
A central part of building 
resiliency is learning 
how to regulate emotions 
and manage responses to 
stress, frustration, and 
disappointment. Modeling 
and supporting emotion 
regulation is particularly 
important now to help 
children and teems 
function (and thrive) in 
the face of adversity.  

Emotion regulation involves managing reactions and constructively 
expressing strong feelings. It is a learned process that children need to 
develop over time. Parents can support the development of these skills 
with learning how to regulate themselves, directly teaching and 
practicing coping strategies, discussing appropriate behavior choices, 
and setting up children/teens for success with predictable routines, 
connection, active re-setting, reflection and problem solving. 

Label and Talk about Feelings 
Notice, identify, accept, and allow feelings. 1) Listen and let children/
teens express emotions. Acknowledge and validate feelings. This helps 
you connect and shows understanding. 2) Label your own emotions and 
say how you are feeling. This builds self-awareness. Talking about 
feelings generally builds an emotional vocabulary and increases an 
understanding about one’s own feelings and those of others. 3) Observe 
and comment on your child/teens emotional state (“you look calm”, “you 
look like you are starting to get frustrated”).  
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Learn & teach 
relaxation 
strategies 

Practice daily 

Get active to re-
set and regulate 

Talk about 
feelings and 
model calming 
techniques 

All feelings are 
ok; how to 
express them is 
a choice  

Calm & regulate 
yourself before 
interacting with 
an upset child 
Watch for early 
warning signs 

Minimize talk 
when your child 
is very upset 

Re-connect with 
your child /teen 
when he or she 
is calm 

CALM YOURSELF 
Model Calm. Focus on 

regulating yourself FIRST. 
Identify and talk about 

emotions.
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TEACH & PRACTICE  

Emotion regulation is a 
skill that needs practice. 

Practice relaxation 
strategies DAILY when 

already calm.

2
REFLECT AND 
RECONNECT 

Once you and your child 
are calm positively 
connect. Reflect at 

different time. 
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Describe face and body cues. This helps to bring awareness of sensations (how his or her 
body feels) when experiencing different emotions. Noticing sensations and identifying early 
warning signs is important (before escalation is the only time you can effectively help 
children use calming skills).  

Let children know is ok to be mad, sad, frustrated, disappointed, excited. We want children 
and teens to be able to communicate what they are feeling and help communicate needs. Use 
“feel” instead of “are” (“I feel angry” versus “I AM mad”) this helps reinforce that the child/ 
teen is experiencing a temporary feeling; it is not who they are or a set state. We are not 
trying to change a child’s emotion. The goal is to learn to manage reactions and behavior.  

Calm and Regulate Yourself  
Take responsibility for monitoring and regulating your own emotions. Emotions are catching 
(emotional contagion). People naturally match the pace and emotional tone of others. Your 
children are listening. They are watching you. Calm yourself first when children are upset to 
be able to respond compassionately and calmly. Choose to calm down.  

How do you react to stressful situations. What do you do when you are angry? Anxious? 
When your child disobeys you? When you disagree with your spouse/partner?  If you are 

reactive, yell, or use a harsh tone… how can you expect your child or teen to act differently? 

Practice Relaxation Strategies   
Help children/teens manage their stress response with activities that help build self-
regulation (breathing, exercise, mindfulness). See handouts on https://
parentsupportduringcovid19.com for information about breathing exercises, progressive 
muscle relaxation, mindfulness, and guided imagery. Try and practice a variety of calming 
techniques to know what works best (but include breathing as a go-to). Learn and practice 
these separately AND with your child. Trying to get a child to belly breathe or choose a 
calming strategies once they are in fight or flight is not effective. These must be practiced 
often and when calm. Set aside time. Do it together. Make it fun. 

Try to stay calm when emotions are escalating. This is difficult and takes practice. You are 
consciously slowing down, to help your child de-escalate. Do a body scan for tension. Notice 
heart rate and tightness. Work to actually relax your body, not just quiet or detach. 

Ask yourself: Am I tired? Hungry? Thirsty? Is this an emergency? Breathe. Stretch. Take 
a few minutes to calm yourself. This is particularly important when your child or teen is 
upset or behaving in a way that is challenging.  

