." 
 
This chapter will help you see your child clearly—their unique emotional 
intelligence profile, with its genuine strengths and areas for growth. Not 
compared to some mythical "perfect" child, but as the individual they 
actually are. 
 
Why Assessment Matters 
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You can't build emotional intelligence randomly. You need to know 
where to focus your energy. 
 
Think of it like physical fitness. You wouldn't create the same workout 
plan for a child who's naturally flexible but weak as you would for one 
who's strong but inflexible. You'd build on strengths while addressing 
specific needs. 
 
The same applies to emotional intelligence. Some children are naturally 
self-aware but struggle with regulation. Others have excellent social skills 
but lack empathy. Some are highly empathetic but have difficulty with 
self-motivation. 
 
When you understand your child's specific profile, you can: 
 

• Celebrate and build on their natural strengths 
• Target your teaching to their actual needs 
• Set realistic expectations based on where they are now 
• Track growth over time 
• Reduce frustration (yours and theirs) by working with their 

wiring, not against it 
 

The Five Domains: A Closer Look 
 
Let's examine each domain of emotional intelligence with specific 
behaviors you can observe. As you read, think about your own child. 
Where do you see strength? Where do you see struggle? 
 
Domain 1: Self-Awareness 
 
Children with strong self-awareness: 
 
In toddlers/preschoolers: 
 

• Can identify basic emotions (happy, sad, mad, scared) when 
asked 

• Make statements like "I'm mad" or "That made me sad" 
• Can sometimes explain simple reasons for feelings ("I'm sad 

because…") 
In elementary-age children: 
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• Use a varied emotional vocabulary beyond basic feelings 
• Recognize body signals that accompany emotions ("my stomach 

feels weird when I'm nervous") 
• Can identify complex emotions (disappointed, embarrassed, 

proud, frustrated) 
• Understand that they can feel multiple emotions simultaneously 
• Reflect on how they're feeling even when not in crisis 

 
In adolescents: 
 

• Demonstrate nuanced emotional understanding ("I feel anxious 
but also excited") 

• Can trace emotions back to triggers and thoughts 
• Recognize patterns in their emotional responses 
• Articulate internal conflicts ("Part of me wants to go, but part of 

me is scared") 
• Distinguish between feelings and facts 

 
Children who struggle with self-awareness might: 
 

• Say "I don't know" when asked how they feel 
• Have emotions that seem to come from nowhere 
• Describe all negative feelings as just "bad" or "mad" 
• Seem confused by their own reactions 
• Have difficulty explaining what upset them 

 
Domain 2: Self-Regulation 
 
Children with strong self-regulation: 
 
In toddlers/preschoolers: 
 

• Can sometimes wait short periods (30 seconds to 2 minutes) 
• Respond to distraction when upset 
• May use simple calming strategies with help (hugging a stuffed 

animal) 
• Recover from upsets within 15-20 minutes (though tantrums are 

still normal) 
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In elementary-age children: 
• Can use calming strategies independently (deep breaths, taking a 

break) 
• Think before acting at least some of the time 
• Can shift gears when plans change (with some grumbling) 
• Manage disappointment without major meltdowns 
• Can stop themselves from doing something even when they 

want to 
• Bounce back from setbacks within hours rather than days 

 
In adolescents: 
 

• Use various regulation strategies depending on situation 
• Can delay gratification for meaningful goals 
• Handle stress without falling apart or shutting down 
• Make repairs after emotional outbursts 
• Find healthy outlets for intense emotions 
• Function at school/activities even when dealing with personal 

issues 
 

Children who struggle with self-regulation might: 
 

• Go from zero to explosive instantly 
• Stay upset for hours over seemingly minor triggers 
• Act impulsively without thinking 
• Fall apart when things don't go as planned 
• Have difficulty transitioning between activities 
• Seem controlled by their emotions rather than in charge of them 

 
Domain 3: Motivation 
 
Children with strong intrinsic motivation: 
 
In toddlers/preschoolers: 
 

• Persist at challenging tasks (puzzles, building blocks) for a few 
minutes 

• Show pride in accomplishments 
• Want to "do it myself" 
• Return to favorite activities without prompting 
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In elementary-age children: 
 

• Set personal goals ("I want to learn to ride a bike") 
• Practice skills without constant parental pushing 
• Show genuine interest in learning new things 
• Keep trying after initial failure 
• Care about doing things well, not just finishing 
• Find satisfaction in improvement, not just external praise 

 
In adolescents: 
 

• Have personal interests they pursue independently 
• Set longer-term goals and work toward them 
• Can do necessary but unpleasant tasks without constant 

monitoring 
• Take initiative in areas that matter to them 
• Find meaning in effort and growth 
• Balance immediate desires with future goals 

