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  Introduction






For many years, I wondered why children had such a difficult time managing emotions. As a counselor, I had taught them coping strategies, provided a safe space to process their uncomfortable feelings, and encouraged them to self-regulate. But when a child would land in my office reeling from some event, the tools simply didn’t work. When I would encourage them to use coping strategies, they only became more frustrated. When I asked simple questions like, “What’s wrong?” or “What happened?”, I got convoluted answers. Even the children themselves seemed confused. It’s like their brains had completely shut down.




I had been trained in psychology and learned to focus on thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. I thought my job was to help children change their thoughts and teach them coping strategies that would calm the body, no matter their emotional state. My approach shifted dramatically a few years ago when I learned about the biology of emotions. I discovered that there are times when children simply can’t flip a switch and calm down or think rationally. Sometimes, I can’t do this either. There are times when we are unable to make rational decisions, not because we don’t want to, but because our brains won’t let us. I call this state The Flood Zone. In this book, I will explain why understanding this zone is important. I will also share with you why teaching children how to regulate emotions is valuable.




Throughout the book, I will be using different terms to define how children deal with emotions. I will use Regulated to describe children who can control their emotions. I will use Dysregulated to describe kids who are unable to control emotions. I will use Self-Regulation to describe children who can control emotions on their own. Finally, I will use Coping Strategies to describe methods used to manage thoughts, feelings and actions.




…




We are currently experiencing a mental health crisis in our country. In 2019, the World Happiness Report found that citizens in the United States were the least happy they’ve ever been (and this was pre-COVID-19). Jean M. Twenge, one of the authors of the study, said, “By most accounts, Americans should be happier now than ever. The violent crime rate is low, as is the unemployment rate. Income per capita has steadily grown over the past few decades.”1 But it’s still not enough.




The reasons for our unhappiness vary, but one thing is clear: Our unhappiness is not getting better. It’s only getting worse. And as we forge our way through parenting our children, educating them, and helping them become “successful,” we completely ignore the possibility that even if kids and teens get everything they want, they will still be unhappy. Most of them end up on the treadmill of success, completely unaware of who they are or what they want. They end up at colleges they didn’t really want to go to, choosing majors they thought sounded good, only to end up miserable.




A study done by the New York Federal Reserve found that only 27 percent of college graduates end up working in a field directly related to their major.2 I have sat in counseling sessions with a large number of high achieving, stressed out, out-of-balance teenagers who couldn’t tell me why they were staying up all night to do homework. They couldn’t identify why were they pushing so hard to make straight A’s or why they thought they had to get into a certain college. Most of them couldn’t tell me because they hadn’t been asked before. No one had checked in with them to ask how they felt, what they wanted, or why they were pursuing something.




According to the World Health Organization, 35 percent of college students report mental health problems and 64 percent of students who drop out of college do so for mental health reasons.3 We as educators, parents, and professionals have failed to prepare children for the world that awaits them. Meanwhile, school districts cut counseling programs in order to add reading programs. The problem isn’t a reading program, but rather a lack of emphasis on the emotional state of children as they pursue an education. For example, if a student struggles with reading and emotion regulation, they might throw their book on the floor and refuse to try. If a student struggles with reading but can manage their emotions, they will have a greater ability to overcome the emotional discomfort and greatly improve their reading skills.




While our education system has overlooked the importance of emotion regulation, the business world has not. The Journal of Vocational Behavior reported that emotional intelligence is linked to higher salaries and increased job satisfaction.4 Business leader Eric Lupton stated that “understanding your emotions, controlling them, and understanding other peoples’ might be the most important asset in working with others.”5 Even so, we as parents and educators have yet to prioritize the task of helping children identify and manage their emotions. We have focused on other goals like academics and external successes, believing if children excel in these areas, they will be happy. This is a faulty assumption. Some of the most unhappy children I have encountered are the most successful. Externally, they seem to have everything they could want, but internally they feel empty, confused, and sad.




Whether you’re the parent of a dysregulated child, a counselor trying to help students learn emotional literacy, or an educator with an unruly class, the goal is still the same: We must prepare kids to be able to manage internally what happens to them externally. This is the best education we can give them. Tim Elmore, an expert on the millennial generation says, “Prepare your child for the road instead of the road for your child.”6 In order to prepare children for the world that awaits them, we need to teach them how to identify their feelings, learn what triggers those feelings, and give them coping strategies to manage feelings in a healthy way. In order to do that, we must understand emotions ourselves.




As significant adults in children’s lives, we are the models for managing emotions—whether good or bad. If we lash out at kids, dole out harsh consequences while angry, and refuse to admit our mistakes or take responsibility for our actions, kids will adopt those strategies for managing (or failing to manage) their own emotions. If we can’t manage our emotions, how can we expect children to manage theirs?




Our relationships with children will change if we take a step back and look at how our feelings and triggers affect our interactions with them. Kids will push your buttons, trigger you, and make you feel like you are at your breaking point. In this book, I will teach you how to not break. I will teach you how to not explode, lose your temper, and otherwise do things you will later regret. I will also teach you how to teach kids to manage their own emotions. I will give you the information you need, the language to use, and the steps to take to help children grow their own emotional legs and walk. It is not an easy journey, but if we take the time to understand, learn, and implement this information, we can radically improve the emotional lives of children today as well as future generations. Let’s begin.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




HOW THE BRAIN PROCESSES EMOTIONS 

The brain is a highly complex system that regulates every function in the body. It controls learning, emotion regulation, thinking, understanding complex ideas, and initiating movement throughout the body. It sends and receives messages all day, every day to help our bodies function. Its primary job is to keep us alive, and it will do whatever necessary to ensure that happens. Survival is the brain’s highest priority, and fear is the emotional signal it sends, letting us know danger is near.




The brain has always alerted us to danger, but the environment has changed. Back when humans lived in caves, if you heard a sound in the middle of the night and said to yourself, “Ah, it’s probably nothing,” you would likely be killed by an animal or intruder. Today, you might be able to ignore the noise because you have a security system, a large dog that will let out a scary bark, or a cell phone on which you can quickly dial 9-1-1. From a rational perspective, you know you are safe, but the brain can’t take that chance. To your brain, overlooking fear could mean death, so it sees your luxurious condo as a cave in prehistoric times. Its job is to protect you. The brain perceives danger as, well, danger—no matter what time period you live in.




THE FEAR RESPONSE

The amygdala is a small, almond-shaped region deep in the base of the brain, and it regulates fear and alerts us to danger. It keeps us safe, aware of our surroundings, and away from potential harm. We need the amygdala to alert us to the sound of screeching tires so we can slam on our brakes and avoid a potential wreck. We need our amygdala to alert us to the bark of a vicious dog so we can avoid getting bitten. The signals the amygdala sends during these times are lifesaving.




However, the amygdala often fires when it doesn’t need to, and this can wreak havoc on our daily lives and cause unneeded stress. For example, the amygdala sends fear warnings when we’re afraid someone doesn’t like us, when we’re afraid we’ve failed a test, or when we’re worried about wearing the wrong outfit. It sends signals when we’re afraid we won’t make a shot in the basketball game, or when we might not get to hang out with friends over the weekend. The amygdala fires when a straight A student fears they will fail a test and when a twelve-year-old is afraid of not getting into college. For many people (myself included), the amygdala sends fear signals on a perfectly sunny day with no potential danger in sight. The constant firing of the amygdala creates emotional exhaustion and anxiety. In fact, the definition of anxiety is an overactive amygdala.




Recently, when I explained to a child how the amygdala works, he asked me if I could take out his amygdala! He was so tired of worrying and wanted to enjoy a stress-free life. I can’t blame him. I would sign up for amygdala removal if I had the chance, but he and I would certainly miss it. In our conversation, I explained that the amygdala helps him turn in his homework on time and spend hours studying for a test. It’s what helps him pay attention to his teacher and listen to his soccer coach. It’s what also helps him be a good friend. The amygdala serves a great purpose. We can’t live without it, but we must learn to manage its effects.

[image: Image]

In order for children (or any human) to be able to think clearly, regulate emotions, and make rational decisions, blood must be present at the top of the brain. This is where all rational thinking and emotion regulation occurs. Specifically, the prefrontal cortex is responsible for thinking and decision-making, and the anterior cingulate cortex is responsible for emotion regulation. Most people have heard of the prefrontal cortex, but the anterior cingulate cortex is less talked about because emotion regulation is less talked about. Most people don’t think about regulating emotions until they are around someone who can’t regulate them, have a child who can’t regulate them, or experience consequences themselves for not being able to regulate them.




When the brain senses possible danger, real or imagined, the amygdala is triggered and blood starts to leave the top of the brain (see above image). When that happens, we experience changes in our mind and body. Thoughts become fuzzy. Our palms start to sweat. Our breathing becomes more rapid and our stomachs and heads begin to hurt because our body has entered survival mode. Survival mode can take three forms: Fight, Flight, or Freeze. A child who responds with fight might become physically or verbally aggressive, create conflicts, or argue and not let something go. A child who responds with flight might ask to stay home from school, agree with someone to avert conflict, or avoid uncomfortable situations. A child who responds by freezing will lock up, disassociate, and struggle to focus.

[image: Image]

PHYSICAL RESPONSES TO POTENTIAL DANGER: 


	Dilated pupils: In times of danger, the body heightens its awareness of the immediate surroundings. When pupils become dilated, more light enters the eyes, resulting in better vision.

	Pale or flushed skin: Blood moves to the muscles, brain, legs, and arms so the body is prepared to run or fight. This shift in blood flow throughout the body causes pale skin.

	Rapid heart rate and breathing: When breathing and heart rate increase, the body is filled with the energy and oxygen it needs to respond to danger rapidly.

	Trembling: In survival mode, the muscles tense up and become ready for action, which can cause trembling or shaking.




[image: Image]

When a child is in survival mode, they enter The Flood Zone. In this state, children are unable to be rational, regulated, and otherwise compliant. In fact, the most motivated child (or adult) with the greatest coping strategies won’t be able to manage emotions without blood at the top of the brain.




THE FLOOD ZONE 

[image: Image]

The Flood Zone occurs when there is no blood left at the top of the brain. Being “flooded” occurs when you can no longer think rationally, manage emotions, or trust yourself to have healthy conversations with others. On a number line from 1-10 with 10 being the most intense and 1 being the least, The Flood Zone occurs at an 8 or higher. From 1-7, we might be able to utilize a coping strategy or talk ourselves out of an irrational reaction. Once we reach an 8 or above, rational thought and behavior is not possible.

