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You are a social emotional teacher to your children. Intentionally or not, whenever we interact with our child(ren), we are teaching them social emotional lessons. 

· What are the social emotional ‘lessons’ that you want your child(ren) to learn? 

· What kind of person do you want them to become? What kinds of opportunities do you want for them? 

· What are the skills, knowledge and beliefs that you are promoting with your child(ren)? 

When you teach your child to listen to him/herself and others, to be a creative and flexible social emotional problem solver and learners, you are supporting the development of core skills and knowledge that furthers your child’s ability to learn and grow up in healthy ways. Social emotional abilities provide the foundation for caring and responsible friendships, marriage, the ability to be an effective worker and a life long learner.

What follows are a series of ideas and suggestions that can enhance our ability as a parent to promote our children’s social emotional abilities. There is a lot of information here!

The Following Discussion of Social Emotional Learning Take’s a Great Deal of Time for Both Parents and Children to Learn:

· Go Slowly 

· Don't Expect Perfection 

· Enjoy The Process


Sally, a mother of 2 school age boys, has finished making dinner.  Her older son, Tom, refuses to eat. He says the food is "yucky".  Unable to contain herself after a long day, she yells at her child and asks him to leave the table.
An hour later, her two sons are playing, and then she hears Tom yelling at his brother - replicating her tone and timber!
After decades of research in child development, we now know that what happened with Sally and her sons underscores the basic principle of parenting - modeling.

Children copy us. They don’t “do as we say”; they “do as we do.” We hope that the following guidelines will support parents to learn "to do as I do" by learning the basic tenets of social emotional development and to model, teach and implement these competencies. 

· All parents are social emotional teachers. Whether we mean to or not, whether we are being helpful and or not so helpful social emotional teachers, our behavior is a model for our children. What do we value? How do we recognize and manage conflicts? How do we communicate? What kind of friend are we to others? 

· We hope that these guidelines add another dimension to the parenting process.  Our information is based on decades of research, tested over time and is a reliable resource for helping parents to implement these practices.

Social emotional education: Developmental phase; temperament and context

We will shortly turn to what the core social emotional competencies are and what we can do to promote them. But, first it is important to understand that our children’s developmental phase, their temperament and context all provide the “background” or framework within which learning takes place.

Temperament refers to the biological “package” that our children are born with. Every child is different! From the first days of life, some children are very active and some not, some are extremely sensitive and some less so. Our child’s temperament always colors and shapes who they are. Children’s temperament “fits” or does not “fit” so well with others at home, school and/or peers. And, this “fit” or lack of “fit” shapes how our children feel about themselves and how they behave. If you want to learn more about temperament, click here

Stages of development: Your children’s stages of development as well as their temperament always affect parenting, social emotional development, and learning. This knowledge is an integral part of teaching our children the core social emotional competencies.  It also makes parenting an easier and more understandable process.

If you want to learn more about stages of development, click here
Context: The context – be it with peers or at school or at home – matters. For many years, educators and social scientists believed that children develop socially emotionally in stages. And, in some ways this is true. However, we have learned that context matters a great deal. The setting where our children play, learn and grow up has a very powerful effect on their behavior, expectations and feelings about themselves. For example, if bullying is accepted as being “normal” at school but not at home, children may act one way in each of these two settings. As we think about what it is that we most want our children to learn – socially, emotionally, ethically, artistically and/or academically – it is very important to think about how the context or the various settings are (or are not) supporting our goals.

Core social emotional competencies

The following are the core social emotional competencies that parents can promote. Although different researchers have used somewhat different terms, the following listing of competencies represent an organization that leading psychosocial researchers and practitioners have endorsed (Fuchs-Nadeau, et. al., 2002). 

Each of these competencies begins with a brief definition and guidelines to help parents teach these skills.  The section concludes with examples and tips about teaching/learning each competency.
 
Learning the following competencies begins in early childhood, is a process that unfolds with each stage of development and continues throughout our lives.  

· REFLECTIVE COMPETENCIES 
Definition: To reflect: to consider, to think about, to calm oneself before we act. We want our children to eventually be able to think about their actions and not just be reactive.