 
Children who struggle with motivation might: 
 

• Only engage when rewarded or threatened 
• Give up quickly when tasks are difficult 
• Need constant external motivation to do anything 
• Show little interest in mastery or improvement 
• Focus only on outcomes, not process 
• Seem aimless or apathetic about activities and goals 

 
Domain 4: Empathy 
 
Children with strong empathy: 
 
In toddlers/preschoolers: 
 

• Show concern when others are hurt or crying 
• Offer comfort (hugs, pats, giving a toy) 
• Notice obvious emotions in others 
• Understand that others have different wants and needs 
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In elementary-age children: 
 

• Pick up on subtle emotional cues (facial expressions, tone) 
• Consider how their actions affect others 
• Show genuine concern for friends' problems 
• Can take others' perspectives ("She probably felt left out") 
• Adjust behavior based on others' feelings 
• Feel bad when they've hurt someone, even accidentally 

 
In adolescents: 
 

• Understand complex motivations and emotions in others 
• Consider diverse perspectives, even ones different from their 

own 
• Show compassion for people outside their immediate circle 
• Balance their own needs with awareness of others 
• Recognize systemic issues that affect people's experiences 
• Can hold space for others' emotions without fixing or dismissing 

 
Children who struggle with empathy might: 
 

• Seem oblivious to others' feelings 
• Continue behavior even when told it's hurting someone 
• Lack guilt after hurting others 
• Focus exclusively on their own perspective 
• Struggle to understand why others react as they do 
• Have difficulty predicting how others will feel 

 
Domain 5: Social Skills 
 
Children with strong social skills: 
 
In toddlers/preschoolers: 

• Show interest in other children 
• Can engage in simple parallel or cooperative play 
• Take turns at least some of the time 
• Attempt basic greetings and interactions 
• Can be redirected during conflicts 

 
In elementary-age children: 
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• Initiate and maintain friendships 
• Join group activities successfully 
• Navigate minor conflicts without adult intervention 
• Read social situations with reasonable accuracy 
• Use appropriate verbal and nonverbal communication 
• Understand unwritten social rules 
• Include others and invite participation 

 
In adolescents: 
 

• Maintain diverse relationships (different contexts and types) 
• Handle disagreements while preserving relationships 
• Stand up for themselves and others appropriately 
• Navigate complex social dynamics (cliques, dating, etc.) 
• Communicate effectively across different settings 
• Build new relationships when circumstances change 
• Balance authenticity with social awareness 

 
Children who struggle with social skills might: 
 

• Have difficulty making or keeping friends 
• Misread social cues regularly 
• Interrupt conversations or dominate activities 
• Struggle to join groups of playing children 
• Have frequent conflicts with peers 
• Seem unaware of social norms or "rules" 
• Withdraw from social situations entirely 
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Your Child's Unique Profile 
 
Now that you've reviewed the domains, you probably have a sense of 
your child's pattern. Most children show a "spiky profile"—strong in 
some areas, developing in others. 
 
Take a moment to jot down (mentally or on paper): 
My child's strengths: Which 1-2 domains seem most developed? 
 
My child's growing edges: Which 1-2 domains need the most 
support? 
 
Context matters: Does your child show different skills in different 
settings? (Many children regulate better at school than at home, or vice 
versa.) 
 
Remember: strength in one area doesn't automatically transfer to 
another. A child might be highly self-aware (can tell you exactly how they 
feel) but struggle with regulation (can't calm themselves down). They 
might be deeply empathetic (cries when others are hurt) but lack social 
skills (doesn't know how to join a game). 
 
Developmental Considerations 
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Before you judge your child as "behind," make sure you're comparing 
them to realistic developmental expectations. 
 
Age matters immensely. A five-year-old who cries when frustrated 
isn't showing poor regulation—that's developmentally normal. A fifteen-
year-old doing the same thing might need support. 
 
Temperament plays a huge role.  
Some children are naturally more intense, more sensitive, or more 
persistent. This is wiring, not deficiency. A highly sensitive child might 
be more emotionally aware than peers but also more easily overwhelmed. 
 
Individual differences are real. Some children develop emotional 
skills early; others are late bloomers. Just as some kids walk at 10 months 
and others at 15 months—both totally normal—emotional development 
varies widely. 
 
Life experiences shape development.  
 
A child who's experienced trauma, significant loss, or chronic stress may 
show delays in emotional intelligence. This isn't permanent—with 
support, they can develop these skills. 
 
