
 The ability to recognize my feelings and their  
influence on my behavior in my home, school, and community.
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EARLY CHILDHOOD
(Birth-Age 5)

ELEMENTARY
(Kindergarten-Grade 6)

JUNIOR HIGH / HIGH SCHOOL
(Grade 7-Grade 12)

#1 Self-Awareness Skills:  
How to Identify My Different Feelings

Young children learn how to identify 
feelings through teaching and practice. 
Learning about feelings helps children to 
communicate, overcome challenges, and 
build empathy for others.

Grow “emotional vocabulary” alongside 
your child. During a family routine such 
as dinner time, share a range of feelings 
that you experienced that day. Then ask 
your child to name similar feelings. For 
example, “I was reluctant to start a new 
computer program today yet felt excited to 
learn something new that would help make 
my job easier.” … “Have you had different 
feelings like this at the same time? Tell me 
about it.”

What Does this Skill Mean? What Does this Skill Mean? What Does this Skill Mean?

Discussion Starters: Discussion Starters: Discussion Starters:

Everyday Practice: Everyday Practice: Everyday Practice:

Children learn about feelings with help 
from supportive adults. When you notice 
your child experiencing a feeling, point 
out to them what you see and name the 
feeling. For example, “I see you smiling and 
laughing, are you feeling happy?”

Share your feelings with your children and 
encourage them to share, also. Build this 
into a daily routine. For example, over 
breakfast, ask how they are feeling to grow 
emotional vocabulary. Are they excited? 
Are they nervous?

As children age, they learn that feelings  
can be complex. In early childhood, “happy, 
mad, and sad” are building blocks for  
feelings. In elementary school, the  
emotional vocabulary grows to include 
more intense feelings like “proud, anxious, 
doubtful, or confident.”

When asking about how your child is  
feeling, use prompting that includes a  
complex or strong feeling. For example, 
“Tell me what delighted you at school 
today.” Or, “It appears you are feeling  
overwhelmed.  Can you share what is  
worrying you?”

Model “naming the feeling” to your 
teen when you are experiencing difficult 
situations. Share when you experience 
conflicting feelings, and tell how you get 
through that situation. For example, “I felt 
dismissed today when I learned that my 
friends were planning to take a trip and did 
not choose to invite me. Even though I may 
feel awkward asking them why, I know  
that addressing the situation directly and 
sharing how I feel is the best approach to 
move forward.”

Feelings evolve and grow as we get older. 
Teens often experience multiple intense 
feelings at the same time. At times, the 
way a teen acts does not represent the 
feeling they are experiencing inside.  
Supportive adults can help teens to  
understand how to manage complicated 
feelings in a healthy way.

Teens may need prompting to understand 
what factors are contributing to how they 
are feeling. Try saying, “You appear to be 
feeling anxious and intimidated by this 
project. What part is most concerning to 
you?” By understanding what is driving the 
feeling, you can help them to  
problem-solve.



EARLY CHILDHOOD
(Birth-Age 5)

ELEMENTARY
(Kindergarten-Grade 6)

JUNIOR HIGH / HIGH SCHOOL
(Grade 7-Grade 12)

Emotions are a result of feelings, and they 
create physical reactions in our bodies. 
Caregivers can help teach young children 
about the physical signs of emotions by 
describing, noticing, and acknowledging 
(DNA) what we see.

Throughout your day, model how to  
identify and recognize the physical signs  
of emotions. For example, “I felt very  
proud watching you in the talent show 
today. When I feel proud, my heart feels 
warm; I smile, and my whole body feels 
relaxed.” Ask, “Can you think of a time  
when you felt proud? How did that feel  
to you on the inside?”

What Does this Skill Mean? What Does this Skill Mean? What Does this Skill Mean?

Discussion Starters: Discussion Starters: Discussion Starters:

Everyday Practice: Everyday Practice: Everyday Practice:

Young children are by nature, impulsive, 
and may occasionally express feelings  
physically in a way that is not safe. For 
example, a child may feel angry and throw 
a toy or attempt to bite something out 
of frustration. If your children express a 
feeling physically in an unsafe way, teach 
a safer choice. For example, instead of 
throwing a toy when they are angry,  
model how to take deep breaths until  
they feel calm.

Use the DNA approach when you see 
your child exhibiting a physical symptom 
of an emotion, such as stomping.

Describe: “I see you are stomping, like 
this…” 

Notice: “You seem to be feeling angry.” 