[image: Image]

The Flood Zone causes problems for all of us. We will act out in ways we later regret, give unfair consequences to our kids, and say the first thing that pops into our head without thinking about how the other person will perceive it. This occurs in adults whose brains are mature, so kids have an even harder time managing The Flood Zone because their brains are not fully developed. The brain is not fully developed until around 25 years of age,7 and the area of the brain that connects the left (logical) and right (creative), called the Corpus Callosum, is not fully developed until most kids graduate college.




FLOODED REACTIONS 

Now that we understand what is happening in the brain, we can expect certain reactions from children in the Flood Zone. We don’t necessarily like the reactions, but we begin to understand why the reactions are happening. Being prepared for these responses will help keep us grounded and able to detach emotionally from what a child is throwing at us. The ability to stand back from a situation and not become triggered ourselves is imperative for us to interactive effectively with children in The Flood Zone.




WHAT FLOODED CHILDREN SAY

Listed below are typical responses from a flooded child:

[image: Image]

When adults hear these reactions from kids, we want to speak truth to convince them otherwise. We might be tempted to say, “I know you care,” or “You know we love you,” but saying these things only makes the situation worse. Remember, what kids say when flooded isn’t rational, so even though what you say is true, you can’t rationalize with an irrational person. When you hear these statements (or statements like them), you know a child’s brain is flooded and cannot think rationally in that moment, so offering them a counter argument will be unproductive.

[image: Image]

In the above example, the second response from the adult will be the most effective because the adult meets the child where they are. Instead of trying to rationalize with the child or convince them otherwise, the adult acknowledges how the child feels, which is all that matters in that moment.




WHAT FLOODED CHILDREN DO

Flooded children don’t just say irrational things; they do them, too. They can act completely bizarre; their actions make no sense at all. We know a child is flooded when what they’re doing won’t get them what they want, but instead results in the opposite of what they want. The list of common reactions below sheds light on how flooded children act:

[image: Image]

Not all kids will have the same reaction (like lying), but what you will see is a significant shift in behavior. Their bodies tense up, their faces become red, or their breathing becomes rapid. Some kids will keep their emotions inside and appear to shut down, while others will externalize their emotions and lash out at those around them.




Kids who internalize often don’t get into as much trouble because they don’t say or do things that will result in a consequence. As an adult, these situations are difficult to navigate because you don’t know what’s going on with a child. They may not tell you why they’re so upset, which makes helping them a challenge.




Conversely, when kids externalize their emotions, they will share what they’re struggling with immediately. While this can be helpful, it’s hard for adults to stay regulated when a child is directing their flooded emotions externally. In a recent counseling session, a child told me that I wasn’t helpful, that his parents were crazy in thinking he had a problem, and that we (the adults) were the ones who needed therapy. It was hard to remain emotionally neutral while listening to him. It’s also hard to stay emotionally neutral when a child is yelling, hitting, kicking, or telling you what a terrible person you are. During these times, it’s imperative that we pay attention to what is going on inside of our own bodies. When the child told me I needed therapy, I felt my body tense up. I felt my chest become red and my face flush. The statement was unexpected because my intentions were to help the child, not to hurt him in any way. In that moment, I had to take a step back, take a deep breath, and acknowledge my own triggers.




WHAT FLOODED ADULTS DO 

We adults need to pause before responding to someone in a flooded state, whether in working with a child or in interacting with adults. If we aren’t careful, we will get caught up in the flooded reactions of others and become flooded ourselves. Two flooded people interacting with one another never ends well. Even worse, when adults and children both end up flooded, the adult makes decisions they regret. After all, the adult in the situation bears more responsibility in handling themselves well. Here’s how flooded adults react to children.

[image: Image]

All of us are guilty of becoming flooded and acting in ways we regret. We are human, making us just as susceptible as children to acting in ways that are not helpful. However, we can learn from our experiences and try to behave differently next time.




Let’s take a moment to reflect on what we’ve learned so far. This exercise will help you understand your own behavior so you can interact more effectively with the children in your life. Whether you’re a parent, childcare worker, teacher, educator, or counselor, the goal of this reflection is not to make you feel guilty or sad, but rather to help you assimilate what you’ve learned about yourself and the children around you.




REFLECTION 


	What behaviors in children trigger your amygdala?

	When triggered, what do you most often do?

	What do you wish you could do?

	What can you do differently next time?











  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




TRAUMA, MENTAL HEALTH, AND THE BRAIN 

In the previous chapter, we talked about how blood flow affects the brains of healthy humans on a day-to-day basis. No matter how well you function, The Flood Zone takes over from time to time. However, if your brain has been compromised by genetics or life experience, you will have an even harder time managing emotions.




THE 50 PERCENT RULE 

As a rule of thumb, 50 percent of your mental health is comprised of what you come into this world with (genetics), and 50 percent is comprised of what happens once you are here (life experiences). For example, if you have a genetic predisposition for a mental health condition such as anxiety or depression, but you have supportive parents and friends and experience a safe environment with no major traumas, you will have a good chance of managing that mental health condition.




Conversely, if you have a mental health condition and you live in an unstable family or experience multiple traumas, abuse, or neglect, you will have a more difficult time maintaining mental health. In fact, if you experience multiple traumas, called Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), you face an uphill battle. In the chart below you will see the different categories of ACEs:

[image: Image]

As you look over this chart, think of a child you know and circle how many ACEs they have experienced (that you know of).




[image: Image]

Many children will experience at least one of these adverse conditions. Forty to fifty percent of marriages in the US end in divorce,8 so many children will be affected by at least one adverse experience. Though Adverse Childhood Experiences dramatically affect the lives of children, only in the past twenty years have we begun to understand just how much damage they cause.




In 1985, the Center for Disease Control was confused by the high number of people dropping out of Kaiser Permanente’s Obesity Clinic in San Diego. The head of the department, Vincent Felitti, began conducting interviews to explore why this was occurring. He found that childhood abuse, not the unwillingness to lose weight, was the cause of the dropout. Time and time again, patients revealed that they kept the weight on not because they didn’t want to lose it, but because they didn’t think they deserved to lose it.9 This revealing factor led to the creation of the ACE Study, which identified and measured the damage that early adverse childhood experiences have on people’s lives. Below you will see some of the results from that study.




If a person has experienced four or more ACEs (adverse childhood experiences), they have increased chances of developing the following diseases and mental health concerns compared to those who have not faced ACEs:


	Chronic Pulmonary Lung Disease – 390%

	Hepatitis – 240%

	Depression – 460%

	Attempted Suicide – 1220%10




These numbers are staggering but not at all surprising when we look at images of the brain. In the comparison below, the healthy brain on the left indicates more activity in the pre- frontal cortex and the anterior cingulate cortex (areas within the circles) than the brain of an abused person on the right.
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When a child has experienced repeated abuse or trauma, their brain shows an underdeveloped pre-frontal cortex and anterior cingulate cortex, and an overdeveloped amygdala.




Essentially, they are functioning from the bottom (or primal) part of the brain; thus their reactions are extreme and primal rather than measured and thoughtful. If children don’t experience safety or remain in an abusive situation, the top of their brains will remain less active into adulthood, and they will have less ability to control their emotions and make good choices. In 2010, the Justice Policy Institute revealed that of nearly 93,000 children incarcerated in a juvenile facility in the US, 75 to 93 percent of them have experienced trauma.11




In schools, children need to operate from the top of their brain in order to function inside the classroom. In order to learn what is being taught, get along with peers, remember to turn their homework in, and manage uncomfortable emotions, the top of the brain must be active and functioning. Kids affected by abuse and trauma cannot always access the top of their brain because it is underdeveloped due to trauma. As we learned in the first chapter, the brain will choose survival over anything else. When children live in survival mode constantly, their brains function and develop differently.




When I was a first-year counselor, I worked with a boy who exhibited violent behaviors at school. He was only a first grader, but he had already been sent to a psychiatric center twice. He was on several medications (including an anti-psychotic), and he had been diagnosed as Bi-Polar with Psychotic Features. He had been suspended from school multiple times. He had been throwing chairs in the classroom, biting teachers if they got too close, scaling the backstop on the playground, spitting, cussing, and refusing to obey. It came as no surprise that he landed in my office the first week of school.




Being a first-year counselor, I felt completely unprepared to work with this boy. I had no idea how to help him manage his behaviors and emotions, so I did the only thing I knew to do: be a safe person for him. Each time I met with him, I strived for my demeanor to say I see you. I hear you. I accept you. Over time, this made a difference.




In seeking to understand what was going on in his emotional world, I asked him to draw a self-portrait. Below is the first self-portrait he drew:

[image: Image]

When I asked him to describe it, he said the red was anger inside and the club-looking object sticking out to the right was his fist ready to hit someone. The blue inside was sadness that he didn’t want anyone to see. For the first time, this boy began to express vulnerability. He described the image he had drawn as a “monster,” and identified himself as a monster instead of a child. Although this was disheartening to hear, I fear many other people in the school saw him the same way.




Over the next few months, he began to open up to me. He said his mother was mean and that he wanted me to be his mother. He also said he was stupid and had no friends. I didn’t argue with his beliefs about himself; I just sat with him in his feelings. During this time, I observed him being more interactive with his peers and saw violent outbursts diminish. He even reported, “School was okay sometimes.” His teacher pulled me aside one day in the hallway with so much enthusiasm. “He smiled!” she said. “Today was the first time I’ve ever seen him smile.” She couldn’t have been happier. Around January of that school year, he drew another self-portrait:

[image: Image]

I couldn’t believe how much his view of himself had changed as he was beginning to see himself as a person. He let me know that he was still angry (he still had teeth!), but this picture helped me know he was on the path to healing. A few months after this drawing, he revealed that his older brother was sexually abusing him. This led to a Children’s Services report and removal of the brother from the home. This created additional trauma, and his home–albeit dysfunctional– was now being torn apart.