Ten-year-old Jasmine seemed "emotionally immature" compared to 
peers. She had big meltdowns, struggled with change, and needed lots of 
support. Her parents felt frustrated until they worked with a therapist 
who helped them see:  
 
Jasmine had anxiety. Her emotional system was constantly on high alert. 
She wasn't immature; she was managing an invisible challenge. With 
anxiety treatment and emotional skills support, Jasmine began to thrive. 
 
Assessing Your Own Emotional Intelligence 
 
Here's something most parenting books won't tell you: your child's 
emotional intelligence is deeply connected to yours. 
 



 

36 
 

Children learn emotional skills primarily through observation and co-
regulation. If you struggle to manage your own emotions, you'll have 
difficulty teaching your child to manage theirs. If you dismiss your own 
feelings, you'll likely dismiss theirs too. 
 
This isn't about blame. Most of us weren't taught emotional intelligence 
as children. We're learning alongside our kids. 
Take an honest look at yourself: 
 
Self-Awareness: 
 

• Do I notice my emotions as they arise, or am I surprised by 
sudden anger or tears? 

• Can I identify subtle feelings, or do I mainly register "fine" and 
"stressed"? 

• Do I understand what triggers my emotional reactions? 
 

Self-Regulation: 
 

• Do I lose my temper and yell regularly? 
• Can I calm myself down when upset, or do emotions escalate? 
• Do I reach for numbing behaviors (scrolling, drinking, shopping) 

when feelings arise? 
 

Motivation: 
• Am I pursuing goals that matter to me, or just getting through 

the day? 
• Do I need external validation constantly, or have internal drive? 
• Can I persist through challenges, or do I give up easily? 

 
Empathy: 

• Do I genuinely consider others' perspectives, or assume my view 
is right? 

• Can I sit with someone's pain without trying to fix or minimize 
it? 

• Do I notice emotional cues in others? 
 

Social Skills: 
 

• Do I maintain healthy relationships with various people? 
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• Can I resolve conflicts constructively? 
• Do I communicate my needs clearly and respectfully? 

 
If you found gaps in your own emotional intelligence, don't panic. 
Awareness is the first step. Many parents find that working on their 
children's emotional intelligence helps them develop their own. 
 
As one mom told me: "Teaching my son to name his feelings made me 
realize I had no idea how to name mine. We've been learning together." 
 
Red Flags vs. Normal Challenges 
 
How do you know if your child needs professional support versus typical 
developmental challenges? 
 
Consider professional evaluation if: 
 

• Emotional reactions consistently seem disproportionate to 
triggers (regular explosive rages, extreme anxiety over minor 
changes) 

• Your child shows no improvement despite consistent support 
over 6+ months 

• Emotional difficulties severely impact daily functioning (refusing 
school, no friendships, family life revolving around meltdowns) 

• You see signs of depression (persistent sadness, withdrawal, 
hopelessness, sleep/appetite changes) 

• Your child expresses thoughts of self-harm or seems to have no 
care for safety 

• There's been recent trauma or major life change that your child 
can't process 

• Your gut tells you something is truly wrong 
 

Typical developmental challenges include: 
 

• Occasional meltdowns during stress, illness, or transitions 
• Difficulty with particular triggers (losing games, transitions) 

while managing other situations well 
• Gradual improvement over time, even with setbacks 
• Age-appropriate struggles (toddler tantrums, tween friendship 

drama, teen mood swings) 



 

38 
 

• Responding to your support and teaching, even if slowly 
 

When in doubt, consult your pediatrician or a child therapist.  
 
Early intervention is never wasted, and professional support doesn't 
mean you've failed—it means you're getting your child what they need. 
 
Creating Your Baseline 
 
Assessment isn't one-and-done. Emotional intelligence develops over 
years, and you'll want to track growth. 
 
Consider keeping simple notes: 
 
Today's date: [Date] 
 
Current strengths: [What's going well emotionally] 
 
Current challenges: [What we're working on] 
 
Specific examples: [Recent situations that show the current state] 
 
Six months from now, you'll look back and see progress you might not 
notice day-to-day. It's like watching a child grow—you don't see the 
quarter-inch they gained this month, but compare them to a photo from 
last year and the change is obvious. 
 
From Assessment to Action 
 
Now that you understand your child's unique emotional intelligence 
profile—and your own—you're ready to build skills strategically. 
 
You don't need to fix everything at once. In fact, trying to address all 
five domains simultaneously will overwhelm both of you. 
 
Instead, pick one area to focus on first. Usually, this will be either: 
 

• Your child's weakest domain (where they need the most 
support), or 

• The domain that's causing the most daily difficulty 
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For some families, that's regulation—the constant meltdowns are 
exhausting everyone. For others, it's social skills—your child is lonely 
and struggling to make friends. For still others, it's motivation—getting 
them to engage with anything feels like pulling teeth. 
 