Acknowledge: “You are feeling angry 
because you were hoping your brother 
would share with you, and he didn’t.”

By using the DNA approach, you help 
your child to understand how we act out 
our feelings.

Emotions cause physical symptoms in  
our bodies. These symptoms can feel 
pleasant or unpleasant depending on 
the emotion. Caregivers can help teach 
children in elementary school about how 
they experience emotions in their bodies 
through practice, repetition, and modeling.

Notice your child’s body language and 
share what you see. For example, “Jason, 
I see that your face is getting red, and you 
are starting to yell. It looks like you are  
feeling angry.” Use a range of feeling  
words such as:

• Disgust (irritated, ashamed, guilty)
• Fear (uncomfortable, heart racing, 

frozen)
• Joy (content, peaceful, satisfied)
• Anger (burning, clenched fists,  

destructive)
• Sadness (heart feels heavy, miserable, 

withdrawn)

Teens have a challenging time connecting 
their thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. As 
a caregiver, you can act as a “mirror” for 
your teens. When your teens express an 
emotion physically but deny the feeling 
behind it, notice it and tell them what you 
see. For example, “I see your arms are 
crossed and you are avoiding eye contact. 
I hear you say you are not frustrated with 
me, but your body language is telling a  
different story. I would like to understand 
how you’re feeling.”

The brain responds to emotions and so 
does the body. Each person is unique and 
reacts to emotions differently. As the  
intensity of emotions increases, so do  
the types of physical signs or physical 
responses.

Help your teens learn what body clues 
show up when they are at a “tipping point” 
with intense emotions. For example, 
“Rebecca, I see that your lip is quivering, 
your are talking faster, and you have tears 
welling up in your eyes. It looks like you are 
feeling overwhelmed and frustrated .
How can I help you feel calmer and more in 
control right now?”

#2 Self-Awareness Skills:  
How to Recognize Physical Signs of Emotions



EARLY CHILDHOOD
(Birth-Age 5)

ELEMENTARY
(Kindergarten-Grade 6)

JUNIOR HIGH / HIGH SCHOOL
(Grade 7-Grade 12)

Young children learn to recover from  
life’s set-backs by forming bonds with  
caring adults and having positive role  
models. Positive, daily interactions with 
adults help teach children how to have  
caring relationships and make it easier  
for children to reach out to others  
when they need support.

Model growth to your child by sharing  
when you made a mistake, how you  
problem-solved, and the outcome you 
achieved. By telling children that you  
aren’t perfect, you can help them see that 
failures may happen, and we all have the 
opportunity to learn and grow as people. 
Have your children share a problem-solving 
experience. For example, “ I didn’t study 
and earned a low grade. I then studied and 
earned a much higher grade.”

What Does this Skill Mean? What Does this Skill Mean? What Does this Skill Mean?

Discussion Starters: Discussion Starters: Discussion Starters:

Everyday Practice: Everyday Practice: Everyday Practice:

Notice when your child has overcome  
a challenge and provide specific words  
of encouragement. For example, “I  
noticed you kept trying to zip your coat. 
You tried again and again until you did it. 
Way to stick with it!” By recognizing and 
acknowledging how hard your children  
are trying, you are letting them know  
how proud you are of their efforts. You  
are providing hope and motivation to  
them to continue to try new things,  
even when it’s hard. 

As your child is learning a new skill, 
introduce the concept of “Not Yet.” Let 
children know that just because they can’t 
do something now, doesn’t mean they will 
never be able to do it. 

Teach them the phrase, “I just can’t do 
it yet.”   Remind children that learning 
something new takes time and practice. 
You might say, “Remember when you did 
not know how to button your shirt? You 
tried and tried and now you can do it all on 
your own!”

Elementary-aged children can grow their 
hope, confidence, and resilience by  
learning from their mistakes, learning 
problem-solving skills, and learning how to 
self-regulate. Self-regulation is the ability to 
manage feelings, thoughts, and behaviors 
at home, in school, and in the community.

To help encourage your child to learn from 
mistakes, say, “When we make a mistake, 
we learn how to do it better next time. This 
makes you stronger and wiser, and I know 
you’ll grow from this!”

To encourage your child to self-regulate, 
try saying, “I noticed how you took a deep 
breath and took time to chill. You knew 
how to calm yourself and regroup. That is a 
healthy way to deal with your stress.”