Learning about the abuse at home gave context for this boy’s behaviors. He was functioning from the bottom of his brain each day, and when he felt threatened, he responded from a fight, flight, or freeze standpoint. And he was a fighter. Bruce Perry, a trauma expert, says, “The more threatened you are, the more primitive you are in your behavior.”12




It’s important to remember this principle in working with kids. They are doing the best they can. We will never know what goes on inside their homes, inside their heads, or in their worlds. All we can do is pay attention to what they’re exhibiting through their behavior.




Many parents have sought counseling because their child came home from summer camp or a sleepover seeming different. Their behavior had changed. They weren’t themselves. Their child denied that anything happened, but something was different. The child may never tell the parent what happened, and it might have been just a temporary funk or change in mood. Regardless, many children aren’t developmentally able to articulate how they feel, so their behavior is their means of communication. And when behavior changes, we need to pay attention.




We may be the only safe adult in some kids’ lives. Their parents may not be safe, nor their siblings or relatives. They may not know what it’s like to feel unconditionally loved or valued, and we may be the first person to show them. And this process can take a while.  It took over six months for the boy in the above example to share his trauma. For some kids, it takes even longer. It’s important to be patient in our work with kids. Sharing traumas and difficult experiences takes vulnerability, and for some kids, being vulnerable is just too scary.




Over time, we can help them move from the bottom brain to the top brain by helping them feel safe in our schools and in our homes. When children are able to relax, blood will flow back to the top of the brain, thus allowing kids to be able to think clearly and regulate emotions. The more time children spend in the top of their brain, the greater their ability will be to think clearly and process emotions. By being safe people in their lives, we teach them what to look for in finding other safe people. By being around a safe person, children can create new pathways in their brain for connection, understanding, and unconditional love.




MENTAL HEALTH CONDITIONS 

Some kids come into this world hardwired with a mental health condition. They may have all of the love and support a child could ask for, but they still don’t feel happy. This is a common scenario for many kids, and one that frustrates many adults. Recently, I was speaking with a parent who was frustrated by her son’s poor mood. “He’s just so ungrateful,” she told me. “He goes to a nice school, has all of our attention, great friends, and lives in a wonderful neighborhood, yet none of it makes him happy.” She went on to say, “I doubt he was even happy at his birthday party this past weekend.” As I got to know her son, I realized he suffered from depression. He wasn’t choosing to be unhappy. He had an excess of cortisol in his brain.




THE EFFECTS OF CORTISOL IN THE BRAIN 

Cortisol is the stress hormone in the brain. It affects mood, motivation, and fear. It also decreases serotonin (which we will talk about later in the chapter), decreases sensitivity to pain, and suppresses the immune system. As it relates to children, an excess amount of cortisol will cause:


	Anxiety and depression

	Low self-esteem

	Negative thinking

	Obsessive thoughts

	Heightened memory




When you look at the above conditions, you can see the devastating effects of too much cortisol in a child’s brain. As counselors, we see kids with these struggles every day. The one seemingly positive result from an excess of cortisol in the list above is heightened memory. Let me explain how this can actually negatively affect our interactions with children.




As an example, imagine a child says, “You promised to take me to the park!” That conversation about going to the park may have taken place over a week ago in a flurried interaction, but the child remembers it because of an increased level of cortisol. The best way I can describe this kind of heightened memory and attention is to liken it to a lint roller.




When you roll a lint roller over your pants, you expect it to pick up everything on your pants. Every little speck. That is similar to the mind of a child with increased levels of cortisol. They pick up everything. Every conversation. Every part of a conversation. Everything you said, their friends said, every broken promise, and so on. Their brain is functioning from a place of alarm, so their brain picks up everything just in case it needs this information later.




It is difficult for us to be around people with heightened memory, but it’s even worse to live that way. Imagine if you put into memory every single occurrence of your day. Driving to work. Drinking coffee. A conversation with a colleague. It’s exhausting. You spend your whole day maxing out your brain’s capacity for input, but you don’t get much rest at night, either. During sleep, the brain shuffles through all the events from the day and keeps what it needs and forgets the rest. This is why sleep is imperative for our survival. However, for many kids (and adults) there is so much information to assimilate that a restful night of sleep is not possible. Many kids will pick up the smallest piece of information from their day and dream about it all night. They will vaguely remember seeing something weeks before and wake up in a panic by a dream relating to that incident.




When I was four years old, I woke my mother up in the middle of the night crying and saying, “I don’t want to have a baby.” My mother was confused by my words and got out of bed to console me. Through my sobs, she learned that weeks before, my cousin had told me that you get these big shots (an epidural) when you have a baby. My kindergarten shots were coming up, so I was already on alert when my cousin told me about the BIG one. It sent me spinning. I must have tried to keep my fears at bay, but they woke me out of a dead sleep. I had an excess amount of cortisol when I was a kid, so I picked up everything I heard and remembered it all. Even now, I can recall things from early in my childhood. The point is that although cortisol increases our memory, it also causes us to remember the negative experiences much more than the positive ones.




“GLASS HALF EMPTY” THINKING 

Children with too much cortisol in their systems will often see the negative instead of the positive in a given situation. You can give them everything they want, but at the end of the day, it will not be enough. These children struggle with being happy, seeing themselves as capable, and enjoying experiences and people around them. They may enjoy every success imaginable, but the good feelings don’t stick. These children often feel their situation will never get better and that you can’t possibly help them. As adults in these children’s lives, here are some ways we can support them:


	Understand that their attitude, mood, and view of the world are not their choice. Their brain simply has too much cortisol. It is something they cannot control.

	Empathize with their feelings of sadness, disappointment, failure, and so on, and don’t try to change their mind about it. Accept their feelings as their reality.

	Work together on developing strategies to manage the negative feelings.




Here is an example that fleshes out these principles:
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The above interaction isn’t helpful because the adult tried to change the feelings and beliefs of the child before empathizing with their feelings.




Here is a more productive way to handle the situation:
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In this interaction, the adult gives the child what they need first (empathy and support) so they can begin to manage the sadness.




SEROTONIN

While cortisol is the stress hormone, serotonin is the feel-good hormone. It helps us see the good in things. It is also a key ingredient in anxiety and depression medication. Often when kids and adults start on an SSRI (Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitor) medication, they feel happier because their serotonin levels increase. Having a surplus of serotonin also allows many kids from horrific environments to overcome their circumstances. It’s as if their challenging experiences didn’t affect them as adversely. These kids are genetically wired with more serotonin, so their ability to cope is greater.




I’ve worked with a number of children who have endured great trauma and end up being happy-go-lucky people. My late grandfather is one of these people. His father was an alcoholic and his mother looked after he and his siblings essentially as a single parent, yet he has fond memories of his childhood. As a young adult, he was a railroad worker and didn’t have enough money to buy a sandwich on his shift. So he waited until a passenger left an unwanted apple and ate that for his meal. He could have complained about his childhood and his poor beginnings as an adult, but he didn’t. He found the good in those situations. Even into his late eighties, he told the most amazing stories, and they always had a silver lining. To my knowledge, he never took medication to improve his mood. He didn’t do hours of yoga or meditation. He was simply a glass half full person, and that was due to his genetic makeup.




While serotonin can help children be happy and optimistic, it can also reduce their motivation in school, sports, and extracurricular activities. Often parents of these children say, “I wish they would worry a little more!” In our society, we have less appreciation for those who are happy and more appreciation for those who accomplish a lot. When kids don’t push themselves or strive to be the best, many parents start to worry. I worked with a teenage boy who was a gifted swimmer. He was on track to qualify for the Olympics by the age of eighteen, but at the age of fifteen, he decided to quit. His coaches were devastated. His parents were in shock. They dreamed of seeing their son compete at the Olympics, but that was their dream, not his. He sat in my office and said, “I’m not enjoying it anymore. It was fun but I don’t think I’ll miss it. I want to enjoy high school.” And that was that. He quit and never looked back.




Having high levels of serotonin helps children feel content with what they have. They don’t have to be the best. Their happiness doesn’t hinge on their accomplishments. They are content just waking up in the morning. They enjoy their days even if they don’t go perfectly. One would think they are living the dream to have this mindset, but it doesn’t go without pressure from the outside. Even if they are happy, parents will still push them. Teachers and coaches will become frustrated because they aren’t maximizing their potential. People on the outside may see contentment as a flaw, but those who are benefitting from the high levels of serotonin don’t need what others may need. They will find the good even when others miss it.




No matter what brain chemistry we’ve come into the world with, it’s important to acknowledge that we didn’t choose it. Children don’t choose to be negative thinkers. They don’t choose to be overly positive either. This is just their genetically hardwired brain composition. As adults, we need to understand this and accept children as they are. Some will be anxious overachievers. Others will be laid back, mediocre students. We all have a different view. We will have varying degrees of happiness, motivation, and perspective. We are here to teach them that they are unique and special and perfect just as they are.




THE RULE OF THREE 

Over the years, many parents, educators, and counselors have asked when to get help for children. They want to know what signs to look for and when to intervene, rather than wait for the situation to get better. I have explained it in a variety of ways, but I have found the explanation below to be the easiest and most effective way to help determine what a child needs and when to get help.
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There are three main areas in a child’s life: home, school, and friends. When you look at a child who is struggling, ask yourself: How many areas are negatively affected by the presenting problem?




For example, Sally is struggling with anxiety and her parents are worried about her. She is struggling at HOME. She follows her mother around all evening worried about the next day, asking if she can stay home from school. Her mother is becoming frustrated because it seems the whole evening is being taken up by Sally’s anxiety. Sally is also struggling at SCHOOL. She asks to go to the nurse’s office multiple times a day for stomach issues and headaches. She is withdrawn in class and doesn’t interact in daily lessons. Sally’s anxiety is also affecting her relationships with FRIENDS. She doesn’t initiate playing with others on the playground, sits by herself while the other kids are playing a game together, and doesn’t seem to enjoy interacting with peers.




So, what is supporting Sally? Where is she getting some sense of relief? What is buoying her during this storm? The answer is seemingly nothing. Sally is alone in an ocean without a life preserver, and she needs the support of her school, family, and counselor to give her something to hold on to. I have seen this scenario play out over and over again, with parents waiting too long to get help. I’ve seen counselors encourage parents to delay getting outside support, and I have heard teachers say, “She’ll grow out of it,” while the child continues to struggle. This is the wrong approach for Sally. When we don’t help kids early in their struggle, their self-esteem begins to decrease. They pull even farther away from friends and family. They start to see themselves as incapable of handling the daily struggles of life.




