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EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE IN CHILDREN



Dear Reader,

I wandered into the area of emotional intelligence when researching materials to use in a psychology senior capstone course designed to help college students make a successful transition to the working world. In the fifteen years I’ve studied and taught about emotional intelligence since then, the research has grown and the positive benefits of high skill levels in emotional intelligence are much better known. I’m glad you’ve chosen to learn more about emotional intelligence and how to foster it in your children.

You’ll notice that I often explain concepts like temperament or ground the information about emotional intelligence within the context of children’s overall development. Knowledge of typical development and the uniqueness of your child will help you apply the concepts you learn much more effectively.

Some of the stories in this book are fictional but many of them are true with children’s and parents’ names changed to protect their identity. There’s one notable exception to this pattern. The story about optimism in Chapter 17 includes a true story about a child named Justin. Unfortunately, his story is true. But, there’s nothing at all unfortunate about his life or his optimism. I hope you will be inspired by his story.
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Emotional intelligence
(ĭ-mōʹsh-nl ĭn-tĕlʹ-jns)

(n) A set of skills that helps children identify, appropriately express, and manage their emotions; develop effective relationships; cope with stress; adapt to change; and make good decisions.





Introduction

So what is emotional intelligence anyway? And, more important, how does it relate to your child’s well-being? Does it help to shape your child’s long-term success? Simply put, yes it matters—a lot—to emotional well-being and success! And, the good news is that you can teach children emotional intelligence skills. Children are not born with (or without) emotional intelligence skills. Rather, they develop these skills—or don’t develop them—by modeling parents and other important adults (e.g. teachers, older siblings, grandparents). And, they learn EI skills—or not—by copying what they see on television, experiencing different events, learning from their mistakes, and by responding to different parenting styles. Their development of emotional intelligence largely rests in your hands.

Even though personality and emotional intelligence are very different, a child’s basic temperament or personality will sometimes influence which EI skills are easier or harder to acquire. Think of it like learning to ride a bike—even though some children are more coordinated or have better balance and therefore learn more easily, almost every child can improve with practice and eventually learn to ride a bike. So, certain children, based on their temperament, will need more practice to be comfortable using a skill (e.g., a shy child may find assertiveness more challenging). You need to be realistic about the pace of improvement and remain patient and encouraging as you actively teach emotional intelligence skills.

You’re probably getting the picture that you’re teaching your child about emotional intelligence whether you mean to be or not. That’s correct. Thus, paying attention to what you’re teaching related to emotional intelligence should be a major priority for you as a parent. Reading this book and implementing the suggested strategies will help you to engage in intentional teaching of emotional intelligence rather than leaving the lessons to chance, or worse, interacting with children in ways that could inhibit their development of emotional intelligence. For example, if you say to your son “big boys don’t cry,” you are teaching him to suppress feelings of sadness. Yet, you may also give him free reign to vent his anger. Can boys only be mad and never sad? And, how does that combination affect their relationships with others? As some of you have witnessed or experienced, suppressing sadness and freely expressing anger will not help your son be effective in relationships as he matures into adulthood.

Or, if you’re hovering too much over your children, doing things for them they can do for themselves, you’re discouraging a different emotional intelligence skill, their independence. Children need to develop independence in order to separate from parents, whether it’s to go to camp, to college, or to pursue a terrific job in another state as a young adult. Even if children do manage physical separation, they may be so emotionally dependent that they cannot handle the expectations of college or adult life—making decisions, managing money, or handling minor disappointments—without calling you for help or support.

The phrase emotional intelligence is relatively new, popularized in the mid-1990s by Daniel Goleman’s book by that title. The concepts defining emotional intelligence and the associated skills, however, have been around for many years, allowing a strong research base to develop that details the advantages of well-developed emotional intelligence.

A child’s emotional intelligence will likely be one of the strongest predictors of her ultimate success. A child with high emotional intelligence will be able to better understand and emotionally regulate herself, engage in more effective and empathic relationships with others, make better decisions, and be resilient and adaptive, allowing her to manage stress and life circumstances more effectively. There’s plenty of research to support the notion that higher emotional intelligence is associated with better outcomes for children and teens, including improved academic performance and less problematic behaviors in school, enhanced self-confidence, and better emotional self-awareness.