Whatever you choose, the next section of this book will give you specific, 
practical strategies to strengthen that area. 
 
But before we move into the how-to chapters, take a moment to 
appreciate what you've accomplished by reading this far. You understand 
what emotional intelligence is, how the brain processes emotions, and 
where your child stands right now. 
 
You're not comparing your child to some impossible standard. You're 
seeing them clearly, with compassion, ready to help them grow. 
 
That's exactly where you need to be. 
 
TRY THIS: 
 
This week, observe your child in different contexts—at home, at school 
pickup, during activities, with friends, with siblings. Notice how their 
emotional intelligence shows up differently depending on the situation. 
Sometimes the skills are there; they just need the right conditions to 
emerge. 
 
IN BRIEF: 
 

• Every child has a unique emotional intelligence profile with 
strengths and growing edges 

• Assessment focuses on five domains: self-awareness, self-
regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skills 

• Most children show "spiky profiles"—strong in some areas, 
developing in others 

• Developmental stage, temperament, and life experiences all 
affect emotional intelligence 

• Your own emotional intelligence significantly impacts your 
child's development 
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• Normal challenges are different from situations requiring 
professional help 

• Focus on one domain at a time rather than trying to address 
everything at once 

• Track progress over months and years to see growth you might 
miss day-to-day 

• Comparison should be to your child's past self, not to other 
children 
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PART TWO 

 
The Five Core Competencies 

 
CHAPTER 4 

Self-Awareness - Helping Children Recognize Their 
Emotions 

 
 
Seven-year-old Maya sat on the couch, arms crossed, glaring at nothing. 
 
"What's wrong?" her dad asked. 
 
"Nothing," Maya snapped. 
 
"You seem upset." 
 
"I'm FINE!" 
 
Her dad knew better. Maya had just found out her best friend was having 
a sleepover but hadn't invited her. But Maya couldn't—or wouldn't—
name what she was feeling. She just knew she felt bad, and she wanted 
everyone to leave her alone. 
 
This is where emotional intelligence begins: not with managing feelings, 
not with controlling reactions, but with simply recognizing what's 
happening inside. 
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Self-awareness is the foundation of all emotional intelligence. Without it, 
children can't regulate (how do you calm yourself if you don't know 
you're anxious?), can't empathize (how do you understand others' 
feelings if you can't identify your own?), and can't develop social skills 
(how do you communicate needs you don't recognize?). 
 
The good news? Self-awareness is teachable. And unlike some emotional 
skills that require brain maturity, even young children can begin building 
emotional vocabulary and recognition. 
 
Why Self-Awareness Is Hard 
 
Before we dive into how to build self-awareness, let's understand why 
it's challenging for children. 
 
Emotions are internal and invisible. You can see a ball. You can point 
to a dog. But feelings? They're invisible, abstract experiences. A child 
might feel their heart racing, their face getting hot, their stomach 
twisting—but not realize these physical sensations mean "anger" or 
"anxiety." 
 
Adults often confuse children. We say "Use your words!" when a child 
is melting down, but we haven't taught them which words to use. We 
ask "How do you feel?" as if the answer should be obvious, but feelings 
are complex and often mixed. 
 
Different feelings can look similar. Anxiety and excitement both 
cause heart racing and butterflies. Anger and fear both create body 
tension. Sadness and tiredness both bring low energy. Children (and 
many adults) confuse these regularly. 
 
Boys especially struggle. Research shows that by age five, boys have 
smaller emotional vocabularies than girls. This isn't biological—it's 
cultural. Boys hear fewer emotion words and get less practice identifying 
feelings. They learn early that many emotions are "unacceptable" for 
boys, so they default to anger (which is more socially acceptable) or 
"nothing." 
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Some temperaments are naturally less aware. Some children are 
highly attuned to internal states; others are more externally focused. 
Neither is better or worse, but the externally-focused child needs more 
explicit teaching. 
 
Eleven-year-old Connor would come home from school and 
immediately start bouncing off the walls—running around the house, 
tackling his little brother, making loud noises. His parents thought he 
was just "hyper." 
 
A therapist helped them see: Connor was actually anxious. School was 
socially stressful for him. He came home wound tight with nervous 
energy but had no awareness of the anxiety. He only knew he felt like he 
"had to move." Once Connor learned to recognize the tight-chest, jumpy 
feeling as anxiety, he could use strategies to calm down instead of acting 
out. 
 
Building Emotional Vocabulary 
 
The first step in developing self-awareness is giving children the words 
to describe their inner experience. 
 