Recently, I worked with a seventeen-year-old who has been struggling with anxiety and OCD since she was in elementary school. Her parents didn’t want to stigmatize her by taking her to counseling or draw attention to her at school, but so much time has passed that she has missed critical developmental stages. She doesn’t feel comfortable interacting with peers, she can’t fathom leaving home for college, and she is so terrified of anyone knowing she’s anxious that she has pushed away those who try to get close to her.




I recommend thinking about early intervention as an onion.




If you cut open an onion, you will see all of the layers around the core. Each layer builds on another. If you were to try to get to the core by peeling, you’d have to go one layer at a time. This is what happens with children who don’t get early intervention for mental health issues. If there is a mental health need and it doesn’t get addressed, layers of unhealthy habits begin to develop. If I begin counseling a child with anxiety or depression at age seven (the average age of onset), and if I can help the child identify the feeling (like worry) and teach them coping strategies, I am able to see significant improvement in most children in roughly six sessions. If that same child waits until middle school or high school to get help, the outcome is much different. By then, we have to peel through all of the layers of struggle, unhappiness, negative relationships, and self-esteem deficits to get to the core. Early intervention is the key to helping children deal with genetic predispositions and environmental influences.




REFLECTION 


	How does the 50 percent rule apply to your own life? What did you come in with (genetics) and what occurred in your own childhood (life experiences)?

	In what ways are you supporting your own mental health?

	Think of a child you work with who is a negative thinker. How can you better acknowledge the child’s feelings instead of counteracting their words?











  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




HELPING CHILDREN MANAGE EMOTIONS AT SCHOOL 

For many kids, school is the only safe place in their lives. It provides structure, stable adults, clear expectations, and for the most part, predictable outcomes. Contrary to many of their homes, school is a place where kids can relax and know they are safe. They might not excel academically or socially, but for those eight hours a day, they know where they stand. For many kids, this is a relief. These kids want to come to school every day because school provides them what their home doesn’t: stability.




For other kids, school is a stressful place. School has requirements, rules, and expectations. Many kids are unable to manage it all. In a classroom of twenty or thirty kids, teachers don’t have the time to be flexible and understanding and meet specific needs. Kids who break the rules are quickly dealt with, not because teachers don’t care, but because teachers don’t want the other students to suffer due to one child’s inability to manage behavior.




Early in my career, I was a second-grade teacher and felt this tension firsthand. There simply wasn’t time to meet all of the children’s emotional needs, so I developed a group mindset instead of an individual mindset. I had to do what was best for the whole rather than what would meet the needs of one or two. There simply wasn’t time to do it any other way.




Later, when I became a school counselor, I had more of the time with students I needed. I could spend one-on-one time with students and get to know their inner worlds. I heard their frustrations with school, their classes, their friends, and their home lives. I began to understand their struggles and why they behaved in school the way they did. I had a window into their world and could use my knowledge to help students become better versions of themselves. I could help teachers understand how to help students.




However, being a school counselor required me to wear different hats, many of which limited my individual time with students. On some days, I was a substitute teacher, and other days, I helped out in the cafeteria. I spent my mornings and afternoons doing parking lot duty and was a continual hall monitor. I also had the role of teaching character education lessons (sometimes as many as six classes per day). In this role, I learned how hard it is to be a safe person who accepts children without judgment while simultaneously being a classroom teacher, trying to keep a class under control.




I remember one of these classes specifically. Every Wednesday, I faced a class of particularly difficult students, and each week I dreaded that class. As a school counselor, I didn’t want to lose my cool as I was teaching students how to effectively manage emotions, but this class tested me in every way. Their homeroom teacher didn’t have control of the students. I could hear them walking down the hallway, laughing and disrupting classes, long before they lined up outside my office. Before walking in the door, one child would have inevitably knocked another down and trouble would ensue. I felt helpless to deliver any sort of relevant information to these students. Honestly, I felt I was left with only one goal: get through the class.




But one week, I did something different. I singled out the most disruptive student in the class and asked him to become my helper. Then, I chose as a second helper a kid who usually followed this student’s negative behavior. I used their power in the classroom to my advantage. This approach was not new to me as I had used it as a classroom teacher: change the expectation of a child and the child will rise to meet the expectation. I had been expecting these two students to disrupt the classroom because they always did. That expectation had been set by their homeroom teacher, and it had carried over into my class. That day, I changed the pattern by expecting these children to be leaders.




I also took a few deep breaths before the class began and repeated to myself: I am doing the very best I can. These are good kids, doing the best they can. I have relied on the support of these words many times over the years and use is as a serenity prayer of sorts in my work with kids. The two students I had chosen were surprised I expected them to become leaders and handled the situation remarkably. We had a great classroom lesson, and the environment improved dramatically, not because the students had changed, but because I changed.




We face many difficult situations with children in school settings. Children break rules and get flooded; then, we get flooded. We can get caught up in these negative routines, or we can do something different to break the pattern. Here is an example of a common scenario in a classroom:




A child throws a wad of paper across the room.
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As you can see, this interaction isn’t productive. The child’s brain becomes flooded, and they refuse to accept responsibility. Then the adult’s brain becomes flooded. If the child and adult keep up this pattern, the child will be sent to the office and the teacher will struggle to focus on teaching the rest of the class.




Here’s how the situation can be handled more effectively:
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Adult: Pause. Take a step back and ask yourself the following questions:


	Is the child regulated? (able to control their emotions)

	Does the child have a history of becoming flooded?

	Is what I’m doing helping the child improve behavior?







If the child isn’t regulated or has a history of being flooded, or your approach isn’t working, the situation requires you as the adult to change this pattern of interaction. While this can seem like letting the child “win” or get away with their behavior, in reality it’s the opposite. Let’s see how this situation can be handled more effectively:




Thirty minutes have passed since the child threw the wad of paper and the child is calm again. It’s time for lunch and everyone lines up. You ask the student who threw the paper to stay behind. The child looks at you confused because, in their mind, you’ve forgotten about the incident and moved on. But you haven’t. You’ve kept your cool and are now ready to deliver a consequence. The whole class leaves the room, and you can address the student one-on-one.



Student: “What did I do?”
Adult: “You’re having lunch at the back table today (away from peers).”
Student: “What? Why?”
Adult: “I’ll see you after lunch.”







In this scenario, you have given a consequence 1) when it mattered most (the student lost time with peers), and 2) without arguing. You saw the child throw the paper. You don’t need them to confirm it. You kept your cool, remained in control of your own emotions, and delivered a consequence when the child was regulated enough to learn from the behavior.


Even if the child becomes flooded after hearing the consequence, you are still giving an effective consequence at an appropriate time. Some children will become flooded no matter when you give a consequence. Getting in trouble is a trigger for them and they won’t be able to accept the consequence without a flood of emotions. Even so, delaying consequences gives the adult time to regulate emotions. When you have a moment to think about an appropriate consequence and deliver it effectively, you will be better able to withstand the emotions from a child.




INTERACTING WITH FLOODED CHILDREN IN SCHOOL SETTINGS 

Children become flooded in school settings every day in every classroom, whether you are aware of it or not. Some kids sit quietly while flooded and work through the emotions on their own. These students often suffer stomachaches or headaches or are profoundly distracted during those moments. They don’t feel comfortable sharing their emotions outwardly, but their emotions are just as intense.




Other kids will express their flooded state more obviously. They might yell, throw things, or otherwise act out in ways that disrupt the other students. Regardless of how the behavior presents, we need to interact with children differently when they are flooded. In that moment, they are not capable of understanding what has happened, how to resolve the situation, or how to think clearly. Thus, we must adjust our expectations and be patient. It’s not that a child shouldn’t receive a consequence, but in that flooded state, the child isn’t ready to learn anything from the consequence. Consequences are only useful if they deter someone from repeating the same behavior. A consequence given when a child is flooded will not teach the child anything and will not result in changed behavior.




In the above scenario, the pause in the adult’s response was the key moment in the interaction. The pause served as an “opt-out” point in which the teacher could choose a different course. Opt-out points are opportunities for us to change our interactions with children. Even if you’ve reacted the same way to a child’s behavior fifty times, you can choose the right opt-out point in the next interaction, and the behavior pattern will change. Let’s look at an opt-out example below:
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This is the opt-out point. The child is clearly flooded, so talking further about the test won’t be helpful at this point. The rest of the class is waiting for the test and the child is being disruptive. What is the best option for the teacher?


	Lay the test on the child’s desk anyway.

	Insist the students were all aware of the test and ask another student to confirm.

	Do not lay the test on the child’s desk and ask the child to speak to you privately.







As you might imagine, Option 1 and 2 will only intensify the situation. The student is already flooded, so requiring a flooded student to take a test is not useful. From what we have learned previously about the brain, even if the child knows the material on the test, they will not be able to convey their knowledge while flooded. Option 3 will be the most effective, but it will require more effort from the teacher in the short-term. In the long-term, however, the third choice will prove to be the best option. The teacher can allow the student to calm down enough to take the test when they can think clearly.




The teacher who uses Option 3 would tell the student privately, “We can arrange a time for you to take the test later. Please find something to do quietly while the others work.” The teacher does not need to argue about whether the child knew about the test. The teacher does not even need to even discuss the test. By handling the situation in light of the flooded brain, the teacher saves the emotional well-being of the class while giving the student time to reset their brain. Both are of vital importance in that moment. If this behavior continues (the student insists they didn’t know about a test), you can check in with the student throughout the week. For example, ask, “Alex, when is our test again?” so you can confirm the student knows.




RESETTING THE BRAIN 

The Flood Zone will last longer for some students than others. For some kids, flooding lasts thirty seconds, but it can last up to thirty minutes for others. While a child is flooded, discussion about the event and consequences should cease. It is time for the child to reset. The good news is you can offer helpful techniques to help a child reset in a school setting.
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In the above image, you see blood going back to the top of the brain. This occurs because of changes in the five senses. These changes allow the brain to “wake up” and become grounded in the present moment. In the flooded state, the mind is a fog of emotions, but that fog lifts when the senses are utilized. The chart below gives some examples of ways we can help children reset at school using their senses:




THE FIVE SENSES 
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Early in my career as a school counselor, I was called into a classroom to help a flooded child. He was underneath the teacher’s desk and refused to come out, so I did what I thought would be helpful. I asked him what was wrong, told him I wanted to help him, and asked him come to my office to talk. He kicked his legs at me, told me to leave him alone, and said he hated everyone in the school. Out of options and greatly wanting to get the child to a safe space, I reached into my pocket and grabbed a crumply package of Skittles. I dropped one into my hand and asked, “Do you want a Skittle?”