The Everything® Parent’s Guide to Emotional Intelligence in Children will teach you about emotional intelligence and how to develop it in your child. And, the appendices will give you tools, including a rating scale and an emotions chart, to better understand your child’s current level of emotional intelligence.





CHAPTER 1

What Is Emotional Intelligence and Why Is It Important?

Simply put, emotional intelligence involves an array of skills that allow you or your child to understand and leverage emotions in ways that lead to more accurate self-awareness, greater confidence, more effective coping, stronger relationships, better decision-making, and more academic and work success. Emotional intelligence does not mean that your child is emotional or must tell others everything he’s feeling. Rather emotional intelligence skills will allow your child to stand up to bullies, handle pressure, or become motivated to perform at his best—among many other things!

Is Emotional Intelligence Just a Trend?

Emotional intelligence has been around for a very long time. Early philosophers noted the importance of aspects of emotional intelligence, even though they did not use that term. Consider Plato’s instruction to “Never discourage anyone … who continually makes progress, no matter how slow” (which would build self-regard) and his admonition to “Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle” which displays empathy. Aristotle’s reflection that “Anybody can become angry—that is easy, but to be angry with the right person and to the right degree and at the right time and for the right purpose, and in the right way—that is not within everybody’s power and is not easy” underscores the need for effective understanding and expression of emotion.
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Emotional intelligence is not the same thing as common sense, nor is it something we improve upon just because of life experience. Skills like emotional intelligence must be learned and practiced.



By the 1920s, American psychologists were discussing social intelligence and which nonintellectual factors could predict success. In 1983, Harvard psychologist Howard Gardner presented the idea of “multiple intelligences” which included verbal and mathematical skills but also interpersonal and intrapersonal effectiveness. The term “emotional quotient” (EQ) was introduced by Reuven Bar-On in the 1980s as he developed an assessment tool to measure EQ. And, by the end of the 1990s the term “emotional intelligence” had been formally defined by many professionals. So, is emotional intelligence a trend that will soon disappear? Hardly. Do you know any trends that began with the earliest philosophers, still exist today and are still gaining momentum?

A Model of Emotional Intelligence

The emotional intelligence model shown here contains five major areas of emotional intelligence and sixteen separate skill areas. If you want your child to develop confidence, set and achieve goals, stand up to others when necessary, form strong and meaningful relationships, make good decisions, handle stress effectively, and be happy, then this book is for you!

The definitions for each of the sixteen emotional intelligence skill areas shown in the model are adapted from Steve Stein and Howard Book’s popular book The EQ Edge, published in 2011.

Model of Emotional Intelligence

Reprinted with permission of Multi-Health Systems, August 2012.
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Self-esteem, self-confidence, self-concept, and self-regard all have slightly different meanings. Be sure you understand and apply the definition of self-regard as it’s used in this book.



1. Emotional self-awareness involves the ability to recognize emotions as they are happening and know what causes those emotions. The child’s ability to read others’ reactions to her emotions is part of emotional self-awareness. Emotional self-awareness allows a child to answer the question “what’s wrong?” when upset, and to tell you the cause for the distress; ironically, many children are effective at this skill and it’s only when they hear things like “but you shouldn’t feel that way because … ” or “don’t be so sensitive” that they stop telling you their feelings and about what’s bothering them.

2. Self-regard involves understanding strengths and limitations, and accepting and respecting yourself despite your limitations. The third element of self-regard is your child’s confidence level, which emerges primarily from self-acceptance and respect. Children high in self-regard do not brag, nor are they egotistical; rather, they possess an accurate understanding of strengths and limitations (e.g., I’m really good at math, but not as good in spelling), accept themselves as they are—neither being overly self-critical nor defensive when others point out their limitations; and, they strive to improve and are confident (not cocky) because of their clear understanding of their strengths and limitations.

3. Self-actualization encompasses striving to realize potential, setting appropriate goals and achieving them, and receiving satisfaction and meaning from pursuits. Behaviors evident in children might include trying out for a team, deciding to pursue a talent, and striving for improvement at school or in an activity they pursue. Children must experience joy and meaning from their pursuits to possess self-actualization; otherwise, if they are doing something to keep parents happy or because they believe it is expected of them, the joy will fade and in some cases, resentment builds.