Think about learning any language. You can't discuss concepts you don't 
have words for. The same applies to emotions. A child with a vocabulary 
of only "happy," "sad," and "mad" is trying to describe the full range of 
human emotion with just three words. It's like painting a sunset with 
only three colors. 
 
Start with the basics (Ages 2-5): 
 
Even toddlers can begin learning emotion words. The goal at this age is 
recognition, not analysis. 
 
Label your own emotions regularly: 
 

• "I feel frustrated right now because I can't find my keys." 
• "I'm excited about going to the park!" 
• "I feel sad when I have to say goodbye." 

 
Label your child's emotions as you observe them: 
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• "You look disappointed that we can't have a playdate today." 
• "I see you're angry that your tower fell down." 
• "You seem worried about going to the doctor." 

 
Read books about feelings. Point to characters' faces and name 
emotions. Ask "How do you think she feels?" 
 
The basic emotion vocabulary includes: Happy, sad, angry, scared, 
surprised, disgusted 
These six are universal across cultures and recognizable in facial 
expressions. They're the foundation. 
 
Expand the vocabulary (Ages 6-10): 
 
As children get older, introduce more nuanced emotion words: 
 
Instead of just "happy": Excited, proud, content, joyful, grateful, 
peaceful, relieved, satisfied, cheerful, delighted 
 
Instead of just "sad": Disappointed, lonely, hurt, discouraged, 
hopeless, rejected, sorry, heartbroken 
Instead of just "angry": Frustrated, annoyed, irritated, furious, 
outraged, resentful, bitter 
 
Instead of just "scared": Anxious, worried, nervous, terrified, 
panicked, uneasy, cautious, insecure 
 
Make it a game: "Let's think of all the different ways to feel happy!" 
Create a feelings chart together with drawings or magazine cutouts 
showing different emotions. 
 
Nine-year-old Ethan used to say he was "mad" about everything. 
Couldn't find his homework? Mad. Friend couldn't come over? Mad. 
Lost a video game? Mad. 
 
His mom started helping him distinguish: "Are you mad-angry, like you 
want to yell? Or mad-disappointed, like something you wanted didn't 
happen? Or mad-frustrated, like something's difficult?" 
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Gradually, Ethan learned the difference. He realized he was rarely 
actually angry—he was usually frustrated or disappointed. This simple 
distinction changed how he responded to situations. 
 
Teach sophisticated emotion language (Ages 11+): 
 
Teenagers can understand complex and mixed emotions: 
 
Ambivalent:Wanting and not wanting something simultaneously  
 
Nostalgic: Happy-sad about past memories 
 
Overwhelmed: Too many emotions or demands at once  
 
Vulnerable: Emotionally exposed and uncertain  
 
Inadequate: Not measuring up to expectations  
 
Envious: Wanting what someone else has  
 
Embarrassed: Self-conscious about how others see you  
 
Guilty: Feeling responsible for causing harm  
 
Ashamed: Feeling fundamentally flawed or bad 
 
Fourteen-year-old Zoe told her mom: "I feel weird about the party this 
weekend." 
 
Her mom could have left it there. Instead, she asked: "What kind of 
weird? Like anxious-weird? Excited-weird? Uncomfortable-weird?" 
 
"Anxious, I think. But also... like, I want to go but I don't want to go at 
the same time." 
 
"That's ambivalence. You're feeling two conflicting things." 
"Yes! Exactly that." 
 
Naming it helped Zoe understand herself. She wasn't confused or 
broken—she was experiencing a normal, complex emotion. 



 

46 
 

 
The Feelings Wheel 
 
One powerful tool for building emotional vocabulary is the feelings 
wheel—a circular chart that shows emotions in layers, from basic in the 
center to more specific around the edges. 
 
You can create a simple version with your child: 
 
Center circle: The six basic emotions (happy, sad, angry, scared, 
surprised, disgusted) 
 
Middle ring: More specific versions of each (for "angry": frustrated, 
annoyed, irritated, etc.) 
 
Outer ring: Very specific, nuanced emotions 
 
When your child says they feel "bad" or "weird," pull out the feelings 
wheel. Start in the center: "Which of these six is closest?" Then move 
outward: "Okay, angry—which kind of angry?" 
 
This gives children a map of their internal world. 
 
Connecting Emotions to Body Sensations 
 
Self-awareness isn't just cognitive—it's embodied. Emotions create 
physical sensations, and children who recognize these sensations can 
catch emotions early, before they escalate. 
 
Create a body map together: 
 
On a piece of paper, draw a simple body outline. Ask your child: "Where 
do you feel anger in your body?" Let them color or mark the spots. Many 
children say: tight chest, hot face, clenched fists, tense shoulders. 
 