His body changed immediately. He stopped kicking and yelling and reached into my palm to grab the piece of candy. Next, I did the only rational thing I could think of and asked, “Want another?” He agreed and got out from under the teacher’s desk and followed me to my office. I am in no way condoning offering children candy as a reward for disruptive behavior. Instead, I am suggesting that he was able to reset by a change in his senses. It began with the taste of the Skittle. As he left his classroom, he walked into my office where I had a calming lamp (sight), lavender oil burning (smell), and classical music playing (sound). He was calm within minutes.




As you think about your space, keep in mind that you can help children reset by appealing to their senses without ever without saying a word or doing any type of intervention. Schools have certain smells (cafeteria – food; gym – sweat; nurses office – rubbing alcohol) that cause kids to react. What does your space look, smell, sound, and feel like? Do you have a comfortable place for kids to sit? Do you have soothing sounds in the background? Does it smell good?




A kid who was often flooded told me, “I like the smell of your office. It helps me calm down.” So how can your space have the same effect on students?




SETTING UP YOUR SPACE 

How you set up your space will set the tone for what kids expect in your classroom or office. Instead of just thinking about what pictures you want to hang on your wall or how you want to arrange your furniture, think about how you can reset students’ brains as they walk into your space.




How can you appeal to the five senses in your setting?




You may have already been affecting the senses without even realizing it. When I was a student teacher, my supervising teacher always played classical music when kids came in each morning. It indicated that it was time to get settled and do morning work. When it was time for recess, she played jazz music. It was amazing to see the kids respond just by changing the type of music. Instead of having to tell them what was next, they heard the music and just knew.




Years later as a counselor, I started playing classical music in my office. I don’t particularly like classical music, but it was a type of music that didn’t have words and the kids rarely heard it, so by walking in my office, they felt different. I also put a desk just inside the door to my office. When a student would come in flooded, I would ask them to sit at the desk where I kept a variety of paper, markers, pencils, etc. I would tell the child I would be with them in a minute and continued working at my desk. I would watch the child’s body language, and when they seemed more regulated, I would then engage in a conversation. I learned this after many failed attempts at trying to talk with kids when they were flooded. By sitting at the desk for a few minutes, they were able to become more regulated and have a more useful conversation.




GIVING KIDS AN OUT 

We know we can help kids reset their brains by what we provide inside our offices and classrooms, but what happens when the trigger is inside our room? No matter how many senses we try to change, if a child is triggered by a test you handed out, by a particular smell, or by another student, the child may need to change their setting. I call this “giving kids an out,” and we can teach kids that when they become flooded, they can leave the room (with permission) to reset their emotions.




Just by entering the hallway, they will see something different. They will likely smell something different and hear different sounds, too. If they go to the water fountain, they will taste something different, and if they go to the bathroom, they will feel something different by running cool water over their hands. By giving kids the opportunity to reset, they can arrive back in the classroom in a more regulated state in less than five minutes.




When I was a teacher, I turned a spatula into a hall pass for flooded students. I had an agreement with another teacher two grades ahead of me (thus requiring a walk) that when a kid arrived with the spatula, she would smile and say, “thank you,” and send the student back to my classroom. By the time the student returned, they were much more regulated. Simply seeing, smelling, feeling, and hearing something different changed their emotional state. This was long before I knew the biology of emotions, but I knew that when a kid left for a few minutes and came back, they were more regulated. The other teacher did the same thing, and we would send dysregulated kids back and forth as needed that whole year— and it worked!




WORKING WITH FLOODED CHILDREN IN A COUNSELING SETTING 

Much of what we talked about previously can also apply to a counseling setting. However, some differences need to be addressed. Those are:


	Counselors don’t give consequences.

	A counseling setting is one-on-one.

	Counselors play a different role than teachers.







THE ROLE OF THE COUNSELOR 

The role of the counselor has often been confused with other roles in the building. As I shared earlier in the chapter, counselors are often asked to do a variety of jobs, none of which falls under the umbrella of counseling. This is unfortunate. As counselors, we need to remember our role: we are child advocates. We are responsible for doing two things:


	Accept children unconditionally. 
We set the tone with our behavior: I see you. I hear you. I accept you. No matter what they bring into our office, no matter what they’ve done, said or experienced, the session is about them. Therefore, the agenda for the session must be their agenda. Teachers, administrators, and parents will have their own agendas, but their needs must be set aside to find out what matters to the child. You set this tone by starting each session by asking, “How are you?” instead of asking what happened, what’s wrong, or why they came to see you. You set the tone by asking about their emotional state.





2. Provide information and tools to manage difficult emotions. 
As counselors, we are not the strategy. We teach strategies. The goal of our work with children is to help them grow emotional legs and walk. We want them to learn how to be successful in their lives now and in the future. We do that by teaching them how to manage difficult emotions, not by rescuing them from their problems. Children often come to us wanting us to “fix” something for them. They want us to fix their schedule, assign them to a different classroom, or move them away from another student. However, if we only stay on the surface (the presenting problem), we never help children learn how to manage difficult emotions. Fixing a problem is a short-term solution. Teaching them how to manage emotions will help them the rest of their lives.







As you work with children in a counseling setting, remember:


	Try to change as many senses as you can.

	Strategies won’t work unless children are regulated.

	Refrain from asking questions, solving problems, or trying to rationalize with children who are in a flooded state.

	Create a cool-down area in your office where children can reset.




When children arrive in your office flooded, make an effort to handle sessions differently than you normally would. Instead of greeting them at the door and using active listening skills, wait until they’re more regulated.




For example, when a child arrives in your office and you can clearly see they’re flooded, you can say, “Please have a seat right there (point to the cool-down desk). I’ll be right with you.” Then you finish whatever you were working on. Once you see the child regain control of their emotions, then you can engage the child in more fruitful ways.




Another way to help children regulate is to go for a “walk.” When they arrive in your office flooded, say, “I have to run an errand. Why don’t you come with me?” On the way to and from the errand, don’t ask any questions about what is wrong or what happened. Just leaving your office will help reset their brain and make them calmer. Even if the child wants to engage, don’t respond until you see they’ve regulated. This will save you countless hours of unproductive conversations.




In Chapter 5, I will share how to teach kids to self-regulate their emotions. Once you’ve taught a child the steps, a child might say to you, “I’m angry at a 9 right now. I am going to sit here for a few minutes.” This will help you know that the child has learned how to self-regulate. This is one of the greatest gifts we can give children: the information and tools to learn how to manage their feelings on their own.




On a sheet of paper draw how you might change your office setup to better help dysregulated children.




Think of how you can set up your space to reset kids’ brains, provide safe spaces for them to calm down, and arrange your furniture so they feel safe instead of intimidated. You can set up chairs side by side so you aren’t talking to them behind your desk. The desk creates a barrier that isn’t inviting for children (or adults). Also, you can provide areas with a lot of tactile tools such as magnets, putty, markers, and pencils so kids can have a sense that the space is created for them, not just for the adult who is in the space.




Finally, as counselors, we have a unique opportunity to teach professionals and parents how to help kids with emotion dysregulation. By using the information shared in this manual, we can better educate the helpers in a child’s life to handle stressful situations and teach kids how to help themselves.




REFLECTION 


	Write about a situation where you became flooded in an interaction with a child.

	What do you wish you had done differently?

	Where was the “opt-out” point where you could have disengaged?
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HELPING CHILDREN MANAGE EMOTIONS AT HOME 

Some of you reading this manual may not be educators or counseling professionals. You may be parents who are struggling with how to help your children manage emotions. Many of you are both parents and professionals, and you are learning this information for the children you work with and the children you raise. Most of the participants who ask me questions after I give a presentation are parents who want to know how to better help their own children. They are professionals as well, but they are also concerned about their children at home. Even as professionals, we struggle with how to parent our kids. We may have been trained to manage children in the classroom, but all bets are off when we get home.




HOME AS A SAFE PLACE 

I want to start with the good news. If your child is acting great at school but is giving you problems at home, you have provided a safe place for your child. You have created a safe household where your child feels loved unconditionally. We cannot underestimate how important this is. Creating a safe place for a child to sleep, relax, grow, learn, and communicate is invaluable. In fact, if children don’t have this safe space, they will lack a foundation for emotional development. If you can’t express emotions freely at home, where can you? If your child does feel safe at home, you will see a very different version of them than the school sees. Unfortunately, we as parents see the worst.




HOME DEVIL, SCHOOL ANGEL 

I call this the “home devil, school angel” syndrome as it speaks to how drastically a child can change behaviors. At school, they are marvelous. At home, they are disastrous. Over the years, I have met with many parents who describe this exact scenario. When they go to teacher conferences, the teacher raves about what a leader their child is and how much they enjoy having them in the classroom. At home, that same child rolls around in the floor throwing a fit, refuses to eat at the table, go to bed, brush their teeth, and so on. Most parents in this situation dare not tell anyone else about this behavior. They want people to think well of their child, so what do parents do instead? Blame themselves.




If you are in this situation, I beg you not to blame yourself. In fact, the best indicator of a child’s success is how they behave outside the home, so you are actually doing a fantastic job as a parent. But how can you survive what happens inside your home? How can you survive the tantrums, fall-apart moments, and all-out battles that occur every night? In this chapter, I will give you some ways to improve your child’s behavior, but in order to do that, I want to share that the connection you have with your child is most important. You can use every parenting strategy in the world and your home might even become calmer, but if you lose your connection to your child, you’ve gained nothing. Your connection to your child is what will matter five, ten, even twenty years from now. A fancy parenting strategy cannot take the place of unconditional love and acceptance.




You want your child to call you when they’re in trouble, open up about a relationship problem, and feel safe enough to tell you the things they are struggling with. You want to establish a safe connection, but you have to maintain some control, too. Being “too safe” and letting your child have free reign over what they say and do at home isn’t a good strategy. There needs to be a balance. After all, you are the parent, and whether it feels like it now or not, you set the tone.