4. Emotional self-expression includes the ability to express appropriate emotions verbally and nonverbally and for that expression to be congruent. Children who can engage in healthy emotional expression will use words such as mad, sad, happy, or scared; and, their nonverbal actions will match their words.

5. Independence is the ability to be self-directed and function without too much dependence on others or an undue need for support or reassurance. Behaviors you might see in children include everything from a two-year-old saying “I’ll do it myself” to a seven-year-old being comfortable spending the night at a friend’s house, to a preteen who doesn’t ask for help on homework until she really gets stuck.

6. Assertiveness involves the ability to express opinions, beliefs, and thoughts and to stand up for yourself in an appropriate and constructive way. Children as young as fifteen or sixteen months demonstrate assertiveness when they say “no” or refuse to eat a certain food they don’t like the taste of. It’s important for children to practice sharing opinions or standing up for themselves (e.g., expressing a preference for a light coat over a heavier one) if you expect them to do it when it really counts such as when confronted by a bully or pressured by friends to do something they know is wrong.

7. Interpersonal relationship involves developing relationships with others that involve mutuality, trust, and sharing. It includes the skill to build friendships and to be comfortable with others such as grandparents or teachers. Behaviors children might exhibit include everything from playing comfortably with other children, reaching out to friends, or being able to tell you something important such as something bad that happened to them at school or wanting to quit an activity that you value highly.

8. Empathy involves developing the awareness that others may have a different perspective and then trying to understand their perspective and the reasons for it. Appreciating the feelings others may be experiencing is a key part of empathy. Behaviors children might display include willingness to share a toy without coaxing because they understand a friend wants to play with it, asking someone who is crying “what’s wrong?” or, at an older age, being able to ask appropriate questions to help them understand someone else’s feelings or behaviors. Empathy does not mean feeling sorry for someone or that you have to agree with their perspective.

9. Social responsibility involves the ability to be a cooperative, contributing, and constructive member of one’s group(s). Cooperative behaviors you might see in children include doing their chores without constant reminders, willingness to share with peers or siblings who want to borrow something, helpfulness when asked and even when not asked, and, as they get older, a willingness to volunteer their time to help someone else.

10. Problem solving involves the ability to identify and define problems and then generate ideas for effective solutions. Behaviors you might see in children include telling you when they are struggling with something at school, on a sports team, or with a friend and then being willing to generate a list of potential solutions (with help from you). Also, commitment to solve the problem by implementing at least one of the solutions is important.

11. Reality testing involves the ability to distinguish between fantasy or hopes and what is real. Reality testing involves an accurate reading of the environment and facts without over- or under-reacting. Behaviors children might engage in include following family rules even when they don’t want to (e.g., doing their homework before watching TV) because they understand the consequences of not doing so, or not denying things that are factual (e.g., believing a D grade was a good grade because lots of kids made a D), and not procrastinating on major projects or chores to the point that the task cannot get done well in the time allotted.

12. Impulse control involves resisting temptation, being patient, being willing to delay gratification, or not acting on impulses. Behaviors you may see in children include the ability to not overeat, not throw a tantrum, complete a less desirable event before doing something that’s fun (e.g., complete homework before getting on the computer), and show patience when completing a difficult task.

13. Stress tolerance includes the ability to withstand things that activate stress without falling apart, becoming internally agitated, or feeling overwhelmed. Behaviors you might see in children include not having “meltdowns” except on rare occasions, not being too fearful of new situations, events, or challenges, and being able to stay focused on the task at hand even in stimulating or stressful environments.
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Don’t try to protect children from stress. Instead, teach them appropriate coping strategies! This will help your children much more in the long run because they will have practiced handling stress and gain confidence as a result.



14. Flexibility involves being comfortable with change and adjusting emotions, thoughts, and behavior to changing situations. Behaviors you might see in children include beginning new things with excitement or a neutral response rather than too much anxiety, adjusting well to changes in the family (e.g., moving to a new house, having grandma come live with you, birth of a sibling), and being willing to try new things.

15. Optimism is the ability to remain positive and to persist when faced with adversity. Behaviors you might see in children include an attitude of “I can do better at this if I try hard enough” or a willingness to keep trying to master something that is difficult. Positive statements or positive ways of framing situations rather than negative ones (e.g., “practicing has helped me get better” rather than “I’m still not very good even though I practiced a lot”) is also evidence of optimism.

