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Introduction

Relationships change us, reveal us, evoke more from us. We do not live in a world that encourages separateness. Only when we join with others do our gifts become visible, even to ourselves.

—Margaret J. Wheatley and Myron Kellner-Rogers1

ALYSSA: “If you crawl under the pews to sit with Nora, you won’t get a doughnut after church,” my dad explained on our drive to church. “Okay, Daddy, got it,” my three-year-old self confidently responded. Cue me, twenty minutes later, crawling under the pews to sit with Nora. No one stopped me. I was successful in my escape. Maybe they didn’t even notice. After church, my mouth started to water, dreaming about that jelly-filled, powdered doughnut from our weekly trip to White Rose Bakery. When we went inside, my brothers all ordered, but as I went to order, my dad said, “No doughnut this week. You crawled under the pews.” Devastated, I dropped to the floor in White Rose, sobbing and banging my fists and head on the ground. He silently carried me to the van, where my meltdown continued. The boys and Mom all came back into the van with sugar-, jelly-, and chocolate-covered faces, and my mom said, “Next week maybe you won’t crawl under the pews if you want a doughnut.”

From being that tiny human at White Rose Bakery to a twenty-something adult teaching tiny humans, I noticed familiar patterns of discipline and response to emotional outbursts. I was raised in a power-over culture from societal messaging to my master’s degree classes on “classroom and behavior management,” so by the time I was in charge of a classroom, it was deeply ingrained in me to try and stop big emotions from spiraling so that I didn’t lose control of the situation—of the children. Sure, kids would have feelings, but it was my job to either remove them from other people (just the way my father pulled me out to the car on doughnut Sunday) or not feed attention into it and let it fizzle out.

This felt right to me until one day during a therapy session my therapist made the most ridiculous statement: “I wonder what that sadness is trying to tell you.” “Sadness doesn’t tell you anything; it’s just a feeling. It’s a bad feeling that you can cry out while binge-watching Grey’s Anatomy and then it’s gone, and you can go back to regular life,” I responded. “Sadness doesn’t feel like a part of regular life?” she asked. I got defensive in the moment, but that therapy session changed things for me. It sparked my curiosity. Did our emotions tell us things? What does that even mean? That was the start of my journey diving into all things emotions, and it would radically shift how I experience life.

LAUREN: I spent years avoiding shame, fear, and grief in my first marriage. I had all these ideas about what it meant to be a “good wife,” and toward the end of seven years and thanks to therapy, I began to scratch the surface of this perfectionism, along with my unconscious, habitual roles. It became so unbearable that I chose to run, literally and figuratively. I left my marriage, and I also took up running, for exercise. I experienced shame for choosing to leave. Running became my one safe place. The more I ran, the more I began to wonder what I was running from. Then a friend reframed my question: “I wonder what you’re running to?”

That simple shift in thinking caused me to slow down. I kept running but returned to therapy—mindfulness-based this time. The bulk of my work was learning to stay in challenging emotions rather than take action to avoid them. Allowing myself to feel them. I was able to cry—which says a lot, considering I’d cried all of three times in the seven years prior. I had never allowed myself to be vulnerable enough to feel tender emotions.

Now emotions felt vivid—whether painful or enjoyable, I didn’t care—and I felt alive experiencing a range of them. I felt alive when I was happy. I felt alive when I was sad. I felt alive when I was calm. I started to experience what I’d read about in my meditation books—a kind of happiness that is all encompassing and includes hard feelings. It’s not the kind of happiness we read about in fairy tales. This kind of happiness was rooted in my unconditional willingness to be present when I felt something. It wasn’t easy, but the work of it felt good.

This is not to say I’ve reached a magical state of constant elation about life. It just means I’m a little more comfortable riding the waves—even when I get crashed under the surf. I’m willing to get back on the board. This process enabled me to show up for children in new ways.

We were at a brunch together in 2016, surrounded by tiny humans, when Lauren said, “I think we are doing something different and should write a book about it.” We had met as new teachers at the same school—Alyssa was an infant teacher and Lauren a preschool teacher at the time. We observed each other teaching and recognized something familiar in one another—we weren’t afraid of children’s feelings or challenging behaviors. We both had assistant teachers requesting to be scheduled in our classrooms, because they had noticed we were doing something different—because we were confident when things got stressful (as they inevitably do). Our teammates were curious about our approach to the children’s emotions and challenging behaviors, too, because it was innovative—nothing that they had studied in their child development or early childhood courses. Parents were intrigued, marveling at the ability of each of us to stay calm in a tense moment. We both arrived early and chatted regularly about our work with children and families.