CHECKING YOUR OWN PULSE 


	How do you feel about your child(ren) in this moment?

	How stressed do you feel about parenting? (1-10, with 1 being not stressed at all)

	How capable do you feel to make changes to your parenting style?




These are important questions as they set the tone for how you will take in the information in this chapter. If you are overwhelmed and willing to do anything to improve interaction with your child, you may be reactive in implementing a strategy without thinking through its viability. You may not take the time to ask yourself if the approach will fit with your personality or parenting style. As you read, I ask you to step back and think about these strategies and how your relationship with your child will change if you implement them. Again, we are not in a hurry here. You want to decide which strategies will help you parent a child who has difficulty managing emotions.




The strategies included in this chapter are easy to implement and can drastically reduce tension in your home. Remember, flooded children cannot think rationally when triggered, so as a parent, you will need to treat them differently while flooded than you would otherwise. Even if we have kids who aren’t flooded, many of us parents have fallen into parenting patterns that are not useful. We do the same things over and over again, even if they produce negative results. Many of our patterns have become so second nature, we don’t even realize we’re doing them.




While these strategies are simple, they are not easy to adopt. They go against what many of us learned from our own parents, and they go against basic human nature. But they work. They are designed with consideration of how the brain processes emotions and how survival responses play into daily interactions with our children. Actually, they work with pretty much anyone.







PARENTING STRATEGY#1:                                                      

DON’T ASK QUESTIONS YOU ALREADY HAVE THE ANSWERS TO 

One of the common mistakes we make with children is to ask questions we already have the answers to. You know a child took a piece of candy; you saw it in their mouth. But you still ask, “Did you take the candy?” Most adults are looking for a confession of sorts, a moment of accepting responsibility to indicate the child has learned a lesson about stealing candy. But most kids won’t confess, and it’s not because they don’t want to learn the lesson; it’s because their amygdala won’t let them.
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Remember this image of the brain and how rational thinking is hampered when the amygdala is triggered? This is what occurs most often when we ask kids to confess. Their amygdala is talking louder than we are and preparing them to fight or flight. The brain is “out of order” for rational thinking and unable to determine what the most effective decision would be.




EXAMPLE:




Adult: “Did you take the candy?”




Child: (Amygdala screams, “RUN! RUN! RUN! DENY IT! SHE’LL NEVER CATCH YOU! SHE CAN’T CATCH YOU! SHE HAS NO PROOF!”)




Now, do you see why kids don’t tell the truth? Their fight or flight mode will win the battle every time.




When I was in high school, I took my brother’s old VW Beetle and drove around the neighborhood with a friend of mine. Before we left, I noticed the car was low on gas, so I went into the garage, found a gas can, and filled up the car. Mind you, I did not have permission to drive the car and knew I would be in enormous trouble if I got caught. Nevertheless, I did it anyway. Not long into our drive, the car started sputtering and eventually died. I stared at my watch in panic. My dad would be home in twenty minutes. There was no way we were going to be home in time. We walked to a friend’s house and asked him to tow us home. He reluctantly agreed (he didn’t have permission to drive either). He got in his truck, wrapped an old chain around the bumper of the VW Beetle, and pulled us slowly back to my house. Halfway up the driveway, he took the chain off and sped away. He had to hurry home so his parents wouldn’t catch him either.




My friend and I stared at a non-working VW Beetle sitting the middle of the driveway and had only one idea: PUSH! So, two teenage girls tried to push a VW Beetle (those things are made of steel!) up a driveway. You know how this ended: My dad pulled up in the middle of our grunting and pushing and asked, “What’s going on?”




Now, I could have answered honestly, but where would I start? Taking the car? The fact that it no longer runs? The now-crushed bumper that occurred from the chain being wrapped around it? My brain was moving too fast, my heart was beating out of my chest, my palms were sweaty, and my amygdala was screaming, “DON’T CONFESS! HE’LL KILL YOU! YOU’LL BE GROUNDED FOR THE REST OF YOUR LIFE! YOU’LL NEVER DRIVE AGAIN!”




So, what did I say? 




“I drove to the end of the driveway to get the mail and the car just died.”




My dad knew I was lying. He just looked at me, looked at the car, and knew he’d never get to the truth.




Turns out, the gas in that can in the garage was actually for the lawn mower. I had put lawn mower fuel in what was a perfectly working car. I spent the next two hours helping my dad drain every drop of lawn mower fuel out of that VW Beetle. He didn’t say much—and he didn’t have to. I knew my decision to take the car that day was a bad one.




How often do we want to get to the bottom of why kids do what they do, even though we know their brains are still developing, which guarantees that they will make poor decisions? When we force them to answer us, we only encourage them to lie. If you saw them do something, you need not ask them if they did it. You already know the answer.




By not pressuring our children to come up with an answer for their behavior, we allow them the space to learn the lesson without digging further into a hole they’ve already dug for themselves. They’ve been triggered and they’re irrational, and by forcing them to try to be rational, we keep them trapped in the flood zone without any way of escape. It’s often these “searching for the truth” moments that create the most tension for parents and kids, not what started the trouble.







PARENTING STRATEGY #2:                                                      

DON’T SHOW YOUR CARDS 

Parenting is sometimes like a card game. You have a stack of cards, your child has a stack of cards, and you play off of each other, hoping to win the hand. Sometimes parents win the hand, but many times kids win, not because they are better at the game, but because parents are too predictable. They play the same hand every time. Kids pick up on this early and start throwing out different cards just to see what will happen. They throw out this behavior and that behavior just to see what their parent will do next. They test the boundaries of the game, and especially if they are losing, will try to find any way to win. If parents stick to the same strategy, unwilling to change it, they will end up losing every time.




The game is much simpler when children are young. If you throw out a consequence card to a young child, they will often lay a compliance card down in return. This situation would look like: If you don’t stop hitting your sister, you’ll have to go to time-out. This tactic works with young children because at this stage of their development, they are black-and-white thinkers. They see either/or scenarios and very little in between. They see time-out as the only option if they don’t stop the behavior. They might roll on the ground and cry about it, but they can’t figure out how to keep doing the behavior and not have a consequence.




As kids get older, they become wiser. Instead of seeing situations as black or white, they begin thinking in the gray. In this gray area, they see more than just two scenarios at play. There is an in-between area where they can gain some leverage. If you say to an eleven-year-old, “If you don’t clean your room, you can’t go to your friend’s house,” that child will see more than two options. They will see an in-between option that works even better for them: They don’t want to clean their room. After thinking about it, they’d rather stay home and play Xbox Live with that friend than go to their house anyway. Ultimately, this scenario—which we’ll call the third scenario—will get them what they want without any sacrifice. They won’t have to clean their room and they will still get time playing with a friend. They win, and you still have to deal with a messy room.




A better way to handle the above situation is to set the expectation:




You need to clean your room today. Period. Don’t say what will happen if they don’t. You set a simple expectation that a child will either accept and complete or not accept and not complete. You’ve laid your card down, and you wait to see what they lay down next. If your child lays down a card of not cleaning their room, you wait to decide what your next card will be. There is no rush. You can take as long as you like. If the child doesn’t clean their room but two hours later logs onto Xbox, there is your opportunity. “No Xbox until the room is clean.” You’ve won the hand without arguing, guilting, or harassing your child about the expectation.




Some hands aren’t that simple. Parenting can lead to a number of sticky situations like the example below: 




A parent calls to tell you that their child and your child went to a skate park without permission. That parent confronted both children and asked your child to confess to you, too. This parent wonders if your child has told you about it and asks how to best handle the situation. 




Your child has thrown a strong card here. You’re caught off guard and flooded with emotions.




You’re triggered by your child 1) breaking a rule, and 2) not being honest with you about it. You’re embarrassed because the other parent had to call you, and you’re even more embarrassed by the fact that you had no knowledge of the situation. You could play many cards here, but it would be best if you take your time deciding what your next move will be.




Many parents in this situation are too flooded to make a wise decision. Brad Stevens, head coach of the Boston Celtics, tells his players that in the heat of the moment, when nothing seems to be going right, “make the next right play.”13 It doesn’t matter what happened thirty seconds ago or thirty minutes ago. Make the next right play. This also applies to parenting. If you pick the first card you see and throw it down reactively, you will lose the hand. That reactive card looks like this: The next time your child walks in the door, you say, “Jack’s mom called. Is there something you need to tell me?”




Flood Zone meet Flood Zone.




If you play your card while flooded, your child in turn will become flooded. In this scenario, you’ve caught your child off-guard and that will create a survival reaction. To survive the moment, your child will begin denying, arguing, and fighting with you. You’ll return the same level of emotional intensity and the hand will be played so fast that, by the end, you won’t know who won or lost. You’ll both be hurt and exhausted, and you’ll have to repair the emotional damage caused by the situation.




As parents, we must work smarter than this. We must recognize when to wait, calm down, and make the next right play. To keep the game analogies going, we must learn to play chess instead of checkers. We must use strategy, timing, and forward thinking instead of reactivity and gut moves. This shift in parenting will transform our relationships with kids and frankly, everyone else in our lives.







PARENTING STRATEGY #3                                                       

USE A TEAM APPROACH

A fabulous teacher I encountered early in my career created a class team at the beginning of every year. She made T-shirts with the last name of each student on the back (along with a number), and on the front, “TEAM CARTER.” When the kids walked through the door the first day of school, she was dressed like a coach and said, “Welcome to Team Carter!”




The kids loved it. They discussed the rules for the team (rather than individuals) and what should happen if the rules were broken. They were all in this together. In fact, one of the kids I worked with who hated school suddenly loved it. When I asked him what the difference was, he smiled and said, “I’m on a team now.”




After hearing about this teacher’s approach, I started recommending this strategy to parents. Many of the kids I work with feel targeted for poor behavior at home. They say things like, I’m always in trouble or I get blamed for everything. This perception can have a negative effect on self-esteem and can make kids feel like they have nothing to lose. Even if they try really hard, it isn’t enough. Their parent is expecting them to mess up.




Using the team approach requires you to think of your family as one unit. Instead of parents being on one team and kids being on an another one, you are all on the same team. You value each other, need each other, and will sacrifice the needs of the one for the needs of the whole. Not everyone will always get what they want, but the team will function better if everyone is willing to sacrifice a little. To get your kids to buy in, you’ll want to include them on making the team rules instead of enforcing only what you think is important.