16. Happiness includes the ability to feel satisfied with and enjoy life, being cheerful instead of somber. Behaviors include smiling, laughing, and wanting to engage as opposed to withdraw.

Why Emotional Intelligence (EI) May Be More Important Than IQ

You’ve been conditioned your whole life to pay attention to your grades, test scores, percentiles on standardized exams, and a whole array of other similar things. Thus, it’s natural to believe that IQ (or intelligence quotient) is the key to success at every stage of life. It’s not. But, don’t misunderstand either. A higher IQ will make most types of learning easier for a child, will likely lead to better performance in school, may gain a child access to a gifted or talented program, and usually ensures higher scores on college entrance exams, which opens up more choices for your child.

Yes, you want your child’s IQ to be as high as possible, but a high IQ alone doesn’t guarantee success either in school or in life. That’s where emotional intelligence comes in. A child with an average IQ who is highly motivated to do well (self-actualization), persists when work gets challenging (optimism), understands when she needs help (reality testing), asks for that help (assertiveness), and is disciplined enough to complete academic work carefully and on time (impulse control), will almost always outperform a child with above average or high IQ who is unmotivated, undisciplined, and unrealistic about the work required. If you were a teacher, which child would you prefer to teach?

How Do IQ and EI Contribute to Adult Success?

Studies of adults who were intellectually gifted as children reveal a mixed bag of success in the professional world. Some were highly successful in life and their careers, but others were not. The deciding factors often rested with their emotional intelligence skills. So, a higher IQ alone does not guarantee success and a lower IQ—but still within normal intelligence ranges—does not doom one to failure. It’s EI that makes a bigger difference.
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There’s very little relationship between IQ and emotional intelligence. So a high IQ child can have well-developed emotional intelligence, or he could be severely hampered by lower skills in emotional intelligence. Likewise, a child with a lower IQ may have very well-developed emotional intelligence skills, or poor skills in EI, which would amount to double jeopardy. IQ and emotional intelligence are two different and unrelated forms of intelligence.



Consider what multimillionaires said when Thomas Stanley asked them to rate factors that contributed to their success. In his book The Millionaire Mind, Stanley noted that multimillionaires rated the top five factors contributing to their success as: being honest, being highly disciplined, getting along with people, having a supportive spouse, and working harder than most people. Each of these factors reflects aspects of emotional intelligence. And what did the millionaires say about cognitive intelligence? It was ranked twenty-first out of thirty possible factors! While money earned is not the only or maybe even the most important measure of adult success, it’s one way to measure success. And, notice that three of the top five factors dealt with relationships (honesty, getting along, supportive spouse) so it’s likely that many of these millionaires also enjoyed successful relationships as well.

EI Continues to Develop; IQ Stops Developing

IQ can be influenced by many factors in a child’s life including things such as prenatal nutrition, genetics, and how stimulating the early environment is for the child. But, by the end of the teenage years, brain development is almost finished and IQ is set. EI, however, grows throughout most of adulthood, peaking in our fifties or sixties and only declining minimally until the eighties. Learning EI skills during childhood is like many other skills such as how to tie a shoe or ride a bike. Once learned, the skill never fades away completely, although it can get a little rusty if unused! And, because so many life circumstances give children opportunities to use their EI skills, this practice further solidifies the skill so that it’s accessible even during the most challenging times.
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Begin observing others when you’re in the grocery store, at a child’s soccer game, or in other public places. Chances are you will observe someone that you know to be very smart (IQ smart), but who makes of fool of himself by complaining vehemently to the cashier about how slowly the checkout line moved or screaming at a teenager who’s refereeing the soccer game about a “missed” call. Put a mirror to your behavior in public. What do others see?



Emotional Intelligence and Research

Learning about just a few of the studies that have examined aspects of emotional intelligence in children should help maximize your motivation to teach these skills to your child. You may wonder why studies that look at teenagers or college students are relevant. There’s a simple answer. The emotional intelligence your child develops now has important implications for future success.