Repeat for different emotions: 
 

• Anxiety: Often butterflies in stomach, tight chest, sweaty palms, 
racing heart 

• Sadness: Heavy feeling, lump in throat, low energy, tears 



 

47 
 

• Excitement: Butterflies, racing heart, high energy, smiling 
• Fear: Frozen feeling, cold, shaking, racing heart 

 
Point out that some emotions share physical sensations (excitement and 
anxiety both cause racing hearts). The context helps us know which 
emotion it is. 
 
Six-year-old Liam learned that his "monster feeling" (anxiety before 
school) came with a "jumpy tummy" and "wobbly legs." His mom taught 
him: "When you notice the jumpy tummy, that's your body telling you 
that you feel nervous. It's okay.  
 
Everyone feels nervous sometimes about new things." 
 
Now when Liam feels the physical sensation, he knows what it means. 
He can tell his mom, "I have the jumpy tummy," and they can talk about 
what's worrying him. 
 
Older children and teens can get more sophisticated. Teach them to 
scan their body when emotions arise: 
 

• "Where do you feel this emotion?" 
• "What temperature is it?" (Anger often feels hot; sadness feels 

cold or heavy) 
• "What's your breathing like?" (Fast and shallow? Slow and deep? 

Held?) 
• "What's the energy level?" (Jittery? Sluggish? Explosive?) 

 
This body awareness becomes an early warning system. 
 
 Instead of emotions exploding out of nowhere, your child notices: My 
shoulders are tight, my jaw is clenched—I'm getting frustrated. I should take a break 
before this gets worse. 
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Identifying Triggers and Patterns 
 
Advanced self-awareness means recognizing not just what you feel, but 
when and why. 
 
For younger children (Ages 5-8): 
 
Keep it simple and concrete. After an emotional event, when everyone 
is calm, ask: 
 
"What happened right before you got upset?" 
 
Help them see cause and effect: "You felt angry when your brother took 
your toy" or "You felt scared when you heard the loud noise." 
 
For older children (Ages 9-12): 
 
They can start recognizing patterns: 
 
"I notice you often get frustrated when homework takes longer than you 
expected. That's a trigger for you—when things take more time than 
planned." 
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"You seem to feel anxious on Sunday nights. I wonder if it's about the 
week starting?" 
 
You're teaching them to be observers of their own emotional patterns. 
 
For teenagers (Ages 13+): 
 
They can understand complex triggers and patterns: 
 
"I notice you've been irritable lately. I wonder if it's connected to not 
sleeping enough? Or stress about college applications? Or maybe you're 
feeling lonely since your best friend moved?" 
Encourage journaling or reflection: 
 

• "When do I feel most anxious?" 
• "What kinds of situations make me angry?" 
• "Who do I feel most like myself around?" 

 
Fifteen-year-old Brianna realized through tracking that she felt most 
depressed on Friday nights when her friends were busy and she was 
home alone.  
 
Loneliness triggered negative self-talk. Once she recognized the pattern, 
she could plan—schedule FaceTime calls with friends, arrange family 
movie nights, or prepare activities she enjoyed. The depression didn't 
vanish, but she felt more in control. 
 
Distinguishing Thoughts from Feelings 
 
A common confusion: children (and adults) often state thoughts as if 
they're feelings. 
"I feel like you don't care about me." 
 
"I feel like this is unfair." 
 
"I feel like I'm going to fail." 
 
These aren't feelings—they're thoughts.  
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The actual feeling might be hurt, angry, or anxious, but it's buried under 
a thought. 
 
Teach children: If you can put "like" or "that" after "I feel," it's 
probably a thought, not a feeling. 
 
Help them dig deeper: 
 
Child: "I feel like nobody likes me." 
 
Parent: "That's a thought—a thought about what others think.  
 
How does that thought make you feel inside?" 
 
Child: "Sad. And lonely." 
 
Parent: "Yes—sad and lonely are the feelings. The thought 'nobody likes 
me' is making you feel sad and lonely." 
 
This distinction matters because you can't change feelings directly, but 
you can examine and challenge thoughts. We'll explore this more in the 
next chapter on regulation. 
 
The "Check-In" Practice 
 
One of the most powerful tools for building self-awareness is the daily 
emotional check-in. 
 
For young children: 
 
Use a simple visual. Many families use a feelings chart with faces showing 
different emotions. At dinner or bedtime, ask: "How did you feel today? 
Can you point to the face that matches?" 
 
