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Strategies for supporting your child’s
social and emotional learning from home

BY LILA SEIDMAN

Numbers can be multiplied, sub-
tracted and squared in a vacuum, alone
in a room. Books, too, on almost any
subject, can be processed inde-
pendently.

Emotions, on the other hand, are
typically experienced — and learned
— in context, among people, in a so-
cial environment.

That’s why some California parents
are concerned that virtual learning,
mandated in areas that have seen a
spike in coronavirus cases, might im-
pede their school-age children’s social
and emotional learning. In addition
to, or even more, than their academic
growth.

Experts agree it’s not something to
take lightly.

“For kids, even starting in
preschool, social engagement with
their peers is so crucial for them to
develop a sense of self. And their
world,” according to Macy Grim, a
psychotherapist who specializes in
working with young children.

But there are ways for parents to
facilitate their children’s holistic de-
velopment from home, according to
several experts.

“Children will develop socially and
emotionally in lots and lots of differ-
ent contexts. School is not the only
way, though it’s an important way, to
learn social and emotional skills,” said
Justina Schlund, director of field
learning at the Collaborative for Ac-
ademic, Social and Emotional Learn-
ing, or CASEL.

FRANCINE ORR / LOS ANGELES TIMES

Samuel Rodas, 40, plays with son Adrian and daughter Karla on Father’s Day in Griffith Park. Parents can
help with their children’s social and emotional learning while schooling remains remote.

What is social and emotional
learning?

Social and emotional learning en-
compasses several complex concepts.

It’s a lifelong process “of learning
about who you are, including your
emotions and your identity, and also
how you fit into the larger, broader
world,” Schlund said.

She said it’s useful to think about
it in terms of five core competencies:

1. Self-awareness.

Self-management.
Social awareness.
Responsible decision-making.
. Relationship skills.

It’s key to distinguish it from social
and emotional well-being, which is
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related but distinct, Schlund said.

If the sheer breadth of the concept
is stress-inducing, take a deep breath.
Like many aspects of our lives during
the pandemic, it’s OK to aim for what’s
realistic, instead of perfect.

Given the circumstances, it’s pos-
sible a child “might not reach what’s
seen as typical, but if we see some
growth, that is something to be happy
about,” said Kahlila Lawrence, an
instructor in the University of South
Florida’s school psychology program.

Parents’ well-being matters

Learning to manage your own emo-
tional state is crucial, several experts
said.

Think about those airplane safety
instructions that advise parents to put
an oxygen mask on themselves before
their children. It’s hard to help some-
one when you’re gasping for air —
literally or metaphorically.

When “parents are anxious and
they're giving off that energy — kids
are so sensitive to that, and they’re
going to pick up on it,” said Grim, a
clinical psychology instructor at Pep-
perdine University.

Modeling

Without peers to correct behavior
and adults outside the home to model
it, parents might have to be more con-
scientious of their status as role models.
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“Parents are constantly teaching
their kids, all the time,” Lawrence
said. “Now we're talking about parents
who are saying, ‘OK, but how do I
engage in more purposeful types of
activities?””

For younger kids, parents can sim-
ulate interactions children might have
with kids their own age to teach im-
portant social concepts, like sharing
and learning how to play fair, accord-
ing to Lawrence. She offered the ex-
ample of learning to share crayons
back and forth. Your child might draw
for a bit before you ask if you can hold
the crayon — and be sure to say thank
you if he or she gives it up graciously.

Checking in

Many teachers across the country
start the day with morning meetings,
according to Lawrence. “It’s just a way
to check in on a regular basis.”

Parents can do the same thing by
consistently talking to their kids as a
way to make sure they have an outlet
to express their fears, frustrations and
joys. Schlund said it’s important to
build the check-in into a reliable rou-
tine. It doesn’t have to be in the morn-
ing, but it should come at a similar
time of day, she said.

The questions and style will look
different based on the age of the child
“because the older ones might look at
you like, ‘OK, Mom, I told you I'm
fine. Leave me alone,” Lawrence said.
Sometimes those conversations will
be short.

“Sometimes you might get a little
something, like, ‘I'm upset because I
can’t see my friends. I'm tired of this,’
and then that can lead to additional
conversations,” Lawrence added.

It can also be a place to proactively
offer help, Schlund said. In addition
to asking children how they are doing,
you can ask what they specifically
need to make the day a good one.

Stick to a schedule
Experts unanimously underscored
the benefits of creating a routine. It

creates a sense of normalcy and pro-
vides a sense of emotional safety,
according to Schlund.