One More Marshmallow, Please

Suppose you have a five-year-old child. Pretend that you’ve put a marshmallow on a plate in front of your child and said, “I’ve got to go wake up your sister and change her diaper. If you can stay here and not eat the marshmallow until I come back, I’ll give you a second marshmallow.” What do you think your child would do? Eat the marshmallow? Get up out of the chair to avoid the temptation? Beg you to eat it now? Cry? Or, think of ways to avoid the temptation and wait until you returned? If your child could do the latter, that shows excellent impulse control. Stanford psychologist Walter Mischel did such a study with preschool-aged children. While some gave in to the temptation to eat the marshmallow, others were able to delay gratification and get that coveted second marshmallow. What’s interesting is what happened to these children as they grew older. The children who were able to wait experienced a variety of more positive outcomes as adolescents including better school performance (and not because they were smarter), better peer relationships, and higher ratings by teachers.

All of this occurred just because the child could wait to eat a marshmallow at age five? Children with better impulse control are more likely to stay on task during class time rather than goofing off with friends, complete their homework before playing, and work on a complex problem or project without losing patience. And, because impulse control involves the skill of avoiding rash behaviors, peer relationships are probably calmer and less likely to involve harsh words, hurtful teasing or other behaviors that, if the child thought before acting, may not happen at all. Any guesses what happened to the marshmallow eaters in adulthood? They were less likely to have achieved as much success at work as those who could wait and they experienced more trouble in their relationships.

Social Success and Popularity

Do you think emotional intelligence might be able to distinguish popular from unpopular preteens and teens? Zavala and colleagues compared highly popular children to those who were less popular but not the least popular. Although the popular group was not more effective in their social skills, they were significantly higher in their emotional intelligence skills. It makes sense that emotional intelligence skills such as understanding your emotions and how they may impact others, empathizing with friends, cooperating with others, avoiding rash behaviors, and being positive and cheerful might make a teen more popular. Who would want to be around someone for very long if they didn’t have those skills?
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Research makes it clear that the maxim “money can’t buy happiness” is very true. So, don’t think giving your child lots of gifts or showering them with lots of material possessions will create lasting happiness.



School Success—Grades and Discipline

Yes, emotional intelligence seems to matter a lot, even in a situation that is almost exclusively focused on academic intelligence. A recent study, published in 2010, give a window through which to view emotional intelligence and academic success.

Researcher Karen Kohaut collected emotional intelligence scores, final grades for the academic year, and the number of discipline referrals middle-school children received. She found significant relationships between these preteens’ emotional intelligence scores and both academic performance and number of school discipline problems. As you may have expected, children with higher emotional intelligence received fewer discipline referrals and earned better grades. There was no difference though in the emotional intelligence scores across racial or ethnic groups.

EI Goes to College

By now, it probably won’t surprise you that emotional intelligence skills are predictive of college success. Emotional intelligence expert Steve Stein and his colleagues summarized research related to college students’ success in their book The Student EQ Edge: Emotional Intelligence and Your Academic and Personal Success. Even among the brightest students, such as those attending prestigious universities in the Ivy League, the EI skill of optimism can be a better predictor of college success than SAT scores. And, once in college, your child will have a much better chance of graduating if she is equipped with high impulse control, high social responsibility, moderate levels of independence and interpersonal relationship skills, high self-actualization, and high reality testing. In other words, if your child can delay gratification by studying before partying, gets involved in meaningful activities at her school (involvement on campus predicts graduation) and collaborates well with others on team projects, shows enough independence to separate from you without too much homesickness but not so independent she refuses to ask for help when needed, forms good and meaningful peer relationships but doesn’t spend all her time hanging out with friends, sets academic goals, and is realistic about how well she’s doing and what she needs to do to be more successful, then she has an excellent chance of both graduating and making better grades. So, one of the best investments you can make in your child’s future is to teach her EI skills!

A Note about Bullying and Emotional Intelligence

As stories of bullying increase and some of the consequences become more severe (e.g., suicides, children under eighteen being charged with homicide), more adults are paying attention to what bullying is, what causes it, and why it continues.

Bullying is easy to distinguish from teasing. Teasing is directed at people we feel some affection for and the intent is playful and positive. An April Fool’s Day prank will probably create laughter and positive feelings if the people involved care about each other. But other pranks, like posting false and harmful messages about someone on Facebook, are acts of bullying because the prank was intended to hurt someone or send a message motivated by dislike, intolerance, or disdain.

