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CARING FOR KIDS
Matthew Paterson Elementary School

Building Social Emotional Skills in
Children
Navigating through the non
academic demands of the school
day can be challenging for any
student. Parents, teachers and
school clinicians can help children
by teaching them social-emotional
skills to help them —such as
empathy, emotion management,
and problem-solving.

Empathy
Empathy helps children
understand or feel what another
person is feeling by putting
themselves in the other person’s
shoes. Empathy can also help
create self-awareness that allows
children to distinguish their
feelings from the feelings of
others.

isn’t it?” or “Uh oh, what
happened?”
You can also foster empathy in
your child by discussing scenarios
in which it could be used. For
example, you could talk with your
child about how another person
might feel if he or she were to see
someone get hurt on the
playground or in response to
something that happens to a
character in a book or movie.

“Two of the most important
skills we can teach children
are how to identify feelings
and how to self-soothe”

Emotion Management

How to Teach Empathy
to Kids
The most powerful way to
encourage empathy is to model it.
For example, when your child is
hurt, disappointed, frustrated, or
has a strong emotion, you might
model showing empathy by
saying, “Oh no, you sound sad…”
or “It’s so hard to leave the park
when you’re having so much fun,

Emotion management refers to a
person’s ability to control his or her
emotions in response to arousing
situations.

How to Teach Emotion
Management to Kids
Two of the most important skills we
can teach children are how to
identify their feelings and how to
self-soothe when they are
experiencing a strong emotion.
These skills take time and practice
to develop. Positive self-talk and
deep breathing are two emotionmanagement tactics commonly
used and practiced with children.
Teaching self-talk encourages kids
to talk to themselves in a quiet
voice or inside their heads. Some
examples are: “I need to take three
breaths,” “I can do this if I practice
more,” “I’m not going to let her get
to me,” “That was probably an
accident,” or “My mom still loves
me, even when I mess up.”
Deep breathing is an effective way
to connect the body and the mind
in order to move from a fight-orflight response to problem-solving.
The Smell the Flowers, Blow out
the Candles” is a simple breathing
method kids can use. Ask your
children to imagine smelling a
beautiful flower, breathing in
through the nose and then blow
out the candles on a cake by
breathing out through the mouth,
and releasing any stress, strain, or
emotion they might be feeling as
they exhale.
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When your children misbehave, stay calm and give them clear
instruction to stop misbehaving and tell them what you would like them
to do instead. (“Stop throwing. Play with the truck on the ground.”)
Praise your child if they stop (“Thank you for playing with the truck on
the ground.”)

Problem Solving
Teaching problem-solving means helping kids learn
to recognize a social problem, focus on finding
solutions, predict consequences, and select a safe
and respectful solution.

Many times we can read situations inaccurately.
Asking this question helps focus the brainstorming
solutions.
• “What are other ways to get what you want/need?”
Let your children brainstorm two or three ideas. It’s
okay if they’re not all great ideas! This is just
brainstorming. If they can’t come up with ideas on
their own, offer them two choices that align with your
family’s values.
• “How would that work for you?” or “What will
happen if you try …?”
This is an opportunity to evaluate each of the
proposed solutions.

How to Teach Problem Solving to Kids
When challenges arise with other children, ask your
children a series of questions to help them think
through the problem. Eventually they’ll be able to ask
the questions for themselves. Questions to consider
when teaching problem solving are:
• “What happened?”
This allows each child to tell his or her story and feel
heard before solutions are brainstormed.
• “How did that feel?”
Helping kids get clear about how they feel will help
clarify what they actually want or need.
• “What did you want/need?”

• “What are you going to do now?” or “What will you
try next time?”
By asking this question, you allow your child to
choose how to act differently next time. Expressing a
future action out loud increases the likelihood your
child will try it.
Managing social dynamics in a school setting can be
very stressful for children and their parents. Socialemotional skills can help children de-escalate a
conflict, advocate for themselves, and find more
acceptable, safe, and socially appropriate ways of
getting their needs met when they may be feeling
bullied or dismissed.

Quote of the month
Each day of our lives we make deposits in the
memory banks of our children. Charles R. Swindoll
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