Before working together, we’d experienced learning about a new teaching or parenting approach in a calm moment and then losing our cool in the thick of it with kids, not being able to put the new approach into practice. We needed a method that didn’t simply consist of what to do in the moment with a child or even how to practice outside of the moment, but how to access that information as an adult. We needed something that was just as much, if not more, about us than it was about the kids. We wanted to be able to describe what we were doing.

We have master’s degrees in child development and early childhood education and have worked for a combined thirty-one-plus years in the field of early childhood education, yet the method and framework we were seeking didn’t exist. So we created it. Slowly and methodically, we started to unpack the steps involved in helping children understand and express their emotions. We shared stories of individual personal growth from our pasts that were related to emotions and had required reflection and vulnerability. We started to make connections between our personal work and our work with children and noted how we—and the children—processed emotions in these different contexts.

As we dove deeper into this work, we became even more passionate about our purpose—about the sheer importance of what we were doing. We connected over the fact that we’d both spent time and money in therapy and self-study learning how to feel stuff and develop coping strategies because we didn’t get to learn those skills as children. Our experiences reflected those of our friends, too. Our parents’ generation just didn’t have access to the brain science and emotion science that we do today. Parenting in the ’80s still meant teaching “resilience” by not making a big deal out of emotions. Phrases such as “turn it off” or “just ignore them” were meant with good intentions to strengthen us. Since the ’90s, we’ve learned that emotional intelligence skills are connected to success in relationships and at work. We want children to learn these skills early on, while their brains are building a foundation. We share a vision of a future with emotionally intelligent communities—communities where people embrace dialogue and diversity because they are comfortable with their emotions and those of others. In this world, we are raising compassionate, confident, loving children who mature into adults who can count on one another to lead and to follow intelligently, respect personal boundaries and simultaneously reach out to those who are isolated, and acknowledge their mistakes and celebrate their strengths. This shared vision further ignited our drive to do this work.

It was a slow and tedious process to develop and articulate the method, but the name came early on: Collaborative Emotion Processing.

What Is Collaborative Emotion Processing (CEP)?

Collaborative Emotion Processing is a way to teach and learn how to feel stuff with other people that builds long-term skills for emotional intelligence. CEP is an opportunity for adults to become aware of their own emotion processing, which in turn allows and supports children to develop emotion processing experience and skills. It’s designed for everyone who spends time caring for children: parents, grandparents, teachers, home-based providers, development specialists . . .

We’ve been practicing this method with children since 2016, and teaching it to early childhood educators and administrators since 2017. Alyssa has had the opportunity to practice it as a parent, as well.

Does It Work?

In short: yes!

Not only have we seen results firsthand in working with children and sharing this method with educators, but in 2018, we conducted action research with our colleague, Angela Garcia, and teacher participants. Our goal was to introduce Collaborative Emotion Processing. Our findings suggested that with training in CEP at the beginning of the study and reflection prompts throughout, teachers and parents became more aware of their emotions and/or there was an increase in the number of coping strategies that they knew to offer young children. Teachers and parents reported being less overwhelmed when they were using the CEP method.

And what about the kids? Recently, one of my early childhood education students, Marissa, wrote in a forum, “I would say my mom and dad’s emotional goals for me as a child were to realize and recognize what you’re feeling at all times. Whether I was upset or happy I was taught to always acknowledge how I was feeling to work through it. This taught me to be more vulnerable and open about my feelings instead of bottling them up, and I think this ultimately made me have a closer relationship with my parents because they always made it known that they were there for me no matter what I was feeling.” Marissa’s parents were practicing a key CEP concept—unconditional parenting when it comes to emotions. We imagine that the children who are growing up with CEP will also feel more connected to their parents as adults.

It’s a Practice

We want to be clear that we do not intend for you merely to copy what we do, but hope you will integrate the philosophy, practical knowledge, and structure that we are offering into what you already know. Reflecting your cultural context in the way you implement CEP is of utmost importance. At times we offer you sample responses and phrases to use in the moment, but these are meant as samples, not text to memorize. You will choose specific words to explain and recognize emotions based on your own cultural understanding of them. Going through all the steps is important, but the way that you go through them is dependent on your personal style and social context. CEP is not a script you apply to make your problems disappear. It’s a practice that will invite you deeper into your relationships with children (and most likely the adults in your life, too) so that what you choose to say is more meaningful to you and the children you care for. Staying connected to the community in which you are practicing is part of the process.

