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A brief introduction by 



Emotional Literacy is the ability to understand and express feelings.
Emotional Literacy involves having self-awareness and recognition
of one's own feelings, what the triggers are for those feelings and
knowing how to manage them. Importantly, it also includes the
ability to recognise other people’s feelings, what the triggers for
those feelings may be and how they react to those feelings.  

What is Emotional Literacy?

'We can put a lot of expectations on
children, but it takes a long time to
wire the neural pathways in the
'emotional Centre' of the brain.

Evidence tells us this doesn't mature
until around the age of 25.





Just as we teach children to read, learn about
science and math's, it is important for them to
learn about their emotions.

Emotional development is one of the three
prime areas of learning and development,
alongside communication and language and
physical. These prime areas are the
foundations on which we build and the
stronger these foundations are the better for
long-term outcomes and mental health.

Emotional Literacy supports this development.

why should we teach
emotional literacy skills?



Over the last 25 years, thanks to advances in science, we 
now know more about brain development than ever 
before; Emotional Literacy can be nurtured from birth. There are so
many different emotions so it is understandable that children (and
adults) will feel overwhelmed and frightened as they experience
them for the first time, and to differing degrees of intensity. 

For many years parents have been advised on how to help children
learn to talk, walk, eat solid food and reach other physical
milestones; emotional development has had little focus, but
supporting emotional development and wellbeing in children is
more important than ever before. There has been a large increase in
children with diagnosable mental health disorders 
and illnesses in the last 25 years.

Emotional Literacy is now valued as an important tool 
in supporting child development.



As an adult we can name many different emotions, but we
still find them overwhelming at times - and difficult to name! 
So often we are feeling more than one emotion at a time. Many of
us find it easier to notice 'louder' emotions such as sadness,
anxiety, anger and happiness over more primary emotions such as
unsure, rejected and content. The more we understand and listen
to primary emotions the better we get at noticing early on when
we need to problem solve, or use coping strategies, to support our
wellbeing and mental health.

How we respond to our child's emotions, even when they are
showing them to us in ways we find challenging, is an important
part of nurturing Emotional Literacy development.



Crying is a baby’s way of expressing emotion. 

Tantrums are one of the ways a toddler expresses emotion.

As adults, and especially as parents, it is our job to try to understand
a child’s emotions and their triggers. As the child grows, it is up to
us to help children learn and understand their emotions so they
begin to recognise how they feel physically, and can attribute it to a
feeling. Over time we can help them to be able to express those
feelings and build a toolbox of strategies to deal with them. 

Using emotional literacy strategies helps to
nurture this development and support your
child’s long-term wellbeing and mental health.



The current education system in the UK has children start
 as young as four, where we begin to teach them to read 
and write. Evidence shows us that it’s better to wait until children
are older (around the age of seven) before introducing more formal
education. This is because of physical, as well as cognitive
development - there is a free download on our website explaining
more about this. European 'league tables' show us that any
advantage gained by children who learn to read early washes away
later in childhood. 

This is because literacy, understanding the
world, expressive art and design and
mathematics are ‘specific’ areas of learning
that we build on top of the prime areas. The
more time we spend focusing on the prime
areas in early childhood the stronger the
foundations for lifelong learning.



Prime areas of learning and development are the foundations on
which we learn, grow and develop.

There are more specific areas than prime so it is vital that the prime
areas are solid and strong. Just like any 'building work', the structure
is only as strong as it's foundations.

what are prime areas?



Even as adults we need to continue to strengthen
our foundations. We are holistic beings, 'what happens to us
matters to us', so when we have things going on in our personal
or work lives, we need to focus on our prime areas, we need to do
the same for children. 

Have you been through a break-up and then tried to focus on
work? It's hard isn't it. Maybe your sleep gets interrupted, you
distract yourself with T.V. or social media, stop exercising or
withdraw from friends. These are all signs that we need to shift
our attention to our foundations.

Even with a strong start, transitions, puberty 
and trauma can lead to those cracks forming.



We can use Emotional Literacy and relationship focused 
strategies to help with this underpinning. Embedding this
 ethos within the home environment and using activities for a
more targeted intervention when appropriate can make a big
difference to the wellbeing of children.

It's easy to assume that children are okay, as they haven't got the
language or development to articulate or even understand all their
emotions. so by using these strategies in a proactive way we can
help to protect children’s long-term mental health. 