You want to use good judgment here. You can’t agree to “no established bedtime,” or “no limits on screen time,” but you can create boundaries that are good for the whole, not just for the parts. You can come up with team rules together and see what your family team values. Here are some examples of rules you might implement:




“We use kind words.”




“We listen to each other respectfully.”




“We don’t use electronics at the dinner table.”




Notice the use of “we.” Instead of saying “you,” the team has incorporated “we” into everyday language. If one of your children yells at another you would say, “We use kind words.” This statement removes blame from the child but reminds them that no one in the house is allowed to use unkind words. We are all on an even playing field. Even parents. When parents follow the established rules, things go a lot more smoothly. If one of the rules is “use a respectful tone,” parents should not be yelling at kids. If one of the rules is “put electronics away at the dinner table,” parents should not make an exception for their phone.




A team mindset is important not just with rules, but also with fun! Friday night can be pizza night as a reward for the team’s hard work throughout the week. Kids can help plan vacations and come up with ideas for the playroom. In this strategy, the family becomes a unit in which everyone keeps each other’s best interest in mind. Sure, parents will need to enforce the rules at times, as they are the co-captains of the team. They may have to remind the team of the overall plan, but they don’t forfeit the respect of the other players in doing so. Team (or family) meetings come into play here when the family needs to check in with each member. Team meetings can address issues such as: sibling rivalry, morning routines, or an argument that is unresolved. In this environment, everyone has a voice and negative behavior diminishes quickly.







PARENTING STRATEGY #4                                                       

KEEP SCHOOL AT SCHOOL 

One of the biggest struggles for parents is figuring out their role in their child’s academics. It is a large point of tension and an ongoing issue for children and parents all over the country. Now that schools have given parents access to grades online, the dilemma has gotten even worse. Parents access their children’s grades during the day, seeing what they’ve turned in and what they haven’t, and by the time they see their kids that night, parents are fired up. Why didn’t you turn in your math assignment? And the battle begins. Kids become defensive, begin to make up reasons for the missing work, and nothing positive comes from the interaction. The rest of the night (and the relationship) can suffer, not just for the parent and child, but for the rest of the family, too.




If this sounds like your situation, I recommend using the strategy: Keep School at School.




In this strategy, you create boundaries around the role you play in your child’s academics. You give teachers permission to educate your child and you focus on parenting. The teacher holds your child accountable for assigned work and gives consequences if the work wasn’t done. Your focus is on how your child is doing personally, not academically. Your focus is on how they feel about their day, how they interact with other members of the family, and what matters most to them. Your time at home is focused on the family, not on school. This strategy is useful for several reasons:


	You are not a teacher. You haven’t been trained to teach your child’s academic subjects and don’t get paid to do so. Even if you are a teacher, your job at home is to be a parent.

	You aren’t at school. You don’t know what occurred at school as you weren’t witness to it. Trying to sort out what happened after the school day is finished is aggravating for the child (they want to forget about school for a while!) and frustrating for the parents.

	You have enough to deal with at home. You have to cook dinner, do laundry, and make the household run smoothly. You also have to prepare for the next day. You are a member of the team and you have needs, too.




Recently, I talked with a mother who spent ten hours a day in a stressful job and then rushed home every night to see her kids. She was a committed parent who wanted to do the best she could, but she spent her entire evening helping one of her kids with his homework. A bright sixth grader, the boy would wait for her to get home to start working and they wouldn’t finish until after 10 pm. She had two other children who were essentially on their own for the evening. As you might imagine, this created a lot of resentment in the two other kids. Even worse, the mom’s efforts with the sixth grader weren’t helping. His grades weren’t improving, and she experienced continued resistance from him in completing his work.




When she brought this problem to me, I gave her a simple answer: Stop helping him. At first, she panicked. She was afraid he would fail and not be able to continue at the school he attended. She told me how his father wasn’t patient and would never be able to help him with his schoolwork. He needed her and she couldn’t not be there for him. After she expressed her fears for a few more minutes, I assured her that she wasn’t alone. Many parents fight this same battle, and one thing remains true: You can’t do it for them.




Kids will get what they want in their academics. For some kids, school is a social arena for them to thrive. They enjoy friendships, sports, and activities, and school is just the means for getting those things. Other kids find academics is a place for them to shine. They are naturally bright, work hard, respond well to praise, and the affirmation they get from an A will sustain them. Regardless of how your child approaches academics, the school day ends around 3 pm for most kids around the country. What parents do from 4 pm to 8 pm is more important. It is a time where feelings can be shared, ideas can be nurtured, and confidence can be gained. These four hours are sacred; they lay a foundation for emotional health that will sustain children throughout their lives.




Your child will have different teachers over the years, but you remain the constant. They will have different friends and different activities, but the home environment is what they can count on. If, as a family, your team spends three or four hours after school discussing and focusing on school, the school day never ends. If a child struggles at school and you spend the whole night in that same struggle, they will loathe school and develop more resistance to it. If they are high-achieving students and they spend the whole night checking and rechecking their homework, they need a change, too. We need to teach kids balance by working hard, leaving school at school (or work at work!), and enjoying family at home.




REFLECTION 


	Which parenting strategy do you feel you most need to implement?

	How will implementing it challenge you personally?

	How might the strategy improve your relationship with your child(ren)?











  
  
  Chapter 5

  
  




TEACHING CHILDREN TO SELF-REGULATE 

In this chapter, we will bring together the knowledge we’ve gained by teaching kids how to regulate their own emotions. It is the same process explained earlier in the book, but we will teach it in a kid-friendly way. If you are teaching a young child to self-regulate, you will want to use simple words and explanations. If you are teaching an adolescent, you can get more complex. The ideas are the same, but what a child can process will be different.




STEP 1: EXPLAIN THE FLOOD ZONE 

When I explain The Flood Zone to kids, I draw an outline of the brain and show kids what happens when their amygdala is triggered. You can use the images in the Addendum or draw your own, whichever you prefer. I explain that the amygdala is at the base of the brain, and when it is triggered by a perceived fear, blood will leave the top of the brain and go to the base of the brain to help the amygdala. I also talk about what happens to their overall behavior.
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I like to use the example of a sprained ankle. When that happens, blood rushes to your ankle to heal the wounded area, thus causing it to swell. Sometimes you can even see the blood in the form of bruises that surface. I explain that the same thing happens in the brain when the amygdala is triggered, but we just can’t see it. After explaining blood flow, we can then help children understand how their own brains get triggered and what they can do about it.




STEP 2: IDENTIFY TRIGGERS 

When I explain triggers to kids, I say, “A trigger is anything that creates an unwanted feeling.” I explain that triggers can be external or internal, but they are different for everyone. I go on to help kids identify common triggers:
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Then, I ask children to identify the triggers they experience. For example:


	Do you become triggered while taking a test?

	Do you become triggered when you get in an argument on the playground?

	Do you get triggered when you are called out in class?




I go on to ask:


	Do you ever feel triggered by a thought?

	Do you ever feel “off” but can’t figure out what is wrong?




I go on to explain that we can be triggered by things that happen to us (external) as well as things that exist in our minds (internal). I like to share the follow examples below:




EXAMPLES OF EXTERNAL TRIGGERS:


	an academic assignment or test

	hurtful words or actions by others

	doing something embarrassing (tripping, spilling something, etc.)

	smells or sounds (that remind us of a negative experience)




EXAMPLES OF INTERNAL TRIGGERS:


	Negative thoughts about oneself (I’m no good. I’m stupid. No one likes me.)

	Memories of traumatic or negative experiences

	Thoughts of what others have said (“If you fail this test, I’m taking your phone.”)







After showing the difference between external and internal triggers, I ask children which triggers affect them most strongly. It is important for kids to identify this, because cognitive strategies such as “Change the Channel” (found in 15-Minute Counseling Techniques that Work) will help kids with internal triggers, while using a strategy like “Square Breathing” can help kids with external triggers. Some tools will help kids with both kinds of triggers.




Kids who are triggered externally will often seem completely fine after the triggering event is over. For example, a child can be in a state of panic when taking a test, then skip out of class when the test is over. On the other hand, kids who are triggered internally tend to stay dysregulated for longer periods of time. Internal triggers are harder to manage because they can affect kids when nothing seems wrong. Some kids might say, “There’s really nothing wrong. I am just stressed all the time.” This is an example of an internal trigger, because they often repeat negative thoughts or worries in their minds.




To help kids become more aware of their triggers, ask them to fill in the following blanks:
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The above sequence demonstrates how any person, child or adult, can manage emotions effectively. You would follow the same sequence if you were triggered by your boss or if you were having a disagreement with a loved one. It is a simple but unfamiliar process because most of us have never learned it. That said, it’s important to teach this process to kids while they’re young because once they learn it, they can use it the rest of their lives.




STEP 3: IDENTIFY FEELINGS 

Many kids don’t know how they feel. You could ask a panicked child if they’re feeling anxious, but they can’t tell you. This is because most kids aren’t taught emotional literacy. I work with many high school kids who can’t tell me how they feel. They are bright students, capable of solving complex math problems, but they are unable to articulate how they felt during a stressful moment. No matter what age, kids need to learn to recognize and identify their feelings.




A useful way to do this is to develop a routine of asking kids how they feel as a way to check in. In a counseling setting, before diving into a problem a child is having or discussing what is wrong, start by asking the child to share how they are feeling. As a parent, you could talk about feelings as part of a bedtime routine. As a teacher, you could ask students in the class to share a feeling they are experiencing during a test or while doing a group activity. The more children are exposed to sharing feelings, the more comfortable they will become.




HOW CHILDREN PROCESS EMOTIONS
It is important to remember that every child processes emotions differently. Some kids want to keep feelings private, while others can’t wait to tell you about how they feel. This doesn’t just apply to kids. Think of a friend in your life who pulls away when they are struggling. You talk to them regularly, but then they stop returning your calls. You keep trying to connect and then take the withdrawal personally. You may ask yourself: What went wrong? Did I say something to offend them? Are we not friends anymore? But a month later, your friend reaches out and tells you they are going through a divorce. Your first response may be: Why didn’t you tell me? I could have been there for you! But your friend didn’t reach out because they needed to think about it first. This person is an Inward Processor.