Some families use a color system: 
 

• Green: Felt mostly good today 
• Yellow: Some hard moments, some good moments 
• Red: Really tough day 
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Don't judge any answer. Just acknowledge: "You had a red day. That's 
hard. Do you want to talk about it?" 
 
For school-age children: 
 
Ask specific questions: 
 

• "What was the best part of your day?" 
• "What was the hardest part?" 
• "Did you feel any big emotions today?" 
• "On a scale of 1-10, how was your day?" 

 
Ten-year-old Ruby's family does "Rose, Thorn, Bud" at dinner: 
 

• Rose: Something good that happened 
• Thorn: Something difficult 
• Bud: Something you're looking forward to 

 
Everyone shares, including parents.  
 
This normalizes that we all have ups and downs and makes emotions a 
regular topic of conversation. 
 
For teenagers: 
 
They often resist formal check-ins. Try: 
 

• Casual car conversations ("How's your stress level with 
everything going on?") 

• Texting check-ins ("How's your day going? 1-10?") 
• Side-by-side activities while talking (shooting basketball, cooking 

together) 
 

Don't interrogate. Just open the door: "I'm here if you want to talk about 
how things are going." 
 
Journaling and Reflection 
 
For children who enjoy writing or drawing, journals can build self-
awareness powerfully. 
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For young children (Ages 5-8): 
 
A feelings journal with pictures. Each day, they draw their face showing 
how they felt, and an adult can help them write one sentence about why. 
 
For middle childhood (Ages 9-12): 
 
Prompts can help: 
 

• "Today I felt _____ because _____" 
• "Something that made me happy today was..." 
• "Something that frustrated me was..." 
• "I'm worried about..." 
• "I'm proud of myself for..." 

 
The act of translating internal experience into words builds self-
awareness. 
 
For teenagers (Ages 13+): 
 
Free journaling without prompts can work well. Or try: 
 

• Mood tracking apps where they rate emotions throughout the 
day 

• Voice recording reflections if they prefer talking to writing 
• Art journals where they express emotions through drawing, 

collage, or painting 
 

Thirteen-year-old Alex didn't think he had feelings to write about. His 
mom suggested he just write about his day—what happened, what 
people said, what he did. After a few weeks, Alex started noticing: "I 
always write a lot on days when I play basketball with my friends. I think 
those are my happiest days."  
 
Self-awareness emerged naturally from reflection. 
 
Modeling Your Own Self-Awareness 
 
Children learn self-awareness primarily by watching you. 
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Narrate your emotional experience: 
 
"I'm feeling anxious about this work presentation. I notice my stomach 
feels tight and I keep checking my notes over and over." 
 
"I felt really happy when Grandma called. It made me smile and feel 
warm inside." 
 
"I'm irritable right now. I think I'm hungry and tired—that combination 
always makes me cranky." 
 
Think aloud about your process: 
 
"I'm not sure what I'm feeling right now. Let me check in with myself. 
My chest feels tight... I think I'm actually nervous about the parent-
teacher conference tonight. Yeah, that's it—I'm nervous." 
 
This shows children that self-awareness is a practice, not something that 
just happens automatically. 
 
Own your mistakes: 
 
"I snapped at you earlier. I was feeling overwhelmed with everything on 
my to-do list, and instead of noticing that and taking a break, I took my 
stress out on you. I'm sorry." 
 
This models that adults have emotions too, that we don't always handle 
them perfectly, and that awareness helps us make repairs. 
 
Common Pitfalls to Avoid 
 
As you work on building self-awareness, watch out for these mistakes: 
 
Dismissing emotions: "You're not actually scared, it's just a small dog." 
(If they feel scared, they feel scared—don't argue with their internal 
experience.) 
 
Correcting emotions: "Don't be sad about that, it's not a big deal." 
(Emotions aren't right or wrong; they just are.) 
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Rushing past emotions: "Okay, you're disappointed, now let's move 
on." (Take time to acknowledge before moving forward.) 
 
Asking leading questions: "You're angry, right?" (This tells them what 
to feel instead of helping them discover it.) 
 
Over-focusing on negative emotions: Notice and name positive 
emotions too! "You look proud of yourself!" "I see you feeling peaceful 
right now." 
 
Making it a test: "What are you feeling? Come on, you should know." 
(This creates pressure and makes children shut down.) 
 
When Self-Awareness Seems Impossible 
 
Some children genuinely struggle with self-awareness more than others. 
This might be due to: 
 

• Alexithymia: Difficulty identifying and describing emotions 
(can occur with autism, ADHD, or trauma) 

• Developmental delays: Some children develop emotional 
awareness later 

• Trauma history: Children who've had to suppress emotions for 
safety may struggle to access them 

• Learning differences: Some children process internal 
information differently 
 

If your child seems truly unable to develop self-awareness despite 
consistent support, consult a child psychologist. They can assess whether 
there's an underlying issue and provide specialized strategies. 
 