CEP isn’t the absence of hard things; it’s a method for being with and moving through the hard things.

There is no easy formula for this work. Relationships can’t be planned. The very nature of human interactions is unpredictable and dependent on the developmental landscape of all participants. With that in mind, we have prepared a choose-your-own-adventure of sorts to enhance the quality of your experience in your interactions with your children.

How to Use This Book

Over the years of working with parents, teachers, and caregivers, we’ve received many questions. The majority of them are related to a desire to know how to handle big emotions with children, especially when those situations require decisions about holding a boundary versus reducing expectations, and when they relate to challenging behaviors. In response to requests, we’ve created this guidebook, which is intended for everyone who spends time caring for children. For simplicity’s sake, though, we use the terms “parent” and “your child” throughout. Please know that when we use the term “parent,” we are referring to the diverse set of roles that involve raising children, including teacher, caregiver, and grandparent. By “your child,” we are referring to the child in front of you at any given moment in whichever role you play.

Maybe you’re new to CEP, or maybe you’ve been working with us or following us online for a while. No matter where you’re starting from, this book is designed to guide you through the CEP method so that you can navigate challenging behaviors and foster emotional intelligence in your little ones.

This book isn’t a checklist item, as in “read the book—check.” Instead, it’s a practice of seeing ourselves and children through a different lens, one built from empathy that allows us to regulate and respond with compassion.

Since our generation was raised, there has been a pendulum swing in parenting and caregiving. There is a desire to save children from hardship, rescue them from the experiences we knew all too well and felt alone in. The notion that succeeding at raising them means stepping in to save them from feeling scared or disappointed or preventing them from feeling lonely or sad. CEP is a guide to noticing our habits and patterns and choosing our responses more thoughtfully. It is the key to allowing children to experience challenges or hard emotions and to building the tools for how to navigate them while knowing they aren’t alone in the process.

Our goal with this book is to provide a comprehensive guide to understanding emotions, as well as an overview of how the CEP method works—and how to apply it in your own life. The book consists of three parts—Parts I and II are sequential and meant to be read in order, while Part III is a “choose what applies right now” section. Part I dives into us, the adults—recognizing what we learned in childhood, noticing our triggers, building skills for regulating ourselves as adults, and understanding what’s happening inside our brains and bodies when the tiny humans have big emotions. Part II is a shift to the child. You’ll learn how to respond to those big emotions, reduce the frequency of meltdowns, create and hold appropriate boundaries, and ultimately connect with and support each unique child. Part III is an opportunity to dive into specific circumstances and FAQs. It’s a “check this chapter out when/if it applies” kind of section. From how to build empathy to supporting children through big transitions, such as a new school, a move, a new sibling, divorce, or death, we’ve got your back with ways to be emotionally supportive. We wrap this book up with a chapter on where to begin and how to use the tools you find here. The entire book is designed for circling back to over the long haul—we hope you return to relevant chapters time and time again. We’ve linked all the visuals from the book and bonus resources at www.seedandsew.org/more for you to dive deep into this work at your own pace.

We’ve included reflective questions throughout the book, and we recommend that you use a notepad, journal, art materials, or sticky notes to write down or draw your responses, and to make visual reminders for yourself about what you’re learning. If you’re listening to the audiobook, there’s a complete compilation of the questions with room to write your reflections at www.seedandsew.org/more.

We want you to know that, in writing this book, we are not suggesting that we have achieved some idyllic state of emotional intelligence for ourselves. We are writing it from the perspective of two people engaged in our personal process of developing our own emotional intelligence skills, which are imperfect. The goal is not perfection but, rather, growth. Growth is vulnerable, it’s messy, and it includes mistakes. Your mistakes are welcome here.

As two authors diving into this with you, we will tell personal stories throughout the book in the first-person format. You’ll hear stories from Lauren’s childhood and her experiences with kids, along with her training in yoga and how it’s influenced her journey. As one of the oldest of twenty-three grandchildren on her mom’s side, she was always looking after younger cousins when she was growing up. She loved to “play school” as a kid and still does today—this time as a college professor. Coaching teachers and families, especially with challenging behaviors, is a passion that she does through her business, Engage: feel.think.connect.