Guidelines:
· Have appropriate expectations for the age of your child 

· Use language that your child understands 

· Examine a difficult situation with your child by asking thoughtful, non-judgmental questions 

· "Misbehaving" is mostly a child acting without thinking (Misbehaving could also be a means of attention seeking, although more often than not, children are not consciously aware of that). 

· Parents often assume that misbehaviors are intentional.  Whereas, many times children react, do not know how to think about what they are doing, and certainly cannot see long-term consequences of their behaviors (even adolescents). 

· Oftentimes, parents rush to judgments without first listening to the child's perspective.  A child's thinking is just that:  a child's thinking.  This means, the brain is not developed enough to understand what the adult thinks should be understood. 

· It is important to LISTEN to what your child has to say.  Listening is an acquired skill.  Listening means to hear, clearing our heads of our own thoughts and "shoulds”. It means trying not to worry about your child's future because he has done something that is upsetting you in the present. 

· If your child could reflect on their behaviors, most of the time they would.  But often they cannot, because they haven't learned, aren't old enough, haven't had enough experiences. 

· Parents modeling reflective behaviors are essential to learning reflective abilities.  If you react negatively without thinking, without listening, without processing, this will become the model for your children.

Tips:
· Ask questions: questioning tends to promote curiosity and reflection. 

· "We have a problem.  What do you think the problem is?  What did you do to try to solve the problem?  Did it work?  Did your behavior help or hurt you or the other person?  Did what you do make the situation better or worse? Could you try something different? " 

· If we want our child to be reflective, we can and must show them how we are reflective. We are always role models. When you yell at your child because of your tensions, anger, impatience, you are modeling.  When you stay calm, you are modeling. 

· Label emotions - both yours and others - to learn an emotional vocabulary (to learn more about emotional vocabulary click here) 

· Practice with your child, in the form of a game, if they can make different faces to express feelings. 

· When your child has an emotion, help to identify the feeling:  "how does your body feel?  What does your face look like?  How does your voice sound?" 

· When your child has an emotion, empathize with that emotion:  "I know you're hurt by that rejection…."

· EMPATHIC COMPETENCIES  

Definition:
· Having a good sense of others' feelings or situation. 

· Being sensitive, understanding and compassionate. 

· The ability to express your "empathy" for another's experience, even if you haven't had the experience. 

· Being able to imagine what "it must feel like". (It does not mean you have to "stay in another's shoes" or solve another's situation or make the feelings go away.) 

· Understanding that we can have simultaneous emotions.  "l am angry when mommy yells at me, but I still love her." 

· Having feelings for another but not allowing or excusing inappropriate behaviors. "I know you are angry, but you cannot hit".

You can see from this definition, that the road to becoming an empathic human-being is difficult and complicated and has many different levels. Empathy is the single feeling that differentiates us from other animal species. Being empathic is part of having a conscience and provides the capacity to feel for others.

Guidelines:
· Parents learn what is "normal" for each age (see www.csee.net/csee/milestones for details) 

· Children learn to empathize slowly, as their brain develops and they have many experiences in which empathic skills are nurtured 

· Parents modeling empathy is the most effective tool to learning empathy 

· Listen carefully to the stories your children tell about their friends, other adults, situations they witness 

· Help them to see situations from another's perspective

Tips:
· Read books that have stories illustrating empathy, and then discuss them with your child 

· Tell stories about your own childhood, which demonstrates your own empathic skills 

· Ask questions:  "how would you feel if you were that person".  Be curious! 

· Use real life occurrences, such as homeless people, as a point of discussion 

· Organize ways to give to charity, preferably work and service related aid. 

· Be empathic with your children:  "I understand you are hurt/ disappointed, but you cannot hit your friend". 

· PROBLEM SOLVING AND DECISION MAKING COMPETENCIES 

Definition: Problem solving and decision making refers to our ability to recognize that we have a problem or decision to make; the ability to evaluate our choices, seek to solve the problem or make a decision and then evaluate “how are we doing?”