Application of emotional intelligence principles helps to understand all of the players in a bullying situation including bullies, victims, and observers. Bullies, in EI language, probably have lower self-regard (less self-acceptance and thus the need to diminish others), lower emotional self-awareness (lacks understanding of the motivation for bullying), lower empathy (cannot take the perspective of the victim), lower social responsibility (less cooperative, more likely to look out for himself first before thinking of others) and lower impulse control (cannot resist urges).

Victims, in EI language, may lack self-regard (which projects to others as low self-confidence) and emotional self-expression and assertiveness skills that would allow her to stand up to the bully. Victims may try to be too independent by not telling adults who could help intervene, and they may lack the problem-solving skills that could make bullying stop.

And, what about the EI skills of bystanders who watch the bullying, perhaps even laughing? They lack enough assertiveness to confront the bully and also lack a level of empathy that would allow them to help the victim. Their lack of independence prevents them from stepping out alone to try to address the problem—instead, they bend to peer pressure and become silent onlookers. They probably also lack some social responsibility—not thinking about the impact of the bullying within the “team” or group—and focus only on protecting themselves from bullying (which does show reality testing).
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Bullying begins in elementary schools, so be cognizant of signs your child may give you that he’s been bullied such as wanting to change schools, anxiety about going to school, not wanting to ride the bus home, or vague reasons not to play with neighborhood children.



A well-constructed emotional intelligence curriculum could help reduce bullying by giving onlookers and victims the skills to stand up to the bully. And the bully would learn empathy and other skills that would allow him to feel more connection with the victim rather than continuing to label that person as an outcast who deserves to be bullied.

What about Your Emotional Intelligence?

As you can imagine, the better your EI skills, the more your child will learn by watching how you handle situations. If you fall apart when stress gets high, treat kids more harshly when you’re mad, have buttons your kids can push that you didn’t even know existed, or flounder with a lack of self-confidence, then how can you expect your children to react differently?
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How can I be sure about my level of emotional intelligence?

The only way to be sure about your level of emotional intelligence is to complete an assessment, preferably a 360 one, that is both reliable and valid. If you are interested in completing an assessment that uses the same model of emotional intelligence used in this book, contact Multi-Health Systems for a list of certified administrators (http://ei.mhs.com), or contact the author at www.developmentalassociates.com.



Research with adults about emotional intelligence indicates that EI benefits you in every arena of your life. Stein and Book in their engaging book published in 2011, The EQ Edge, document many positive outcomes for adults with well-developed EI skills including:

•  At work, whether a teacher or lawyer, a banker or debt collector, an athlete or artist, or a CEO or accountant, EI skills are predictive of success in a variety of careers with the five best predictors of overall work success being self-actualization, happiness, optimism, self-regard, and assertiveness.

•  In marriage, those with higher EI report greater levels of marital happiness; and the best predictor of this greater marital satisfaction includes EI skills such as an individual’s happiness, self-regard, self-awareness, self-actualization, and reality testing. In other words, the happiest marriages included individuals who were happy, understood their strengths and weaknesses (thus, probably being more willing to say “I’m sorry” or take responsibility for their part of a problem), understood their own emotions and what triggered them (making it easier to identify needs and wants or to be clear during arguments), set and achieved personal goals that gave life meaning and satisfaction, and were realistic about marriage, neither fantasizing about it nor blaming the marriage for all of one’s individual woes (reality testing).

•  In finding and keeping a job, those who are chronically unemployed during most of their adult years score lower than employed individuals in assertiveness, optimism, emotional self-awareness, reality testing, and happiness. You may be thinking, “Well, of course they would score lower on these skills—they’re unemployed!” But, the fact that these individuals were never employed consistently implies that these lower EI skill areas may have been present for years and thus a possible reason for the unemployment.

•  In coping with a chronic illness, adults who participated in an EI skill-development class reported an increased quality of life and well-being compared to those with the same illness that did not go through the EI class.

•  In maintaining health, those who exercise more also have higher EI skills. As you can imagine, the ability to set and achieve goals (i.e., self-actualization) probably plays a role in whether someone sticks to a New Year’s pledge to exercise more or not.





