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Promoting emotional
competence

Emotional competence may be even more important for children than
academic achievement. If this is the case, it is really important that those

who care for and educate children have a thorough understanding of what it 6
is and how we can help children to develop it. @

People who have well-developed emotional
understanding and skills in managing
emotional situations are described as being
emotionally competent, emotionally
intelligent or emotionally literate.

Put simply, an emotionally competent
person:

e is able to understand, express and
manage their emotions

e can read and understand the emotions
of others

« responds well to others and has th@
ability to get on with a wide range of

people
¢ has positive self- esteem -im
« is comfortable with w ‘re
e is usually easy to
¢ shows empath
o works well %
e is opnm@j
. otlon@trength to deal with

d downs of daily life

Sa;goo interpersonal skills

rts out problems in an assertive
rather than an aggressive way

rs \\'@'

e can think reflectively and make links
between their actions and their
emotions

Emotionally competent people are also able
to delay their gratification, and this is
important when you think about how many
things in life require hard work and
determination. Because something may be
worth waiting for does not mean that

everyone can do it, but this of the
key qualities that chara S a&erson
with emotional cogdpeten b\

@ AV

he Mor learn about
0 OT/fS the more

egzn 1,‘0 realise that

h
Q ¢ feﬁﬁ)e learning depends on
Q emotional energy.’
es

et of success
at the characteristics of an
ionally competent person, you can

Ggegln to see why these qualities are
(_, fundamental to success both at school and

in life in general. Academic achievement
without emotional competence is not much
use to anyone. Most of us know people who
have achieved highly academically but who
are completely incapable of sorting out
simple problems in daily life.

Daniel Goleman (1995, p.36), who has
spent many years researching emotional
intelligence, says: ‘People who cannot
marshal some control over their emotional
life fight inner battles that sabotage their
ability for focused work and clear thought.’

Mind over matter?

The more we learn about how the brain
works, the more we begin to realise that
effective learning depends on emotional
energy. As human beings we are driven
more by emotion than logic — it all depends
on how we feel and how well we can
manage those feelings.
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Think for a moment about the last time you
were ‘full of feeling’. Maybe you were angry
or upset about something, and the more
intense these feelings became, the harder
you found it to think rationally. In such
situations, our emotional brain overpowers
our thinking brain, making rational thought
difficult, and this is when we often do things
that we later regret.

However, the higher our level of emotional
competence, the greater our capacity for
dealing with such situations. Emotional
understanding and skills enable us to
function more effectively under stress and
help us not to lose our heads, and even
when we do respond in a way that we later
regret, we are much more likely to be able
to sort our way out of the difficulties we find
ourselves in.

To be well-integrated people, content in

ourselves, able to build to build fulfilling

relationships, and help others with their

problems, we all need ongoing,

introspective awareness of what we
really feel (Weare 2000, p. 68).

Can it be taught?

Nobody can be emotionally compe
the time. Our emotional stat s ntlo\}

changing in response to t @6
situations in which we fifid ourselv
the light of what we_know, two &

syxput in
ions

seem paramount; is sibleqd teach
children to be morg,emotio competent?
and if it is, will tRis Jmpr their learning
and help tw be r@'e successful in life?
The an to’both of these questions is a
reso g ‘yvyes’ and here are some

tions for how this might be achieved
ip?some key areas.

nderstanding emotions

e Acknowledge and talk about children’s
feelings. This will help them to become
increasingly able to identify and
describe how they feel and lead to
greater self-awareness.

e Value all of a child’s emotions, including
those that may be viewed as negative.
Remember, all feelings are real for the

Managing emotions

person who is feeling them, and you can
acknowledge someone’s feelings without
needing to agree with them.

Be prepared to spend time with a child
when they are sad, angry or fearful, and
try not to become impatient with the
emotion.

Respect a child’s emotions and try not
to make light of their negative feeliigs.

Do not feel that you have to sast o
every problem for a child.

@ow you
6.

Try to avoid telling ¢
think they shoul l.

b
Listen with atten and %‘n athise
with how en are f@i g.
Offer guidafice #n to regulate

emotivt Iily\and help children

t tQ press emotions in a
that d not hurt others.

C ura@<\children to think reflectively

nd(l)eé% from their mistakes.

QVide a safe place where children can
when things get too much.

&Q elf-motivation

Give children choices, encourage them
to take on appropriate responsibilities
and show confidence in their ability to
succeed.

Recognise and celebrate children’s
achievements.

Make learning activities fun, varied and
relevant.

Help children to set targets for them-
selves. Discuss their aspirations with
them and encourage them to aim high.

Offer support when things go wrong,
and help children to see that making
mistakes offers a valuable opportunity
for learning.

Consult with children about how things
should happen and encourage them to
offer their ideas. Help them to see that
they can influence how things turn out.

