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Emotion Coaching

What is Emotion Coaching?

Emotion Coaching is helping children to understand the different emotions they
experience, why they occur and how to handle them.
(Gottman, 1997)

Emotion Coaching is an evidence-based strategy based upon the work of John
Gottman. It is a relational approach which develops internal regulation and involves
teaching children about emotions ‘in the moment’ and supporting them to develop
strategies to manage emotions. It is based on the principle that all emotions,
including uncomfortable emotions, are innate and normal.

Why do we need Emotion Coaching?

Children with emotional competencies have better life outcomes but children need to
learn and understand their emotions. Children’s understanding of emotions is
developed through interpersonal relationships with key adults.

Research has shown that Emotion Coaching helps:

e Children to regulate, improve and take ownership of their behaviour
e Children to calm down and better understand emotions

e Support academic attainment

e Practitioners to be more sensitive to children’s needs

e Create more consistent responses to children’s behaviour

e Practitioners to feel more ‘in control’ during incidents

e Promotes positive relationships between adults and children

Why is it important to prioritise regulation?

A child cannot engage and learn from Emotion Coaching while they are in fight, flight
or freeze state. The focus must first be on grounding the child's nervous system
through co-regulation strategies.

How do we Emotion Coach?
There are four main steps to Emotion Coaching. Steps 1 and 2 often occur together
and can help the child to regulate.

e STEP 1 — Recognise and empathise

This shows that you understand and are seeing the child. It may involve narrating
what has happened and what you observe. For example: your body looks heavy and
sad; | can see how hard this is for you; | feel ... hearing that ...

e STEP 2 — Label and validate the emotion

This helps the child link words to how they are feeling. Keep the language curious
when labelling the emotion. For example: | wonder if...; could it be...; | think you

ands|
chool



might...; it seems.... Example validation comments: it is ok to feel ...; we all have big
feelings; ... can be hard; | understand why you feel this way; many of us can feel ...;
we are allowed to feel....

e STEP 3 - Setting limits on behaviour

This is not always needed but helps the child understand what is and is not
acceptable or expected behaviour.

e STEP 4 - Problem-solving with the child/young person

This helps build a toolkit of alternative behaviour and strategies to support managing
different situations and emotions. It involves exploring the incident and behaviour
and scaffolding alternative ideas and actions. Suggesting an idea is sometimes
sufficient. Problem solving can involve many more steps and be used as an
opportunity for learning about regulation and social skills.
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Examples of Emotion Coaching

e | think you are angry because you’ve had to stop doing your favourite activity.
| can see you are clenching your fists and your face is red. I'd be frustrated
too if | had been interrupted from something | enjoy. It's okay to be frustrated
but it's not okay to say mean things as it upsets others. When | feel frustrated,
| find it helpful to count down from 20. Let’s try it together now.

e Could it be you are annoyed because Katie keeps winning? It can be
frustrating when we try hard but don’t win. We do not shout at this school
because it upsets other people. Maybe we could sit on the bench for a bit to
get back in the mood for playing.

e You didn’'t do the task as we agreed. | wonder if you are angry that you can’t
join in the practical session with the others until the writing is finished. |
understand why you might be feeling angry. Next time, how might we make
sure we get to join in with the practical task?



How to adapt Emotion Coaching for autistic children?

Emotion Coaching was not specifically designed for autistic children, but many
struggle to recognise and manage their emotions and therefore the principles of
Emotion Coaching can be helpful. The core principles stay the same, but the
execution may need adapting.

Narrate what you see - to support children with recognising their emotions,
narrate what you observe to help them connect their body sensations to an
emotion, for example commenting on their facial expressions, body language,
vocalisations and behaviour cues.

Reduce language demands - use visual and physical scaffolding, such as
emotion visuals or physical gestures.

Simplify Validation Language - Emotion Coaching language can easily
become too complex or wordy for a child experiencing sensory or cognitive
overload. Simplify language to make empathy and validation clear, for
example ‘That feels hard’, “You look upset’, ‘| can see this is a big feeling’.
Delay the problem-solving stage - some children require significantly longer
to achieve regulation. Moving to the final step of Emotion Coaching too
quickly can cause a secondary escalation. The problem-solving conversation
can happen hours, or even days, later once the child's nervous system has
fully reset.

Comic Strip Conversations — this tool can be adapted to support Emotion
Coaching.