You’ll hear stories from Alyssa about being a mom, a wife, a teacher, a sister, and a daughter. Alyssa has had a baby on her body since she was a tiny human. She was raised in a small, rural town in western New York as the only girl in a family with four brothers. Being in community is at her core and fills her cup. She started Seed & Sew, a movement to change the way adults experience children’s emotions, and it has grown to include a global village of parents, teachers, and caregivers invested in raising emotionally intelligent humans. From the Voices of Your Village podcast, online courses, and a social media community, to the S.E.E.D. Certification for early childhood programs, this movement has spread like wildfire, and we can feel it already—the future is emotionally intelligent.




Part I

What Are Emotions and Why Do They Matter?




Chapter 1

What Is Emotional Intelligence?

What do you want for your child when they grow up?” I asked forty-two parents in a workshop. Thirty-eight of them replied with the same answer: they wanted their children to be happy. I get that. I, too, want to feel happiness. I want my child to be happy.

But is anyone happy all the time? What happens when someone takes their toy? Or knocks down the block castle they’ve been working so hard on? What will they do when someone tells them they don’t want to play with them? Or they aren’t invited to that birthday party? How will they get through the embarrassment of making a mistake at school in front of peers or the disappointment of not reaching their goals? What will they lean on when they feel scared to try out for the musical they’ve been practicing so hard for? What will come up for them when they’re experiencing peer pressure to do something that isn’t aligned with their values?

It’s natural for parents to want their kids to be happy, but life isn’t designed for us to feel happy all the time. Life is complicated, and the human experience comes part and parcel with a complex variety of emotions from a very young age. You can even argue that this rich tapestry of emotions—happiness, joy, anxiety, sorrow, fear, etc.—is what gives us such a rich life experience and is essential to what makes us human.

So when I really pause to consider what I want for my child, for your child, and for the children all around us, I want them to have the tools to navigate and process the inevitable hard stuff so they’re able to live a life that feels connected, compassionate, and curious. I want them to understand their emotions and develop the skills and know-how to navigate their feelings in a healthy and secure way. In other words, I want them to be emotionally intelligent.

“Emotional intelligence” has become a buzzword, and for good reason. At Seed & Sew, the tag line is “The future is emotionally intelligent,” but what does that mean? What is emotional intelligence?

The idea of emotional intelligence surfaced in the early ’90s and has been studied by emotion and behavior researchers ever since. It’s been applied to relationships at home, school, and work to understand the skills that help people thrive in those relationships. In 1998, it was defined by Daniel Goleman as “the capacity for recognizing our own feelings and those of others, for motivating ourselves, and for managing emotions well in ourselves and in our relationships.”1 There are five components to emotional intelligence: self-awareness, self-regulation, empathy, motivation, and social skills.

Self-Awareness

Jonah was hitting, kicking, and biting a lot. His body’s reaction to many emotions and experiences was to go into fight mode—this could happen when someone came into the space he was playing in, when he was standing in line next to a friend, when he was trying to close the snack container and couldn’t get it to seal, when his brother was playing with the white shovel that he was planning to play with—a plan no one else knew about. His internal experience of frustration matched his external reaction. There was no pause between “I’m feeling something” and “I’m doing something.” His parents and teachers—even his classmates and siblings—wanted him to be able to find that pause, to have something happen and be able to make a choice about how he would respond.

This wasn’t an issue of Jonah “not knowing better.” Once Jonah was calm and regulated, he could tell you that hitting hurts or that he can take deep breaths or stomp his feet rather than kicking. But in the moment of anger or frustration, his access to those ideas vanished. Enter the CEP method.

Self-regulation begins with self-awareness. We started by helping Jonah notice what he was feeling in his body. Similarly to how we say “I have butterflies in my stomach” to identify excitement or nervousness, we helped him tune in to his insides by saying, “Your fists are so tight, your shoulders are up to your ears, and your voice is so loud, you sound frustrated!” We practiced this daily with him for months, working to catch instances before the volcanic eruption of emotion. “You’re playing in the sandbox, and I noticed Kai coming over here, and I saw your eyes look up and your arms tighten together. Are you feeling nervous that she might have a different plan for the toys in here?” Within a couple of months, Jonah started to show self-awareness without our help. He would say, “My fists are tight, and my shoulders are at my ears, and my voice is loud! I’m frustrated!”

The key to self-regulation, empathy, and social skills is first developing self-awareness. When we are aware of what’s happening in our bodies and minds, we can regulate and connect with the world around us. We have access to choosing our words and actions instead of operating from a place of threat and reactivity.