Now think about someone in your life who, when you see their name on your phone, you think: I love you but I don’t have time for you right now. You know that if you answered the phone, they would start talking so fast you wouldn’t have time to get a word in. They ask questions and then answer themselves without pausing to see what you have to say. They don’t take a breath, so you can’t tell them that you really have to go. Instead, you’re stuck on the phone until they solve their own problem, say thanks for listening, and hang up. This person is an Outward Processor.




There’s nothing wrong with the way either friend is processing their difficult emotions. They are just doing what works for them. We all want to soothe our emotions; some of us do it by thinking and others of us do it by talking. Kids behave in similar ways. When an Inward Processing child faces a problem, they will pull away and withdraw, and the only way you can tell they are struggling is by changes in their behavior. When an Outward Processing child faces a problem, you will know it. They will talk incessantly about it and you will likely become overwhelmed yourself. That child doesn’t want to drive you crazy. In talking it out, they are soothing themselves and finding a solution. As adults, we need to teach kids how to 1) ask for help, and 2) organize their thoughts so they can talk about a problem without overwhelming another person.




The goal for an Inward Processor would be for them to say, “I’m really struggling right now. I need some time alone.” This conveys that the child is struggling but needs some time to think about it before talking about it. The goal for an Outward Processor would be to say, “I’ve felt very overwhelmed today. When you have a chance, can we talk about what’s been going on?” This conveys that a child has enough regulation to manage their emotions until someone has time to listen to them. Both responses are successful ways of responding to uncomfortable emotions.




Once you help children identify how they’re feeling, the next step is to help them identify how intense their feeling is. This is important because it gives the child a direction to go in. You want to help children answer questions like:


	Do you need to reset or do a coping strategy?

	Is the feeling manageable?

	Are you improving because the feelings are not as intense as they were before?




Once a child is able to identify the intensity of their feelings, they can formulate a plan of action. A great way to help a child measure the intensity of their feelings is by creating a number line.




CREATING A NUMBER LINE
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Number lines go from 1 to 10 and rate how intense a feeling is. This is important because flooded kids won’t be able to use cognitive strategies to regulate emotions. A child whose emotion is at an 8, 9, or 10 will need to reset their brain before using a coping strategy. Once a child is able to identify how intense their feeling is, they will be able to determine the next steps.
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In making a number line with a child, begin with identifying what an emotion at level 10 looks like for the child. This is the most extreme emotional state and will have physical and/ or emotional manifestations. Some kids will begin crying at a 10. Others will completely shut down. Some kids will say their mind goes blank. Others will yell, hit, or run out of the classroom.




Next, you will help the child identify an emotion at level 5 and then what is in between. After you’ve created a number line, a child can develop a greater understanding of how to regulate emotions in that moment. A child’s number line might look like this:
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Once a child develops their own number line, you can begin teaching them strategies that will be useful based on the emotion/number they identify.




USING STRATEGIES
Teaching children coping strategies is the final step to helping them regulate. I wrote an entire book on strategies, which you can use as a supplemental resource to this book: 15 Minute Counseling Techniques: What You Didn’t Learn in Grad School. It provides descriptions of how to implement and teach the tools to children grades K–12. Below are two additional strategies to help children manage emotions.







STRATEGY #1:                                                                              

SAFE PLACE 

Materials Needed: Paper, markers or crayons
Why it works: This strategy helps children reduce feelings of fear by creating a sense of calm.




How it Works:


	Think of a place that makes you feel calm. You may have been to this place before, or it may be a magical place in your mind. What does it look like? Smell like? Feel like? Is anyone there with you?

	Draw this place just like you see it in your mind. Make it colorful. Add details to make it just like you want it. Now close your eyes and imagine you are there. See yourself in this place, feeling completely calm and relaxed.

	Whenever you feel scared, worried, or unsafe, you can return to your safe place. All you have to do is close your eyes. You can be there in just a few moments.










STRATEGY #2:                                                                              

5 ON, 5 OFF 

Materials Needed: Stress ball (optional), paper and pencil (optional)
Why it Works: This strategy helps children release negative feelings in a positive way.




How it Works:


	What is the feeling you’re having right now? Do you feel angry? Frustrated? Overwhelmed? Say your feeling out loud, write it on a piece of paper, or just keep it in your mind.

	Open your hand and put your feeling in your fist. Put it right in the center and squeeze as tightly as you can for five seconds.

	Open your fist and relax your arm, releasing your feeling into the air above you. Notice how your body feels without holding this feeling.

	Reach into the air and grab your feeling again, squeezing it tightly for 5 seconds. Release it again, allowing your body to relax and your feeling to float above you.

	Continue squeezing and releasing your feeling until it becomes smaller and your mind and body feel more relaxed.




You can teach other strategies, including mindfulness, body awareness, and so on. but what’s most important is that a child can complete the following two statements:
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An example would be:


I feel worried at an 8. I choose to take a walk outside so I can reset my brain.




Another example would be:


I feel angry at a 5. I am going to do Square Breathing so I can calm down.







Being able to complete the above statements is empowering. Regardless of age, developing awareness of how you feel, how intense the feeling is, and how you will manage the feeling is the key to regulating emotions.




REFLECTION 


	Name a child at home or at work who needs to learn to self-regulate their emotions.

	How will you approach teaching them the strategies in this chapter?

	What would you like to see as a result of their ability to self-regulate their emotions?










  Conclusion



The first time I saw a counselor, I was in my twenties. I was in graduate school studying counseling but really didn’t know much about it. I had read plenty of textbooks and written papers on the principles of counseling, but I had never sat across from someone and opened up about my emotional world. I was terrified as I walked into that first session and watched the clock tick for 50 minutes, hoping it would be over soon. By the end, my palms were sweaty and I vowed never to go back again. I was so uncomfortable sharing my emotions. I had spent many years battling anxiety on my own and thought I had it under control. I was wrong.




I went back for another session and then another, and slowly the layers began to peel back. I discovered many feelings and many reactions to those feelings that did not serve me. As I began to open up, I realized how little I knew about myself. I had been a college basketball player, had lived in several states, and had been away from home for five years, yet I felt like a small child internally. It took many sessions and many years to find my emotional legs. I had to dig into my childhood and all of the emotions I had ignored so I could find out how I had gotten to the place I was. All the while, I was thinking: What if I had been given this opportunity in childhood?




My whole life would have been different.




That experience is what drives my work with children. When I’m meeting with a five-year-old, I wonder what it would have been like if I had been able to express my feelings at that age. I wonder what it would have been like if, as a ten-year-old, I had been able to talk about my fear of disappointing others. What if I had been taught the tools to stand up to a bully in high school? Learning those skills would have been such a gift.




Recently, I began working with a twenty-year-old man who is in the place I was at his age. He’s been struggling for years, trying to manage mental health on his own. His depression began in middle school and continued into high school, when he began struggling with social anxiety as well. Instead of getting help, he withdrew and hid in his bedroom. He thought college would be different, but after two years he just couldn’t handle it anymore. He was doing fine academically, but the emotional weight he’d been under for so long began to overwhelm him. He’d recently moved back home with his parents and was paralyzed by fear. He said, “I have no idea what it’s like to not be afraid. I have been afraid for so long.”




As we’ve started to peel back the layers, he has identified times in his childhood when he felt scared, lonely, and sad. He didn’t express those feelings to anyone, keeping them inside so he didn’t inconvenience those around him. As he got older, he avoided situations that would make him feel anxious. He didn’t go to social events or hang around after school, hoping that if he didn’t put himself in uncomfortable situations, he would stop feeling anxious. But his strategy backfired. His anxiety got even worse. The more he avoided others, the more debilitated he became. Toward the end of our last conversation he said, “I can’t believe I’ve wasted so much time trying to avoid my anxiety. I wish I would have said something. I wish someone else would have said something.”




In your journey of educating, counseling and/or parenting children, I encourage you to be the person who says something. I encourage you to seek out those who are struggling and offer support and help, even if they don’t ask for it at first. I encourage you to normalize emotions in a way that helps kids feel safe. Teach children that it’s okay to feel all of their emotions. It’s not just okay; it’s imperative to living a healthy life. Emotional health is just as important as eating the right foods and exercising.




I encourage you to prioritize not only the emotions of the kids you work with, but also your own emotions. Take five minutes for yourself each day to identify your feelings. Keep track of your triggers. Write down strategies that work and those that don’t. Value yourself and recognize that you are the model of mental health for the children around you. No matter what has happened in the past, no matter how you handled it before, this is a new day. And on this new day, we can do things differently. Better. And create a healthier future, in the process.







  Addendum
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National Center for Youth Issues provides educational resources, training, and support programs to foster the healthy social, emotional, and physical development of children and youth. Since our founding in 1981, NCYI has established a reputation as one of the country’s leading providers of teaching materials and training for counseling and student-support professionals. NCYI helps meet the immediate needs of students throughout the nation by ensuring those who mentor them are well prepared to respond across the developmental spectrum.
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            Solving the Mystery of Why You Sometimes Lose Your Mind!




Diego doesn’t understand why he always seems to lose his temper and lash out at people.




This book is a gentle introduction to emotion regulation and helps kids understand how the brain works and how they can begin to listen to their bodies and control their emotions.
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            Worry and anxiety are currently the top mental health issues among children and teens. Children have a number of worries throughout childhood that will come and go. The problem is not with the worries themselves, but that children believe the worries to be true. With a relatable story and beautiful artwork, Worry Says What? will help children (and adults!) flip their thinking when anxious thoughts begin and turn them into powerful reminders of all they are capable of accomplishing.
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            Happy is all Marcy wanted to be. She didn’t want to feel angry or jealous, and she didn’t like feeling sad or embarrassed. One day, when Marcy’s feelings disappear, she learns that her feelings don’t have to control her and they might even have a function. And that one discovery? Well, it changes everything!
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            What You Didn’t Learn in Grad School




The counselor is not the strategy. The counselor teaches strategies. Children will learn how to calm their mind and body with Square Breathing, let go of negative thoughts by Changing the Channel, identify their unique gifts by creating a “What I’m Good At” Jar, and so much more. The techniques in this book will help children feel empowered to face everyday challenges and equipped to manage their stress and emotions. And, best of all, you will give them the confidence they need to handle challenges throughout their lives.
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