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Emotional Intelligence

Andrew FullerEmotional Intelligence

The skills of communicating well and getting 
along with others are very important, and 
can be improved with practice.

What is ‘emotional intelligence’?

The set of skills involved in communication and 
relating to others can be called Emotional  
Intelligence (EQ). These skills include:

•	 Knowing your own emotions
•	 Recognising and being sensitive 

to other people’s emotions 
•	 Knowing how to calm down when 

you are upset or angry
•	 Developing the skills of restraint—knowing 

when it is wise not to say or do something.

Developing emotional intelligence skills helps 
young people succeed. Study after study has 
found associations between high levels of EQ and 
success, for example:

•	 A major Asian bank found that EQ 
was a better predictor of workplace 
success of its employees than IQ.

•	 In a study of USA Air Force recruits, EQ 
was the best predictor of success. 

•	 In a study of 286 organisations where job 
competencies of star performers at every level 
were analysed. The most powerful predictors 
were the EQ skills of awareness, self-regulation, 
self-motivation, empathy and social skills.

•	 Friendship skills also predict 
successful romantic relationships.

How schools can help children 
develop EQ

There are a number of programs that develop 
emotional intelligence in young people. These 
include Friends, The Heart Masters, You Can do 
It, Mind Matters, Kids Matter, and Bounce Back. 
Given the importance of these skills to long term 
success, it is important that schools make space in 
busy curriculums for these types of activities. 
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Emotional Intelligence

How parents can help children 
develop EQ

Identifying feelings

Parents are powerful teachers of EQ. You can help 
children to identify their own feelings by saying:

“You look a bit upset. Is that how you are 
feeling?” or “I wonder if you are feeling 
angry about that. What do you think?”.

Young children can point to a series of faces drawn 
to show a continuum from happy to sad. Families 
sometimes use a variant of the ‘fire danger’ sign 
replacing the terms with feelings such as ‘happy’, 
‘irritated’, ‘annoyed’, ‘angry’, ‘ballistic’. 

Calming down

Helping children to learn how to calm down when 
they are upset is also a critical EQ skill.

Parents can help children to do this by learning to 
rate their level of upset from 0 (nothing) to 10 (out 
of control) and to then start to talk (at a time when 
they are NOT angry) about ways to help them to 
calm down. This often differs for each child. Some 
need space and time alone whereas others if left 
alone become dangerous. Some need quiet time 
and others need to move and let off steam. 

Reading other people’s emotions

The third skill parents can help children to learn is 
to tune into and read other people’s emotions.

This can involve playing guessing games with 
children such as:

“What do you think that person is 
feeling?”, ‘What sort of day do you think 
that person has had?”, or “What mood do 
you think that person is in?”

 This can be good fun for children as it combines 
the ideas of guessing and spying with noticing 
the feelings of others. It is also helpful to have 
children learn how to read facial expressions so 
asking similar questions using photos of faces in 
magazines, newspapers and on television shows. 
As children become more skilled you can play the 
same sorts of games using only the eyes. 

Being able to read the emotions conveyed by 
eyes gives young people a high level of skill in this 
area. The easiest way to do this is to take pictures 
of people’s faces from magazines and use other 
pieces of paper to mask everything but the eyes 
(so it looks a bit like Ned Kelly’s helmet) and ask 
children similar questions. Then show them a bit 
more of the face and ask again. It is amazing how 
quickly children get skilled at this.

Predicting other people’s actions

Predicting the next actions of people is also useful. 
Parents can help children develop this by pausing 
or freeze framing DVDs and asking children to try 
to guess what the characters will do next.