Self-Regulation

Once we are aware of what’s happening inside—in other words, once we can allow and notice the feeling—then we can find the pause between our initial reaction and our response. Our initial thought and internal reaction to something is automatic. It occurs subconsciously. Instead of reacting on autopilot, choosing what to do next is self-regulation.

Once Jonah was aware of what was happening in his body, then he was able to choose what to do next. We started small by encouraging him to yell, “Help!” A parent or a teacher would respond and go over to help him regulate and calm his nervous system, so he didn’t spiral. Then we built upon that. He went from “Help!” to eventually squeezing his fists and letting them go as he said the phrase that worked best for his body, “Plan B.” (We will dive into different ways to build your toolbox for self-regulation as well as a child’s in the coming chapters.)

We want to emphasize that self-regulation and emotion processing are different. For example: The other day I was at a restaurant picking up food that I had ordered and paid for through an app. When I got there, the restaurant staff insisted that I press a confirm button on my phone before I could take the food. Since the button was nowhere to be found on my phone, they called the app customer service so that I could confirm over the phone. Forty-five minutes later I was still at the restaurant after being placed on hold twice and still not allowed to take the food. By the time I left, I had paid twice, and it was an hour after the original pickup time. I was boiling inside. The key here is inside. I did not raise my voice at any time during that hour . . . although I think I whined at some point. It wasn’t the right place to process or the right people to process with. I stayed calm on the outside and self-regulated, but I didn’t process any emotions. It’s possible for someone to demonstrate self-regulation whether or not they have processed their emotions.

It is possible for someone to demonstrate self-regulation because they’ve suppressed feelings rather than processed feelings. Suppressed feelings don’t go away on their own; sometimes they explode (or implode) when we least expect it. It’s as if you’ve filed them away for later: you regulate to get through the situation and, later, process in an appropriate space. I definitely processed my emotions from the restaurant experience with my husband and friends when I got home!

Self-reg is important for succeeding in school and work for obvious reasons. Emotion processing is important to experiencing meaningful and intimate relationships, a personal sense of freedom, sustainability in human-centered professions, and endurance in achieving long-term goals. Self-reg and emotion processing are most valuable when we develop them in tandem, which is the goal with the CEP method.

Empathy

Simon, almost two years old, was building a castle out of blocks when his sister crawled in and excitedly knocked every last block down. My first thought was “That stinks, but you can build it again. That’s the cool part of blocks.” Then I had a flashback to the day before when I had just finished folding the mountain of laundry that seems ever-present. The piles lined the couch, waiting to head to the correct rooms, when the baby came whirling through and knocked them down. As I stared at those nursing tanks (which are like a Rubik’s Cube to fold) strewn about, I filled with disappointment and frustration. I felt mad at an infant, frustrated that I had accomplished making it to the bottom of the laundry pile only to get to do it all again. Imagine if someone had said to me, “Don’t worry. You can fold it again!” Nope. No, thank you. I already folded it. It was done. I don’t want to fold it again.

All of a sudden, Simon’s rage from his block castle being knocked down made perfect sense to me. It sucks to work hard at something and have it destroyed by someone else, regardless of the other person’s intentions or skill set.

We don’t empathize with why someone is feeling something; we empathize with what they’re feeling. If you’ve ever felt disappointed before, you can empathize with someone else who is experiencing disappointment. Brené Brown says, “Empathy is feeling with people.”2 It’s hard because it requires us to let go of trying to cheer someone up when they’re suffering or trying to reason with them about why it’s not so bad or how it could be worse.

My husband and I both have an undying urge to make it better for the other when they’re feeling something hard. We met each other in yoga teacher training and often end up spouting out some pithy yoga concept to explain the way of the universe—which is inspiring during a yoga class but turns out to be extremely annoying for a person who is experiencing a big feeling. Over the last few years, we’ve been trying to let each other feel stuff without trying to make it better. It’s clunky, but it feels so validating.

Motivation

Have you ever been so focused on something or with someone that the rest of the world melts away? In those moments we’re on the top of our game because we’re doing something that we want to be doing and/or that challenges us in a good way. We learn best when we’re intrinsically motivated.

One year I was a resource team teacher, which means I would cover other teachers’ absences as a substitute. When I took this role, I remembered that when I was a classroom teacher, every time my co-teacher was out and a substitute teacher was in, the children were more fragile, and it felt like I spent the day putting out fires instead of teaching. Curriculum plans took a back seat as I focused my attention on supporting the children who were most thrown off by a change in routine.