It is normal for people to avoid or put off 
doing things that are hard. You can help 
your teen and family members stay on 
track by sharing progress toward goals at 
family meetings or over a Sunday dinner. 
Give specific feedback when your teens 
make progress toward a difficult goal. For 
example, “Thanks for giving us the update 
on your math progress. It took courage and 
extra effort to meet with your teacher
before school. Your description of how you 
solved the math problem shows you are 
learning.”

Teaching teens how to be resilient  
can have many positive benefits on  
development. High levels of resilience can 
result in a sense of purpose and direction 
in life as well as increased happiness and 
self-esteem. Resilience allows us to  
cope with hardship, deal with a difficult  
experience, manage stress, and bounce 
back from disappointment. Resiliency 
inspires hope and confidence.

Teens need coaching, support, and  
motivation to overcome challenges. 
Encourage your teen to think about times 
when they were resilient. For example, 
“Sam, I know it feels impossible for you to 
get a B in math. These tests are hard and 
the concepts take extra time to learn.  
Remember when you felt this way in 
Spanish? You kept trying, spent more time 
studying, and asked for help when you 
needed it. You worked hard to earn that A 
in Spanish, and I know you are capable of 
improving your grade in math, too.”

#3 Self-Awareness Skills:      
How to Be Hopeful, Confident and Resilient



EARLY CHILDHOOD
(Birth-Age 5)

ELEMENTARY
(Kindergarten-Grade 6)

JUNIOR HIGH / HIGH SCHOOL
(Grade 7-Grade 12)

Having a positive cultural identity helps 
children to have a sense of belonging and 
feel emotionally safe. For young children, 
culture can be described as “the way we do 
things at home.” Culture is communicated 
through everyday life, including the foods 
we eat, music we listen to, the way we 
dress, and what we value as a family.

Routines and practices that are repeated 
often are part of a family identity. As you 
go through the family routines of the day, 
explain how your routine relates to a  
family value. For example, “In this home,  
we each divide chores and clean together 
after dinner each evening. This routine  
helps our home stay clean, and we believe  
in working together as a team.”

What Does this Skill Mean? What Does this Skill Mean? What Does this Skill Mean?

Discussion Starters: Discussion Starters: Discussion Starters:

Young children can be taught about their 
cultural identity through family rituals and 
traditions. When your family celebrates a 
tradition, explain the meaning behind the 
tradition to your child. How does this  
tradition uphold what your family values? 
For example, “In this home, we have  
Sunday dinners with family because  
we believe that family time is important 
and special.”

You can help children grow their positive 
sense of self by teaching them what is 
unique and special about themselves and 
their family. Ask young children to share 
their answers to questions such as:

• What is your favorite celebration?
• What makes you different from your 

siblings? 
• What is your favorite food to eat?
• What do you love about yourself?
 

Having a cultural identity within a family 
can help children feel connected to their 
family, instills pride, and gives them a sense 
of belonging. As children age, you can help 
them to learn about their culture through 
traditions, family routines, and practices 
that are often repeated.

Traditions are a learning opportunity to 
share cultural identity. When you are  
sharing a family tradition, help your  
children understand the reason behind the 
tradition. Discuss the following questions:

• Why is this tradition important to you?
• Who taught you this tradition when 

you were growing up?
• How long has your family been practic-

ing this tradition?

As a family, set aside time to read a book, 
attend an event, trace family history, or 
even visit places that will help to explore 
your family’s cultural backgrounds. By 
exploring your family’s culture, and being 
open to learning about the cultures of
others, you set a tone of acceptance and 
openness.

Adolescence is an important time for  
teens to understand their own culture 
and value the different cultures of others. 
Understand that normal development for 
some teens is to question their culture and 
challenge generational differences.

By encouraging self-reflection, you can 
help your teens become proud of their 
culture. You can encourage your teens to 
think about their culture by asking them 
the following questions:

• What does it mean to be that culture?
• What parts of this culture do you agree 

with? 
• Are there parts you disagree with?
• What makes you most proud about 

this culture?

#4 Self-Awareness Skills:    
How to Develop a Positive Cultural Identity

Everyday Practice: Everyday Practice:Everyday Practice:



EARLY CHILDHOOD
(Birth-Age 5)

ELEMENTARY
(Kindergarten-Grade 6)

JUNIOR HIGH / HIGH SCHOOL
(Grade 7-Grade 12)

Young children are naturally curious about 
their world. They are motivated to explore 
their surroundings, to play, and to build 
connections with others. Our job as  
parents and caregivers is to help support 
their natural drive to learn.