Life at home, school and with peers involves a steady stream of decisions and problems. How children solve them and make decisions shapes so much of their lives!

Guidelines:
The following format can be used with children as young as 5.  Once this technique is learned, it is used throughout the life span, to be used in all relationships including marriage, work, peers, and others.

· Find a quiet place with your child, at a time of day when you are not tired and there are no activities to distract you. 

· Help your child to identify the problem or the decision that needs to be made. 

· Reflect back on the problem or the decision to make sure you understand what your child means (Sometimes we don’t fully understand the problem or decision. Clarify what happened). 

· Thinking about goals: This is really important. The goals we set shape what we do! Talk to your child about what goals really make sense, given this particular problem or decision. 

· Thinking about solutions: Often there is more than one-way to solve a problem or make a decision. Think about what strategy makes the most sense to you and, most importantly, your child to solve this problem or make this decision. If you can, try to anticipate what might happen if the child picks a given solution. 

· Try it! Support your child’s effort in identifying a strategy that he/she think will be best. (Naturally, if they pick a strategy that you have a conviction will fail; you need to let them know!) 

· Learning from experience: Be sure to follow through after your child has implemented the solution you both thought might be effective.  If that didn't work, go back to the drawing board.

Negotiable and non-negotiable decisions and problems: Some problems and/or decisions we can and want our children to take charge of. But, sometimes we need to step in and take change. For example, decisions and/or problems related to safety and health are non-negotiable. If we realize that solving a problem or making a decision will put the child at risk, naturally this is non-negotiable: parents will make the decision or seek to solve the problem to insure the child’s safety. 

Tips:
· Help your child to think about the pros and cons of making a decision or solving a problem in a particular way. 

· Talk with your child about how hard and frustrating it is to go through all of the eight steps described above! It often feels so much easier to just make a decision! And, it is in the short run. 

· Children, particularly younger ones, normally do not think of long term consequences of their actions.  They tend to live in the moment. 

· Children are making decisions and solving problems from infancy! Infants automatically “decide” when their tummy is full and when parents recognize this, we are supporting their listening to their bodies and making healthy decisions. In the toddler stage, the parent who allows a choice between 2 shirts is empowering the child in a primitive way to make a decision. 

· Ask your child if you can be of help when you recognize a    problem or a decision that needs to be made. 

· Create a safe haven for your child to come talk to you about problems with you, his/her siblings and friends. (A safe haven to a child means listening, not judging, being empathic, and not blaming either your child or the others involved.) 

· Helping your child to recognize the different perspectives in approaching a problem.
Together with your child, write down possible solutions. Evaluate the solutions that are implemented. 

· IMPULSE CONTROL AND MANAGEMENT OF EMOTIONS COMPETENCIES 

Definition: Impulse control and managing and controlling emotions is the ability to wait for something one wants. It is the ability to express a wide range of emotions with words and not acting out behaviors. 

Guidelines:
· Recognize a feeling, to reflect on the feeling, to learn a vocabulary that connects with the feeling, and to express the feeling with words not behavior. 

· Learn about the consequences of acting impulsively (again, these are developmentally learned from small to bigger steps as your child grows). 

· Learn that all emotions - including anger, excitement, disappointment and hurt - are normal but in our culture have appropriate ways of being expressed. 

· Take the time to think about what one wants and to think through the consequences of getting what one wants, (to buy something that is more expensive than what can be afforded). 

· Learn to stay calm. 

· Learn to use these skills in a variety of contexts with peers and adults. 

· Learn to think through consequences of acting out rather than speaking out.

As with all other human behaviors, learning impulse control begins at a very early age.

· In infancy, it is not expected a child can delay gratification.  A parent uses the skills of distraction. 

· In toddlerhood, tantrums are often caused by wanting something.  This is the age in which waiting a few minutes is appropriate.  During this waiting time, the parent first models the language of empathy - "I know you want the toy, but we will wait until you go into your room".  There is little expectation during this age that a child understands or can delay gratification without the tantrums.  However, it is the beginning of the learning process.