As a substitute teacher, I was determined to learn how to support those children, in this case when my own presence was the reason they were thrown off, so the classroom teacher could maintain the curriculum and classroom culture. I learned so much that year about how to build trusting relationships with the children who resisted and to be present with them when they felt most vulnerable. By midyear, these children expressed joy to see me when they found out I was teaching in their classroom that day. I was able to learn so much because I was doing something I wanted to be doing and it challenged me in a good way. In turn, I was modeling this for the children, and they learned that I was safe to take risks with. They were motivated to see what I had to offer.

It would be awesome if we could live from intrinsic motivation twenty-four seven, but it’s not very practical when there are bills to pay, groceries to shop for, a home to clean, and the less inspiring aspects of our jobs to take care of. The good news is that we can support ourselves and children to cultivate motivation from within. One of the best ways to do this is to apply Daniel Goleman’s work on motivation to our relationships with children. This has to do with how we talk to ourselves and children, how we celebrate our growth and theirs—no matter how small—by choosing encouragement and compassion over perfectionism, having a willingness to practice, and getting help when we need it.3

Social Skills

There are people in my life who identify as a “people person,” others who saw the pandemic as a welcomed excuse to avoid socializing, and plenty of people in between. No matter your proclivity for being around other people, it’s hard to deny that we need each other. Communication, including body language, and other behaviors are essential to playing, working, learning, loving, and being in proximity to other humans. How we communicate and learn to communicate is directly related to social skills.

Social skills require social knowledge, which “refers to the names and cultural conventions invented by people, like language and expectations for behavior.”4 In a very practical sense, we need these social rules and expectations in order to find each other in an otherwise chaotic world. And at the same time, it’s meaningful to remember that they are invented, that they are social constructs. There are many correct ways to interact with other humans; what makes any given use of language or behavior “correct” is the context. That means what is appropriate to say and do at home is usually different from what is appropriate at school, synagogue, the grocery store, or your grandparents’ house in the country where your dad was born.

One day in the middle of the school year, Patrick, one of my twenty preschoolers, dropped the f-bomb in our classroom. We thought that none of the other children heard it, so we refrained from acknowledging it. Preschoolers often have a strong urge to do whatever someone has asked them not to do, so we didn’t want to draw attention to it unnecessarily. We were also working on emphasizing positive attention for Patrick, so when we could let something go, we would.

A little later that morning, Patrick used the f-word a few more times in an attempt to insult one of us: “You’re a f-ing!” At that point one of us explained—just to him—that some families might feel comfortable with this word, but some feel uncomfortable with this word, so we don’t use it in the classroom. The conversation included an attempt to validate the feeling that prompted a desire to insult a teacher, along with a suggestion of another phrase that would communicate those feelings. He could use the f-word at home if his family was comfortable with it, but at school we’d stick with words that everyone feels comfortable with. He nodded and went back to playing.

Within thirty minutes multiple children were dancing about, delighting in the communal use of this newly forbidden word—absolutely oblivious to its meaning. One of the children attempted to insult one of the other teachers at nap time: “You’re f-ing!” While my entire teaching team found this kind of hilarious, we also knew that a big part of our work includes teaching social skills and that if all the children went home swearing, then their parents would surely be disappointed. Using the f-word, or any curse word, at school (and later in the professional environment) is, by social agreement, considered inappropriate. It’s an expectation that the adults in our culture pass on to the children.

During this social skills emergency, we called a group meeting of the children to explain the social expectations associated with this word. We also explained that the word has a definition that we couldn’t share with them because it’s an adult definition. We also let them know that people have used it in a hurtful way at times. Then we revisited our classroom agreements about taking care of each other. We wrote a long message to families about what happened and how we handled it.

At pickup time that day, a parent of one of our most socially aware, rule-following students came to us quietly to ask if it was her daughter who had exposed the group to the new word. She said her daughter had overheard either her or her husband use it while driving and started saying it at home. We couldn’t believe it! She had not been one of the children testing out the f-word that day, and we never would have guessed she would use it anywhere. But in the context of social skills development, it makes perfect sense that she would use it with her family and not at school. Since social learning came easily to her, she had picked up on when it was appropriate to use the word and when it was not. Naturally, most of the children needed some guidance to understand context, positive adult attention on more socially affirming use of language at school, and/or support in building the self-regulation skills to be able to refrain.

The range of skills and knowledge you need to interact effectively in each of the contexts you spend time in will be different, but for interacting within groups of humans, social skills and knowledge are required. This is not to say that these rules and expectations can’t be changed, since they have over time—the nice thing about having invented them in the first place is that we can reinvent them. One example is the paradigm shift toward embracing the emotional nature of being human.