CHAPTER 2

A Closer Look: Case Studies of EI in Children

The case studies cited in this chapter are fictional. Yet, they represent often-occurring patterns in families. Each case study will focus on a target child or children. As you read each case study, imagine how the child’s experiences—including parenting styles, childhood environment, personality, and other factors—contribute to the child’s developing EI skills. Form hypotheses about how EI skills will affect how the child deals with difficult challenges, where the child is likely to excel, and what could have been done differently to promote higher emotional intelligence. Come back to these case studies after you have completed reading the book to see if your thoughts have changed. They should!

Case Study: Building Independence

Joey was the fourth child in a family with three older sisters who were between four and eight years older than Joey. The whole family was thrilled when he was born; his parents wanted a male child and his three older sisters loved having a living “baby doll” to play with. From the beginning, Joey was a little fussy, but his sisters could always provide enough distraction and entertainment to change his mood. They doted on him, handing him his pacifier, reaching things he pointed to and generally providing constant entertainment. His speech development was somewhat delayed, but no one was worried about him because they knew he didn’t have to say much in order to communicate his needs. He would simply cry, gesture, or point and usually someone in the family knew what he wanted.

As a toddler, Joey got really frustrated by things he couldn’t do that his sisters did such as swim, go on a bike ride, or write his name. He was constantly trying to keep up with them but couldn’t. Sometimes he would just dissolve in tears. Usually someone quickly dropped what he or she was doing to attend to Joey, distracting him with food or doing something exciting like taking him on a “piggy back” ride around the house. His speech improved, but he lagged behind other kids in his vocabulary and even how he pronounced his words. Joey’s parents were so busy with work and having four children that when he went through the stage of throwing tantrums, they usually just gave in to what he wanted.

When it came time to go to kindergarten, Joey was excited because now he would ride a school bus like his sisters. But, the first week of school did not go so well. He got frustrated when his teacher and friends kept asking him to repeat things because they couldn’t understand him and also when the teacher made him do things for himself, like open his juice box or hang up his coat.


[image: ] Question


Are tantrums to be expected with preschool children?

Tantrums will be more frequent for children who have not been taught how to use words to express their needs or feelings. And, it’s also likely that if a child gets upset enough, he may have a tantrum even if he is skilled at communicating with words. The key to ridding your child of tantrums is to provide healthier ways to express feelings and not give in to his demands.



By the second week of school, Joey was throwing a tantrum in the morning because he didn’t want to go to school. When his parents asked him what was wrong, Joey didn’t know how to explain it. Finally, they just told him to quit crying, that he was going to have to go to school; things would get better they reassured him. And, although things did get better, Joey still had a hard year.

EI Analysis for “Building Independence”

You probably noticed some things that Joey’s family could have done differently to help him develop emotional intelligence skills that in turn would have made his kindergarten experience much easier. When infants are young, they only have two ways of communicating; first they can cry and later that first year they add gestures such as pointing or holding their arms out in a gesture that says “pick me up.” It’s absolutely fine to respond to those gestures, but it is also important to encourage verbal communication. For example, label objects and the child’s feelings as you respond. If the child whines and points to a container of Cheerios just out of reach, label the behavior and the emotion. Saying something like “You want the Cheerios; are you frustrated that you can’t reach them?” This will help the child develop his vocabulary so that he can communicate needs verbally starting sometime during the second year of life. And, adding a comment about the emotion the child is probably feeling will help him to do likewise for himself as he ages. Even if your guess about the emotion is incorrect—maybe Joey was mad and not frustrated—the mere act of teaching the child to pay attention to his emotions and how they influence behavior is what’s important. In EI language, you would be teaching emotional self-awareness, probably one of the most important EI skills because it’s foundational to development of some of the other EI skills.

Back to Joey. How could his family have helped him with developing more independence? Teaching him how to do things for himself would have had multiple benefits. First, it would have increased his skills—whether in learning to dress himself or open a straw—and more important, it would have increased his belief that he is capable of doing things on his own, which builds self-regard. Children will confront many new challenges in school and the more success he’s had at mastering new skills, the more independent he will be when faced with new challenges.


[image: ] Essential


Think about how you can make it easier for your child to practice independence. Buy Velcro shoes instead of tie-up shoes and clothes with big buttons that are easy to work. Put a stool by the kitchen counter so that your three-year-old can deliver her plate to the counter. Make environmental changes that support independence!
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