Tips:
· Play a family game.  Make as many faces as you can and have others in the family guess at the emotion. 

· When your child is having an emotion, ask the child to identify the emotion: 

· Notice feelings in the body 

· Notice facial expressions 

· Notice physical gestures 

· Help your child with the vocabulary of emotions

· EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION COMPETENCIES 

Definition: Communication refers to the process of two or more people letting each other know what they are feeling and/or thinking. We communicate with words (spoken and written). We also communicate nonverbally or with our tone or voice, gestures and facial expressions.

Guidelines and Tips: 
There are many guidelines that are essential in order to:

· Keep the doors of communication open; 

· Teach children helpful ways to communicate with us, their peers, in love relationships and other adults.

These skills learned early in life become part of your and their vocabulary for life. Of course, there are variations of the following themes, but the core elements are basic to communication.

A LIST OF "YESES"
· Listen without bias, controlling or directing the conversation 

· Listen without making assumptions before you hear what the other person has to say 

· Be aware of your own biases, vulnerabilities, agendas, self-interest 

· Pay attention to your bodies: is there tension, is there an open or closed look in our faces; is there a curiosity about what the other person is trying to communicate. 

· Be aware of what you are thinking and feeling:  are you projecting and imagining what will happen 10 years from now? Are you frightened that the flaws you see in your child now are destined forever? 

· Ask questions.  Be curious. Being curious is perhaps the best way to stay away from our assumptions.  Especially with children, their brains work differently than ours.  What we think they are saying is often not what they are meaning. 

· Paraphrase what you think your child is saying.  Repeat back so you make sure you're hearing what is being said.

A LIST OF "NO-NO’s":
· Don't lecture. 

· Don't yell. 

· Avoid snap judgments. 

· Avoid the "should’s".  The word should immediately shuts down communication.  You are telling the person what to do or not to do, you are implying criticism, and you are not giving the person a chance to respond because you have already determined what the right thing to do is, in your mind. 

· Slow down.  Let the child's story unfold. 

· Don't make assumptions.  Clear your mind of what you think you know, so you can really listen to what you don't know. 

· Avoid making comparisons to others, especially friends.  "Your best friend is studying more than you are." 

· Stay away from "good" or 'bad" judgments. This closes the door.  If you have an opinion, give good reasons, rather than value words. 

· For the most part, try not to say "no" without good reasons to  back up your "no".  It's important to be able to think through the  reasons you are saying no, so that it is not arbitrary.  If you are  ambivalent, children pick this up.  

· COOPERATIVE COMPETENCIES 
Definition: Cooperating refers to being able to work and/or play together with others.

· To learn to work together with others in non-competitive ways. 

· To listen to and really hear another point of view without having to agree with it. 

· To take turns. 

· To learn how to participate in teamwork and show collaboration and negotiation. 

· To come to a satisfactory resolution. 

· To include others of varying skills. 

· To recognize and tolerate different skills and contributions each person makes to a group.

Again, as in all other social emotional skills, these are behaviors that are developmentally learned - a slow process with parents guiding and modeling. 

There are many skills involved in learning to cooperate:

· Learning to take turns. 

· Learning to wait. 

· Learning to listen without making assumptions about what you THINK the other person is thinking. 

· Learning to open your mind and truly hear a different point of view. 

· Learning to disagree without confrontation. 

· Learning to identify and set goals and work toward the common goals. 

· Learning to feel like a team. 

· Learning to contribute new ideas. 

· Learning to help, ask for help, and accept help. 

· Learning to work towards the success of a group effort, while recognizing individual contributions. 

· Enjoying the process and accepting the outcome with humility and sense of self-worth.

Guidelines and Tips:
· Use the skills practiced with problem-solving, self-reflective and decision to teach cooperative skills. 

· Take time to listen to each point of view in family projects, decisions, and arguments. 

· Recognize and credit each child and yourselves with what each member brings to the project at hand. 

· Be involved in family projects that are cooperatively based as well as competitively based. 