Create a culture where it is acceptable
to take risks.
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Understanding emotions in
others
¢ Describe feelings when children are
unkind or hurtful and make the most of
disagreements, fights and conflicts as a
vehicle for exploring emotions.

e Talk about the feelings of the character
you read about in stories or see on
television or on DVDs.

e Encourage children to help others,who

are emotionally distressed

e Teach children how to r’confl@
and help them to
can disagree wnh& amq till like
and respect th

e Model e ﬁ% tbehawour

Learning a qflonshlps

e Play c t|ve mes and provide

o ities for children to work
Q eratively.
[ ]

Ip children to understand that when
they are working as part of a group they
have a personal responsibility to that
group.

e Encourage children to understand that
people who work well together are able
to achieve more than people who do not.

¢ Model emotionally competent behaviour
in your relationships with children.

¢ Model emotionally competent behaviour
in your relationships with other adults.

‘When we have
emotional competence
we are better able to
cope with life’s
ctrcumstances.’

S

<g o
Skills for er Il\@tg

There is no r to emotional
compe what thoughtful
par ave always tried to
in the@chlldren However, it is
|mportant today than it has
ever be

We in a society that is changing at an
ecedented rate. The days of ‘a job for

GQife’ are long gone. During someone’s
.&Q lifetime they may have to retrain several

times, and this will call for adaptability and
the ability to learn quickly and effectively.

In a densely populated world where life is
lived in the fast lane, it is more difficult than
ever before to feel a sense of identity and
belonging, without which our lives will never
feel fulfilled. Emotional understanding and
skills will make the crucial difference.

When we have emotional competence, we
have the resilience to better cope with
whatever life throws at us. We face
challenges proactively and focus on the
positive. We believe in ourselves and in our
ability to succeed, and in an age of
uncertainty, what could be more important
than that?

See pages 46-8 for links with the Early
Years Learning Framework for Australia.
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Feeling happy

Happy is a lovely emotion to explore, and as you do so, you will inevitably
talk about many other emotions and help to build an essential ‘feelings

vocabulary’.

If children are to become emotionally Fam“y snapshots
competent adults, able to understand and Happy is perhaps one of the easi a
have mastery over their feelings, it is the feelings to explore, and chilgre¥a
essential that this important work begins in quick to realise that happineds c ean
the early years. It is a fundamental part of different things to differ They are
enabling children to be sensitive to the %o things

that make us all ha an®l this aeti ivity is

also able to see that t
feelings of others, and a key element of all
other emotional skills.

helpful in exploring si Iarltlifynd

However, this awareness will not simply differences.
develop by chance. If children are to be Ask chlldr otograph from
aware of, and able to talk about feelings, home domg something that

we must provide them with appropriate them appy Once they have
experiences. Children should be supported res to each other and

to recognise, name and acknowledge their em make a ‘happy’ display.
feelings, and there are many ways in which ab %‘how they would like to caption

this can be done. 6 the|r ures and encourage them to look

. |Iar|t|es and differences.
Teaching the vocabulary

To talk about feelings you need t ,&C)A happy collage

necessary vocabulary, and be @ lin Provide children with a variety of

are essentially abstract, 0 93@6 newspapers and magazines and get them
times to develop this voéabu wit ung  searching for pictures of people who look
children is when they are Ua”Y’O~ happy. Talk with them about why they think
experiencing the fe fyo label the people look happy then let them cut the
feelings as they a ppen ; you build a picture out and add it to a collection of
bridge betweemthe or the feeling

pictures to make a ‘happy’ collage.
and make ese abstr @ concepts much

more erstood
So ou see children with big smiles on

h ces, take a moment to comment on
is ,and acknowledge what you have
iced with a ‘You look happy today!” When
children fall out over toys or friends, you
might say something like ‘“You both look
very cross.” When everyone does this
on a consistent basis, children soon
build up an emotional vocabulary and
will be able to tell you if you attach the
incorrect label to what they are feeling.
You can then enhance their understandlng
through a range of planned activities.
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Go on a happy walk

Walk around your local area and see if you
can see anyone looking really happy.
Encourage children to talk about why they
think they are happy, and keep a tally of
how many happy people they can spot.

Make a happy diary

As children are playing, take some
photographs of them when they are looking
really happy. Print the photographs and
show them to the children. Encourage them
to talk about what they were doing at the
time the photograph was taken and then
collect the photographs in a diary. Let
children decide how they should be
captioned. Take photographs of adults as
well and add these to the happy diary.

Carry outa survey

Ask children to name one thing that, if they
could do it right now, would make them feel
really happy. With younger children, give
them the choice of several things and let
them choose the one that would make
happiest. Use picture cards to help the%
decide. Once everyone has chosen,

compare the results. Older child
graph the results on a chart

Sing some happ x Q~

Encourage children_to th| of i. s or
pieces of music th et feel happy.
Once you haye ¢ Eled mave a
‘happy’ conce ren find this
difficult, ke ome@ggestlons of your
own

t them with some alternatives
to ¢choase from.

d&()

ircle games

ke a circle of chairs for children to sit on
and then pass around a ‘talking object’ such
as a teddy. As each child gets the object,
encourage them to say ‘I feel happy
when ...” Start by using this tag line
yourself so that you can model how to do it.
Once everyone has had a go, ask children if
they can remember who said what.