Supporting GLAD feelings.
The way we feel is often reflected in our body language and facial
expressions, this is particularly true for children, who do not hide
their feelings as skillfully as adults. 

Babies and toddlers may not have the
language to tell us when they are
happy or excited, but they are able to
show us with their wide smiles and
excited movements. When children
are feeling GLAD about something it
is usually easy to tell. This may
involve them feeling happy, excited,
proud, cheerful or a range of other
emotions. 

how do we introduce emotional
literacy?



Whatever the emotions, caring adults can increase the 
child’s Emotional Literacy skills by making some links for them. 

For example, if you notice a big smile on a child’s face you could say
something like, “You’ve got a really big smile on your face. You look
very happy today!” 

Try taking photos of special moments and sharing them in a
scrapbook with your child. Look at them together and discuss the
glad feelings felt on that day and why they were feeling happy,
excited etc. 



You can make a GLAD feelings picture collage and discuss 
with your child what GLAD emotion they think the person 
in the photo is feeling. 

For example, a girl playing football may look happy. You could say
“Yes, I think she is happy and enthusiastic because they enjoy
playing football”

Try and link these emotions to a physical feeling as well.  Model this
yourself. “I am so excited about our holiday I have a funny feeling in
my tummy”. 

You might feel uncomfortable voicing how you feel in
this way, but the more you do it the more natural it
becomes. It creates a lot of permission for your child to
hear this from you and also helps you to pay attention
to your own emotions.



Feeling GLAD for themselves.

When children have done something that has made them feel very
pleased, proud or happy, take time to celebrate their successes with
them. Be cautious of using rewards to easily; we want children to
have good intrinsic motivation, celebrating together as a family is a
lovely way to help a child gain recognition from others, without it
becoming their only motivator.

Try to be descriptive rather than evaluative, instead of saying
something like “That’s beautiful” or “Wow. That’s fantastic” try just
being excited and describe what you see. For example, “You have
used a lot of blocks to make that model. Look how tall it is!” “How do
you feel about what you have made?” this helps to build children’s
sense of pride in their achievements and boosts their self-
confidence and esteem.  



Supporting SAD feelings
Using Toys and Puppets

It is often said that one of the best ways to learn about something is
to teach it to someone else. Why not try putting a soft toy or puppet
into a situation that makes them feel SAD and let your child
generate ideas for making them feel better?

For example, you could have a teddy that is
SAD because he has fallen over or has nobody
to play with. Talk with your child about how
teddy might be feeling and encourage them
to think of ways to help him. When
appropriate, encourage your child to share
their own experiences of feeling SAD or
upset. 



Puppet shows are great for being able to create your
own stories to fit a situation your child may be facing. 
For example, your character is looking forward to a trip out – maybe
to the seaside, but the trip has to be cancelled due to bad weather.

Using Picture Books 

There are many books that will help you to explore SAD feelings.
Look for books where the pictures are used to good effect.  

Ask your child questions about the character “I wonder how he’s
feeling?” and give plenty of time for your child to   respond,
comment and ask questions.

Ensure your child knows that it's really normal to feel different
emotions, it's our bodies way of telling us what we need - a hug
for example.





Supporting MAD Feelings
Young children need help to understand that MAD feelings
are felt by everybody sometimes. Children need to accept
reasonable limits and boundaries, but they also need to know that it
is okay to feel angry. 

There is always a reason for anger, in order for children to work out
what that might be, we need to have restorative conversations after
the anger has passed; if we respond to their anger in a way that adds
shame, they can then find it difficult to talk about their thoughts,
feelings, behaviours. 

When we become angry,  the 'reasoning' part of
the brain switches off; we call this an amygdala
hijack. It takes between 20 minutes to 2 hours for
that adrenaline to leave the body, don't try and
reason and problem solve until after that time.



1. Approach calmly: Observe as you approach, be aware of 
your body language, it says a lot about your intentions
and feelings. Be aware of how you feel, if you feel unable to stay
neutral take some time to breathe, capture your thoughts and see
if you can change the lens of which you are viewing their anger
through.

We want to be able to teach children how to cope with anger so
our own response needs some attention first whenever possible.
Children learn more from what we do than what we say.

2. Acknowledge feelings: Give recognition to the feelings the
children/child are expressing by using simple descriptive words
(“you seem angry/sad/upset”). This will help the child to ‘let go’ of
their feelings, although they may briefly increase in intensity before
they subside. This ‘emptying out’ is an important step that must
occur before children are able to think clearly about solutions. 




