“The Future Is Emotionally Intelligent”

Our level of self-awareness, ability to empathize, self-regulation, motivation, and social skills affect the way we feel about ourselves, and they affect the feelings of the people around us. This popular statement found on wall decals, often attributed to Maya Angelou, resonates with me: “I’ve learned that people will forget what you’ve said, people will forget what you did, but they will never forget the way you made them feel.”5 There is something very powerful about the underlying sentiment that our behavior elicits emotions in others. While each of us can be empowered to own our emotions, we also have the power to make positive and negative social contributions to someone else’s day.
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Imagine a world where we can feel our feelings without drowning in them because we have the tools for regulation and processing.







This is why we’re interested in how emotionally intelligent humans care for one another. How do emotionally intelligent people enter a debate or dialogue? How do emotionally intelligent people experience tumultuous times in life or at work? How do emotionally intelligent people respond to their own feelings, and the feelings of others? What tools do emotionally intelligent humans have for perseverance and resilience? How do emotionally intelligent humans treat rest and recharge? What boundaries do emotionally intelligent humans set in their work environments? How do emotionally intelligent people engage during triggering family dynamics?

Imagine having a balanced sense of self-awareness and exchanging that with your loved ones and colleagues. Imagine a world where we can feel our feelings without drowning in them because we have the tools for regulation and processing. What would it look like to live a life where you are safe to feel, and others won’t try to stop your feelings out of fear or discomfort? Imagine a world where we collectively have the social skills to engage in a lively debate that leads to collaboration and shared vision for the growth of humanity, and the ability to recognize when we haven’t fulfilled our intentions, without judgment.

This is emotional intelligence.

We envision communities where people embrace dialogue and diversity because they are comfortable with their emotions and those of others. In this world, we are raising compassionate, confident, loving children who mature into adults who can count on one another to lead and to follow intelligently, respect personal boundaries and simultaneously reach out to those who are isolated, and acknowledge their mistakes and celebrate their strengths.

This is emotional intelligence.

This vision of the future compels us to engage deeply—to labor together—in this work. And within the context of child development, emotional intelligence, parenting, early education and care, and mindfulness, we are not alone. There is a large and growing community of people invested in raising an emotionally intelligent world!

You know that saying “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks”? It turns out that’s just not true when it comes to humans. We’ve learned so much about the brain’s ability to keep learning and changing throughout life. It is true that it’s harder for adults to develop new skills than it is for children, but we can do it if we want to. Even genetics don’t have as much power over who we become as we once thought. It turns out that what happens in our lives can influence whether our genes turn on or off.6 Isn’t that amazing? We’ve also learned that a little positive thinking, like taking a moment to recognize something or someone you feel gratitude for, goes a long way in terms of helping us embrace life’s challenges. This means that we are capable of change, and that who we think we are today doesn’t have to limit visions of our future selves.

All this is to say, when big emotions surface for the children in our lives, we have the power to decide how to respond, rather than react on autopilot. We can choose to respond in a way that leads to emotionally intelligent communities.

But what does that look like? How do we find clarity and a sense of agency when it comes to raising and teaching young children during the most crucial time in their development? And what does it look like when we are on autopilot, reacting instead of responding with intention? How can we reconnect and move forward, away from our desire for perfectionism?

In this book, we explore what it looks like to foster collective emotional intelligence that leads to empathetic, confident, trusting children who are able to interact with their environment, advocate for themselves, and respectfully engage in community. You’ll be challenged to look at your relationships with children, families, and/or your classroom, and most importantly, at yourself. Buckle up for the messy, real conversations we will have about how to be in the hard stuff! Parts of this process may feel uncomfortable. Let’s do this together, because we aren’t meant to do it alone.




Chapter 2

Your Role in Your Child’s Emotions

A few weeks ago, while visiting my parents, I was looking through photos from my childhood when I stumbled across one of tiny baby me in a container with some loose straps draped over my shoulders. “Was this my car seat?” I nerve-rackingly asked my mom. “Yeah, that was what they looked like then. Heck, when I was little, car seats weren’t even a thing. My mom held us as babies and then we sat on the seat.”

As generations have evolved, we’ve learned more about how to keep children safe in cars, and the car seat has evolved along with our knowledge. In years to come, I’m sure today’s children will look back at photos of their rudimentary car seats (which seem absolutely cutting edge today) and feel just as flabbergasted as I did staring at that photo of mine.