But for most children, self-awareness grows steadily with patient, 
consistent practice. 
 
From Awareness to Action 
 
Self-awareness is the foundation, but it's not the destination. Your child 
doesn't need perfect emotional awareness—they need enough awareness 
to begin working with their emotions. 
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A child who can say "I'm frustrated" instead of just throwing things has 
enough awareness to start learning regulation. A child who recognizes "I 
feel left out" has enough awareness to begin problem-solving or seeking 
support. 
 
In the next chapter, we'll build on this foundation and explore self-
regulation—how children learn to manage the emotions they now 
recognize. 
 
But first, celebrate every small moment of awareness your child 
demonstrates. When they say "I'm angry" instead of just hitting, that's 
growth. When they tell you "I feel nervous" instead of stomming their 
stomach hurts, that's progress. 
 
Self-awareness is the light that illuminates the inner world. You're 
teaching your child to turn on that light. 
 

 
 
 
TRY THIS: 
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This week, introduce one new emotion word. Pick something specific 
your child experiences but might not have language for—
"disappointed," "frustrated," "anxious," "proud."  
 
Watch for moments when they might be feeling this emotion, and gently 
name it: "I wonder if you're feeling disappointed that the playdate got 
canceled?" Use the word several times in different contexts. By the end 
of the week, see if your child uses the word themselves. 
 
IN BRIEF: 
 

• Self-awareness is the foundation of all emotional intelligence—
you can't manage what you don't recognize 

• Emotions are abstract and internal, making them naturally 
difficult for children to identify 

• Building emotional vocabulary gives children the language to 
describe their inner experience 

• Start with basic emotions (happy, sad, angry, scared) and 
gradually expand to nuanced feelings 

• Connect emotions to physical sensations in the body—this 
creates an early warning system 

• Help children identify triggers and patterns in their emotional 
responses 

• Distinguish thoughts from feelings ("I feel like..." is usually a 
thought, not a feeling) 

• Daily check-ins and journaling build consistent self-awareness 
practice 

• Model your own self-awareness—children learn by watching you 
notice and name your feelings 

• Don't dismiss, correct, or rush past emotions—acknowledge 
them as real and valid 

• Some positive emotions need attention too, not just negative 
ones 

• Self-awareness develops gradually—celebrate small signs of 
growth 
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CHAPTER 5 

Self-Regulation - Teaching Emotional Control 

 
It happened in the middle of Target. 
 
Five-year-old Daniel wanted a toy dinosaur. His mom said no—they 
were there for groceries, not toys. Daniel's face crumpled. Then 
reddened. Then he threw himself on the floor, screaming, kicking, 
flailing. 
 
Other shoppers stared. Daniel's mom felt her own stress rising. She tried 
reasoning with him, but he was beyond words. She tried consequences: 
"If you don't stop, we're leaving and you'll lose TV tonight." He 
screamed louder. 
 
Nothing worked because Daniel's upstairs brain was offline. His 
amygdala had taken over, flooding his body with stress hormones. In 
that moment, he literally could not access reasoning, language, or self-
control. 
 
He needed help regulating—and his exhausted mom didn't know how 
to give it. 
 
This chapter is about one of the most challenging aspects of parenting: 
helping children learn to manage intense emotions without being 
controlled by them. Self-regulation isn't about suppressing feelings or 
"being good." It's about having the tools to ride emotional waves 
without drowning. 
 
What Self-Regulation Really Means 
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A Moment of Your Time 

 

If you've made it to this page, you've completed a journey that took 

courage to begin. 

 

Your Voice Matters 

 

Whether this book helped you take your first step toward change, 

gave you tools you'll use for years, or simply made you feel less alone 

in your struggles—your experience matters to others who are 

standing where you once stood. 

 

Your honest review helps: 

 

Someone struggling to decide if they're ready to make a change. 

A family member searching for resources to understand their loved 

one. 

A therapist looking for tools to recommend to their clients. 

Future readers who need to know this path is worth taking. 

 

Share Your Experience 

 

I don't ask for five stars (though I'd be honored if you felt this book 

earned them). I ask for honesty. What resonated with you? What 

challenged you? What did you wish was different? 

Your truth, whatever it is—serves others better than silence. 

 

 
Scan to leave your review 

 

Thank You 
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For reading. For trying. For being willing to do the hard work of 

change. 

That took strength, and I'm grateful you allowed this book to be part 

of your journey. 

 

— M. Eliza Rowen 
 