Caregivers can help children develop  
positive extrinsic and intrinsic motivation 
using these 3 strategies: 

1. Help your children grow interests. 
Ask your children what activities they 
enjoy and why.

2. Encourage your children to set goals 
(i.e. # of books they want to read).
This can help your children feel more 
excited for their future.

3. Support your child’s efforts. Help  
your children develop strong lifelong 
motivation by celebrating efforts to 
achieve their goals.

What Does this Skill Mean? What Does this Skill Mean? What Does this Skill Mean?

Discussion Starters: Discussion Starters: Discussion Starters:

Everyday Practice: Everyday Practice: Everyday Practice:

You can support your child’s natural  
motivation to learn through play.

• Through play, provide situations that 
give children an acceptable challenge. 
For example, support a child on the 
monkey bars.

• Give children “just enough help” to 
finish a task. For example, if a child 
cannot put on socks yet, put part of 
the sock on for him/her, and have the 
child do the rest. 

• Talk to your children about trying. Use 
a motto, such as, “ If at first you do not 
succeed, try, try, try again.”

• Give specific feedback. Say, “You tried 
hard putting on your socks;” instead 
of, “Good job.”

As your child learns and grows, provide 
specific, sincere, and authentic praise.  
Focus on improvement and effort rather 
than outcomes. Throughout the day,  
you can help your child recognize  
achievements. For example:

• You are using a spoon today.
• You pulled your pants up all by  

yourself. 
• You worked hard on that!

Children in elementary school are often 
motivated by external factors; this is  
called extrinsic motivation. Examples are:  
attention from others and rewards.  
Intrinsic motivation happens when  
children are motivated because it feels 
good internally. Examples are: feeling 
smart or helpful. Intrinsic motivation helps 
children develop lifelong positive
self-esteem, healthy habits, and resilience.

To help children grow their intrinsic  
motivation, ask them to reflect on how 
they feel after accomplishing tasks or  
making positive choices. For example, 

• How does it feel to get your  
homework done early? 

• Do you feel proud of yourself when you 
are nice to your sister?

• What feelings do you have when you 
share your snacks with your friends?

Help your teens understand how their  
actions affect others. This develops a sense 
of empathy for those around them. For  
example, if your teens share they had a 
tough day at school, try saying, “I hear 
what you are saying. I sense that you are 
struggling and feel overwhelmed. I know it 
can be hard. I am here for you.”

Although teens are still motivated by  
extrinsic (external) factors at this stage in 
life, they are starting to understand the 
value of intrinsic (internal) motivation. 
After all, internal motivation lasts much 
longer because it helps to develop a better 
sense of self! We can help motivate teens 
by giving them more responsibility and 
recognizing their efforts.

One source of intrinsic motivation is the 
feeling we get from helping others and 
having a positive impact on the life of  
another person. You can nurture your
teen’s sense of how their actions affect 
those around them. Start with saying,  
“Tell me about a time a person made a 
difference in your life. How did that affect 
you? How do you think you can make an 
impact on someone else’s life?”

#5 Self-Awareness Skills:  
How to Motivate Myself



Family Tools offer age-appropriate conversation starters and everyday 
practices to help children build healthy social-emotional skills. Launched 
in 2016, Healthy Minds, Healthy Neighborhoods is part of the Heart of 
Illinois United Way’s Success By 6 and Supporting Student Success (S3) 
Initiatives.  With more than 20 community partners, Healthy Minds, 
Healthy Neighborhoods provides neighborhood-based educational  
sessions addressing five key areas of social-emotional health. 

Mission:  
Strengthen children, families and communities by teaching coping skills.

Goal:  
Educate, engage and equip local community members with “teach  
me what to do” strategies that promote positive behaviors for  
social-emotional health.

Vision: 
Work together to build resilient communities.

Audience: 
Parents/guardians, grandparents, caregivers,  
and neighborhood champions.

Five Key Areas of Social-Emotional Health:

• Self-Regulation:  The ability to manage my feelings, thoughts,  
and behaviors in my home, school, and community. 

• Decision-Making:  The ability to make healthy and safe choices  
in my home, school, and community. 

• Self-Awareness:  The ability to recognize my feelings and their  
influence on my behavior in my home, school, and community. 

• Building Relationships:  The ability to establish and maintain 
healthy and rewarding relationships in my home, school, and  
community. 

• Social Awareness:  The ability to get along with others in  
my home, school, and community.

Community-Generated Common Language to Help  
Parents and Caregivers Support Children with Coping Skills

Sponsored By:

To learn more, visit: 
www.hoiunitedway.org
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