The goal is to stay close and calm and say very little. Once a child or teen becomes very 
upset (emotionally dysregulated) teaching and trying to reason will not work. The fight or 
flight response has kicked in. Limit what you say if your child is already yelling, crying, 
melting down or having a tantrum. Don’t try to convince your child, negotiate, or make him 
or her use a calming strategy. Do make sure child is safe.  

Try to take his or her perspective with compassion. Remember your child is not trying to 
make you mad; he or she is overwhelmed and lacks the skills to manage strong emotions. 
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STAYING  CALM WHEN YOUR CHILD IS UPSET

https://parentsupportduringcovid19.com
https://parentsupportduringcovid19.com


Walk away for a moment if needed. Speak slowly. Ground yourself (5-4-3-2-1 Senses exercise) 
and try to remain present. If you are becoming too upset, gently say you need to walk away 
and will return. You can provide reassurance  of your love and say you're there to comfort 
when ready.  

RELAX YOU FACE, BODY AND TONE: If your child is anxious, relaxing your face and body 
will help him or her relax. This takes a lot of self-awareness; you can affect your child’s 
emotions and response. Learn how to regulate your own emotions first and show children 
you are working to be calm. It is hard to be angry and relaxed at the same time. 
Diaphragmatic breathing helps you think clearer; focus on a slow out breath through the 
mouth to start. 

Problem Solve  
When everyone is calm (and considerable time has passed) talk about what happened, discuss 
other possible choices to make when angry or frustrated. Use a calm and non-critical tone. 
Figure out why your child / teen became upset, identify underlying feelings. Discuss or 
review rules and safe options: hurting yourself, hurting someone else or destroying 
property is not ok. 

Emphasize that we all have a choice in our action or behavior. Talk through consequences 
and come up with a plan (practice or role play plan). Share examples if you became angry 
and did not make a good choice; say the other options you could have made. Remember, your 
child is not responsible for your feelings (“you are making me angry”). You are the adult 
and this is too much responsibility and not appropriate for children. You as an adult can take 
responsibility for your feelings and reactions.  

Encourage Helpful Thoughts and Self-Talk 
Help your child/teen identify balanced thoughts. Teach how to reframe an interpretation 
(“what is another way to look at this situation?” “another perspective”?) The aim is increase 
a helpful view and reduce negative self-talk. Write out calming statements; practice and post 
where a child/teen can see (“I can handle this”, “I can take a breath”). 

Set Up Your Child / Teen for Success 
• Establish Predictable (but flexible) Routines to increase predictability and feelings of safety.  
• Encourage exercise; at least 30 minutes of physical activity to re-set. Make sure everyone 

gets adequate sleep. Use humor (kindly) to diffuse tense situations when possible. 
• Take 5 minute regulating breaks throughout the day. Right now it might be harder for you 

(or your child/teen) to manage reactions or emotions. Notice triggers and situations for 
when and where your child/teen becomes upset. Come up with a plan to practice. 

• Keep expectations reasonable and appropriate. Make sure there are no unmet needs for you 
or your child (hungry, tired, sick). Take your child/teens perspective. 

• Approach hard interactions with compassion and patience. Remind yourself that right now 
everyone can be more anxious, stressed, or irritable. Get support for yourself if needed.
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ADDITIONAL WEBSITES AND RESOURCES 

Peaceful Parents, Happy Kids Workbook by Dr Laura Markham (2018)https://www.amazon.com/
Peaceful-Parent-Happy-Kids-Connecting/dp/0399160280 
https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/coronavirus-calm.html?ref=search 
https://gozen.com/50-calm-down-ideas-to-try-with-kids-of-all-ages/

https://www.amazon.com/Peaceful-Parent-Happy-Kids-Connecting/dp/0399160280
https://www.amazon.com/Peaceful-Parent-Happy-Kids-Connecting/dp/0399160280
https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/coronavirus-calm.html?ref=search
https://gozen.com/50-calm-down-ideas-to-try-with-kids-of-all-ages/
https://www.amazon.com/Peaceful-Parent-Happy-Kids-Connecting/dp/0399160280
https://www.amazon.com/Peaceful-Parent-Happy-Kids-Connecting/dp/0399160280
https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/coronavirus-calm.html?ref=search
https://gozen.com/50-calm-down-ideas-to-try-with-kids-of-all-ages/
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