At least, I hope they do. I hope we learn more. I hope we continue to evolve, grow, and change. Not just in the car seats we use, but in all areas of life. As we learn more, I hope our practices change in response to that knowledge.

The point of this story is twofold. First, it’s that each generation does their best with the knowledge and resources they have. Second, it’s that the way our loving, nurturing parents raised us—cutting edge as it may have been at the time—may be absolutely out of step with the latest science and research on child development.

Don’t get me wrong—change can be hard, especially with something like parenting, where so much of the way we interact with children is hardwired from the way we were raised. There is comfort in what we know, in how we were brought up, and what we were exposed to. Those experiences will always be part of us. In our relationships with children, those memories surface to let us know when something feels uncomfortable or new, or when something leads us to feel nervous or anxious. Part of the CEP method is learning ways to recognize what triggers these experiences and memories and how to move forward with self-awareness in the present.

Sometimes I open my mouth and my mom comes out, and sometimes that’s great. Sometimes it’s something I really want to pass on to the kids. But sometimes it’s something I’ve spent years trying to work through in therapy and really don’t want to imprint on the child in front of me.

Our role in a child’s life is crucial. We form the basis for how they will show up in relationships with others. One day, they will open their mouth and our voice will come out, and damn, that’s a lot of pressure. In order to take a necessary dive deep into ourselves and our hardwired behaviors—into who we are and who we want to be—there’s one key thing to note: perfection is not the goal. I have never once ended the day with kids and applauded myself with “Wow, I was a perfect parent or teacher today.”

In her workshop for Seed & Sew’s teacher professional development program, the S.E.E.D. Certification, psychologist Lynyetta Willis discusses this push-pull of past and present as a relay race of legacy blessings and legacy burdens. Legacy blessings are the experiences, phrases, and moments from our childhood that serve and support us in our lives. Legacy burdens are the challenges we are working through in order to write different stories. Our grandparents passed the baton to our parents, who passed on some blessings and healed some burdens. They passed the baton to us to heal more burdens, and we get to pass the baton to our children to continue to navigate their legacy blessings and burdens. One day, I hope our children grow up and tell us about the things they’ve learned and ways they are working to do things differently. You aren’t failing if you aren’t perfect. You’re human. Your mess is welcome here.

Chronic Stress and Childhood ACEs

The brain is designed to handle a reasonable amount of stress, but chronically stressful environments can have a negative impact on the relationship between the survival brain and the rational thinking brain, and therefore on learning and development.

Professors of neuroscience Brian Kolb and Ian Whishaw explain, “Normally, stress responses are brief. The body mobilizes resources, deals with the challenge physiologically and behaviorally, then shuts




	Physical abuse

	Physical neglect

	Divorce

	Sexual abuse

	Emotional abuse

	Emotional neglect

	Living with a relative with a mental health illness

	Having an incarcerated relative

	Having a mother who’s treated violently

	Substance use in the home






Attachment and Why It Matters
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	Secure attachment. In a secure attachment, a child feels safe, seen, secure, and soothed. The caregiver is emotionally available for the child’s experiences. Secure attachment relationships include rupture (mistakes, challenges, disconnections) and repair. (Remember, this does not require perfection on the part of the caregiver. More on this later.) In a secure attachment relationship, the adult takes responsibility for their own regulation.

	Anxious attachment. In anxious attachment, a child feels responsible for regulating their own emotions in order to prevent their caregiver from being dysregulated. This can show up as codependence and a fear of conflict. The child learns that the adult is not comfortable with their hard emotions.

	Avoidant attachment. In an avoidant attachment, a child feels disconnected or unseen. Their basic physiological needs are met, but their emotional needs are not. The caregiver may be dismissive of a child’s emotions, using phrases such as “you’re fine,” “no need to cry about that,” and “you don’t need to be upset.” The child learns that the adult is not comfortable with their hard emotions.

	Disorganized attachment. This is often a result of abuse, trauma, or chaos. In disorganized attachment, a child may fear a caregiver and feel unsafe. The caregiver is sporadic and inconsistent, with unpredictable availability to meet the child’s physical or emotional needs. The caregiver’s responses may be hot and cold, leaving the child unsure of what reaction to expect at any given moment.
























Being a Good Parent





	What’s my long-term goal for this child?

	What’s my goal for our relationship?

	Am I modeling the values I want them to inherit?




Biting Today, Bullying Tomorrow?
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