That means no more sleeping at
different times each night and spend-
ing half of the day in pajamas —
things some parents reported happen-
ing in spring when distance learning
was thrust on their families amid the
coronavirus pandemic.

While the pandemic has forced
flexibility in many respects, Lawrence
stressed, “Kids need routines. That’s
very important.”

It will likely help that this fall Los
Angeles Unified, the largest school
district in the state, will follow a pre-
dictable schedule that somewhat mir-
rors a traditional school day.

Stressors will come; plan
ahead

Parents don’t have to wait until their
kids are in distress to try to come up
with a solution, Schlund said.

Instead, they can think in advance
about strategies that their children can
work on and practice with them.

Schlund recommends creating a list
of things they can do when they feel
stressed out, such as going for a run or
playing with a sibling. She said this can
help children learn effective ways to
manage their emotions — a central
aspect of social and emotional learning.

Creative ways to connect

Just because your kids might not
be able to play soccer with the gang
or hug grandma doesn’t mean they
can’t maintain relationships in some
form.

Screens, the bane of some parents’
existence pre-COVID, can be a gate-
way to virtual hangouts that allow kids
to stay connected to peers and relatives
living outside the home. Some parents
might consider expanding their quar-
antine bubble to include another fam-
ily that is following similar health
precautions.

There are also out-of-the-box meth-
ods to provide connection. Jesyka

Lueck, a psychotherapist from Tor-
rance, said she recently invited a
neighbor to read stories to her 4-year-
old son, Edison, through a glass win-
dow. Edison, who has an underlying
medical condition that may make him
susceptible to a serious case of
COVID-19, has been largely isolated
since the spring.

Play as therapy

Grim specializes in a type of child
counseling known as play therapy. It’s
a means of teaching young children
how to recognize, identify, label and
regulate their emotions using play.

“If an adult comes into the room
and sits on the couch, they can talk
about their feelings and their emo-
tions. Kids can’t necessarily do that,”
Grim said. “You can never sit a 3-year-
old down on a couch and ask them
about their feelings. So you use the
means of play and metaphors and toys
in order to speak their language.”

Parents with enough time and mon-
ey can learn the basics of play therapy
through something called filial ther-
apy, Grim said. Acknowledging that
it requires significant privilege to
access, she said parents can still learn
a lot through books and online re-
sources (see Grim’s recommended
reading list below) — which cost a lot
less than private therapy and can be
tackled any time the parent has a scrap
of free time.

Lawrence pointed out the more
straightforward decompression ben-
efits of encouraging older children to
take breaks during the school day. She
said she wouldn’t push a child to work
for more than an hour on any one ac-
tivity.

When to worry

Mood changes, disruptive behavior,
attention deficits and some physical
complaints (for example, headaches,
stomach aches, sleep disturbances) are
potential signals that a child is strug-
¢ling and may require additional sup-
port, several experts said.

Individual differences

There are developmental norms to
be aware of — children tend to learn
social and emotional skills on a cer-
tain trajectory or timeline. However,
individual circumstances — including
parenting styles, socioeconomic fac-
tors and a child’s temperament and
ability — can have a large impact on
social and emotional growth. Some
children will inevitably develop fast-
er or slower than what’s typical.

Lean on the experts —
educators

You don’t have to go it alone. Law-
rence urged parents to reach out to
teachers and other education profes-
sionals. They can advise generally on
what’s developmentally appropriate,
as well as potentially provide some
more tailored guidance.

Your kids’ teachers love them too,
Lawrence said. “They’re resources to
help really work and talk through
those individual circumstances with-
in your home. And encourage you as
well.”

Parents can reach out to learn what
social and emotional programs their
school already offers and potentially
press for more, Schlund said. She add-
ed: “It’s really important to advocate
and ask for.”

Further reading
Here are some books recommended

by child psychotherapist Macy Grim:

e “The Whole Brain Child,” (parents
of children ages 3 to 10) by Dan
Siegel

e “Brainstorm,” (parents of teens ages
12 and up) by Dan Siegel

e “Siblings Without Rivalry,” by
Adele Faber and Elaine Mazlish

e “How to Talk So Kids Will Listen,”
by Adele Faber and Elaine Mazlish

* “Positive Parenting,” by Rebecca
Eanes

lila.seidman®@Iatimes.com
@lila_seidman

Note: May not be reproduced or retransmitted without permission. For permission call LAT Reprints at 1-800-LA Times.
The sale of this reprint does not constitute or imply the publisher’s endorsement of any product, service, company, individual or organization.