· Underscore that working cooperatively is not easy, and conflicts are expected. 

· Help your child to reflect on the feelings and thoughts of working cooperatively.  Was it an easy and/or a difficult learning experience?

· FRIENDSHIP COMPETENCIES 

Definition: In broad strokes friendship refers to a relationship between two or more people who are friends. The ability to form and maintain friendships rests on being able to pay attention to our own needs and wants as well as the needs and wants of the other person. Forming and maintaining friendships rests on many social emotional competencies: being able to listen to ourselves and the other person; being able to control our impulses; being able to communicate, cooperate and solve problems with another person in a caring manner. 

Having friends and being part of a group or community are basic human needs. Having friends is essential to life.

The need to belong creates such a strong drive for attention; children will exhibit positive and negative behaviors to be recognized.

As children develop they learn how to function in a family.  How they communicate in the family becomes a model that reflects on their further communication with friends. 

Essential to friendships and peer groups is learning to think for oneself - maintaining an individual identity - and simultaneously being a part of the group by leading or following peer behaviors, thinking and feelings.

There are many important skills and understandings that parents teach their children about friendships:

· Forming friendships takes work. 

· Forming friendships embodies much of the social-emotional skills we have discussed:  cooperation, empathy, and appreciating differences. 

· Loyalty and trust are important to maintenance of the friendships 

· Being able to express feelings appropriately, using the vocabulary of emotions you have taught your child. 

· Hearing what a friend has to say. 

· Discussing honestly and with kindness and sensitivity (empathy) to what a friend is sharing. 

· Controlling impulses not to do what doesn't feel right. 

· To be strong enough to be able to express different opinions, without fear of exclusion.


Guidelines and Tips:
· Talk about the importance of friendship through books, movies, special outings.  Point out how different we all are, as well as similar. 

· Encourage individuality even in a group.  Even though sometimes the peer group feels even stronger than the individual in it.  Teach your child to know the difference. 

· Learn to say "no" in a friendship, by allowing your child to say "no" to you, if there is a good reason for saying no. 

· Help your child to recognize that we have many friends throughout life; that often we make choices in friendships that don't work;  Help your child to look at different characteristics of their friends and see the many characteristics we all have. 

· Help you child to evaluate the many characteristics of their friends (if asked).  You should help your child in trying to understand how their friends can have strengths and weaknesses, and what those mean.

· ALTRUISM COMPETENCIES
Definition: Altruism refers to our inclination to be concerned about and helpful towards others. 

Like all social emotional competencies, this ability develops gradually over time.

Being concerned about and inclined to help others creates caring and safer homes and schools.

Guidelines and Tips:
· How are we – as parents – concerned and inclined to help others? How do we show this to our children? Like most of the important lessons in life, how we act is perhaps the most important teaching method. There are so many ways that parents can do to show concern, caring and wishing to be helpful to their children.  As an example, saying "please” and “thank you", "excuse me", knocking on their bedroom door as a way of respecting their privacy, having good table manners, are all excellent and easy ways of achieving that goal. When we act in these kinds of thoughtful and caring ways, children will tend to copy us. 

· Provide opportunities for your children to talk about their caring and the ways that they want to and/or have been helpful to others. Recognize this. Praise it. 

· Expect that your children’s friends will behave in caring and helpful ways. 

· Encourage and praise community service and the range of “small” ways that people are concerned and helpful to others.

Final Thoughts

· Go slowly 

· Don’t expect perfection from yourself or your children.  There is no such thing as perfection. 

· Review each competency regularly.  This information takes a great deal of time to learn. 

· Recognize that we, as parents, have many, many misteps.  But if we instill the core, these misteps have a minimal impact. 

· We all have flaws - that's what humans are about.  We all have good parts.  That's what humans are about.  Learn to accept both in yourselves and your children.

We are always teaching children socially and emotionally. You can promote these core social emotional competencies. Just as most parents talk about the importance of being a “reader” and practicing reading, we can and need to do the same socially and emotionally: “reading” ourselves and others and then using this information to solve real problems and learn socially and emotionally.
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