X @

r example say to the
aghettl makes you
ts’, ‘If riding on a bicycle
py, change seats’, ‘If

q?mture makes you happy, change
d so on

ats

,%? ng stories
ke a collection of stories that have really

happy endings and play games with stories.
For example, describe something that
happened at the end of one of your stories
and see if the children can guess which
character or story you are referring to. You
might say something like ‘This person was
very happy because she would no longer
have to do lots of horrible jobs or live with
people who were not very nice to her. She
wouldn’t have to wear rags. She would live
in a castle and have pretty clothes.’

Name a character and ask the children to
name something that made the character
feel happy, for example ‘The Billy Goats
Gruff felt happy when ..." or ‘Little Bear felt
happy when ...

Exploring Emotions 9



If you can label feelings as
they are happening, you build
a bridge between the word
and the feeling and make

Happy is a lovely emotion to explore, and
as you do, you will inevitably talk about
many other emotions and help to build that
essential feelings vocabulary.

these abstract concepts much
more easily understood.

Using puppets and toys
Find an appealing soft toy and hide it in a
bag or a box to add to the suspense.
Explain to the children that you have a little
friend who is feeling very unhappy. Slowly
reveal your character to the children and
encourage them to come up with reasons
why they think it is unhappy. Once they
have done this, they can make suggestions
for things they could do to make the
character feel happy. With older children
you could use this scenario as a basis for a
modelled or shared writing activity. They
could make lists of things that might make
the character happy, or plan a party or
write a story for it.

If you have any large puppets, create s
scenarios where they are feeling really

happy about something, or perhap \SSQ
where they enable someone ¢ c Q)
happy. The 'Lost handb wit@6

two puppets is one of Q‘be

used. You can substij ute t of your
own puppets.

Once you havésha C&ry with the
children y u can ba3|s for

discussijon. rage em to think about

X

The lost handbag scenario
Optional resources/props: a handbag
containing a scarf, a lipstick, a notebook

with a shopping list in it, a purse anc%

key ring with a key on it
though

George has had a new dragon

insists on taking it out to fly

there is not much wind. mother
go to call for Gloria t ve %a place
where there isa h 1. They y hope

ind

unfortunate ereisn’t
b \%s

play ondhe gra
doQit a@ they come to a flat
tWwhere th*l some long grass.

ile"the

there will be effough

%ﬁ@the kite, but
ey decide to

tead. They climb

playing in the grass, Gloria
dbag. They look inside and find a
of things. Wondering what to do,
take it back to George’s mother, who is
& waiting by the car at the top of the hill. She
&
looks in the bag but there is no name and
address anywhere. Then she notices a
photograph of a black cat on a key ring. The
cat looks like one that belongs to a lady that
she knows, so they all get in the car and
drive to the house where the lady lives.
When they show the bag to the lady she is
very, very happy. She had lost it when she
was out walking her friend’s dog.

how G nd Gloria might have felt as a
resul!o inding and returning the lady’s
a g. Ask them if they can think of any
ccasions when something they have done
s helped someone else to feel happy. Talk
about the ways in which doing something
for somebody else can make us happy.
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Feeling unhappy

We need to be in touch with all feelings. Negative emotions, although more
difficult to manage, are just as important as positive ones and a natural
part of being human.

Scientists now understand enough about
how the brain works to know that human
behaviour is determined much more by the
way we feel than by the way we think. The
‘feeling brain’ engages before the ‘thinking
brain’, and when feelings are running high it
is not easy to think rationally.

The first and most important thing to
remember is that all feelings are real for the
person who is experiencing them. You may
think that someone should or should not
feel a certain way, but for the person
concerned the feeling is a reality, and
unless it is acknowledged it will only
intensify. Acknowledging someone’s feellng
is a powerful way of helping them to re

to a state of equilibrium. They feel list

to and experience our empathy, anththis
important when children are fee

unhappy. \SS

Faced with an unhappy

feel slightly panicked mf r bIe
You may feel an u tra %’e child
and direct their@tt ethlng

more happy and enj ya o.but if you do

u de thelr feelings and

this too quickl
rob themWowe
We n e in touch with all our feelings,

learning experience.
andynegative emotions, although more
It to manage, are just as important as
ositive ones. When negative emotions go
acknowledged, children begin to think
that feeling that way is unacceptable,
whereas what you need them to understand
is that all feelings are real, and that
experiencing negative feelings is part of
being human.

For very young children, learning about
feelings happens most effectively in a real-
life context. You can help unhappy children

by acknowledging and labelling their
feelings, by simply saying something like,
‘You seem very unhappy today,’ and
offering comfort. If you get it wrong they’ll
soon tell you! This process enables them to
identify what they are feeling and builds up

their ‘feelings vocabulary’. It also puts them
in a place where they can listen. Listening is
almost impossible when you are flooded
with feeling, so by taking children through
this process and allowing them time to
experience and come to terms with their
unhappy feelings, you make it much easier
for them to move on and begin to engage
with the learning process. If not, their
unhappy feelings may persist for much
longer. Your sensitive acknowledgement
helps them to begin to understand the
power of their own emotions, and supports
them to be able to read the feelings of
others. this is the basis of emotional
competence.
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