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During infancy, parents know about their children’s
needs, whether they are hungry or sick, through their
cry. As children grow, their emotions become more
complex, then how can their parents comprehend their
needs? The Center hosted a talk “Understanding the
Emotional Needs and Characteristics of Children” on May
21, 2010 to offer parents more information on how to
better understand the emotional needs of their children.

We are honored to have Mrs. Eva Sum, a well-
known educational psychologist, as our speaker. Mrs.
Sum is a registered educational psychologist from the
Hong Kong Psychologist Society, and she is currently
a teaching consultant at the Faculty of Psychology of
The University of Hong Kong, focuses on courses in
educational psychology. Before joining the University,
she worked in the educational psychology services team
at Education Bureau. She has rich front line experiences,
and she supports many primary and secondary schools
in providing assistance to solve students’ learning,
emotional, or behavioral problems. She pointed out that
‘it is very important to understand children’s emotional
needs, especially gifted students, as their emotion is
more sensitive than the ordinary children. We need to
put in more effort in teaching them how to deal with
their emotion. We need to spend more time, patience,
and acceptance in order to communicate with children
more effectively emotionally.”
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Getting together everyday

In Hong Kong, parents needs to go to work so they
have less time to spend with their children. “A study
reported that, excluding the time that parents spend in
studying with and disciplining their children, the time
that fathers spend chatting with their children is less
than 6 minutes in average. Mrs. Sum said, “An effective
conversation doesn’t take long, 5 minutes a day is good
enough. Parents can try to set a “get together time”
everyday. In these 5 minutes, you focus your attention
solely on your children without being disturbed by
anything else. When your children notice that you
are not being disturbed by anything else while you are
chatting with them, they will understand you value the
time you spend with them. Apart from chatting in these
5 minutes, parents can also read with the children, take a
walk, or play chess. The frequency of this “get together
time” is more important then the duration. Five minutes
everyday is more effective than 5o minutes per week in
one session.”

We might not notice that we might send some
inconsistent message in our tone or manner of speaking,
body movement, and wording when we talk to people.
Mrs. Sum pointed out “when we talk to kids, we must
be careful of our tone and body language. For example,
a father said to his son with a fed up tone "I really want
to know how your day at school was today.” The level
of impatience he expressed in his line is worse than the
literal meaning. And kids actually picked up the tone
rather than the words which leads to their confusion."

A mother once shared with a colleague at our Center,
"My kid almost never talked to me, sometimes he is mad
at me with no reason." From our experience, if kids do
not want to talk to you, you can not force them. The
more you pressure them, the more withdrawn they are.
Just like those children that joined our activities in the
past, at the beginning they did not know our staff well.
We always took the initiative to share our feeling with
them while engaging in the activities and built a trusting
relationship, and the children would gradually open up
their heart and soul. Parents can first ask themselves,
“Why my children do not want to talk to me? How can
| encourage them to communicate with me?" Mrs. Sum
suggested, “A good relationship takes time to develop.
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We can not expect children to communicate with you
immediately. Therefore we need to allocate 5 minutes
everyday to get close to the children’s heart."

Accept the emotions, find out the reason
behind it, and help them grow

“We need to discipline the children’s behavior and
teach them how to handle their emotions instead of
restraining their right to express themselves. If emotions
cannot be expressed in the right way, the most common
alternative way is self-harm." We can see what Mrs. Sum
referred to on daily news about injuries or death led by
certain family issues. This is because family members
cannot channel negative emotions in the correct way,
thus violent incident is caused. So we need to learn how
to handle emotions from young as it is not an innate
ability.

One day | saw a lady with her daughter who is around
6 years old, she was arquing with her husband, and the
little girl aside cried loudly. Mrs. Sum mentioned in the
talk, “The reason why children have negative emotions
maybe because they do not how to express themselves,
they may feel being neglected, they are jealous, or
they are affected by parents’ emotions." That little girl
saw their parents arqued and didn't know what was
happening nor express herself in words. So she could
only cry out loud to express her uneasy feeling. We can
see that parents’ emotion or the atmosphere of family
is @ major factor that directly affects children. When
parents argue, children become panic. In their emotional
development, their emotions of being unstable, irresolute
and hesitant, and insecure may easily appear. Mrs. Sum
said, “Parents have their right to have their emotions,
so do the children. However, parents must first amend
their behavior and be able to control their emotions
better than their children, so that they can become
their children’s role model. It is reasonable for parents
to argue occasionally, but they should avoid arguing in
front of their children."

In general, when children appear to have negative
emotions, their parents usually blame them for losing
their temper. According to the talk, the proper way to
handle children’s negative emotions is to help them find
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out where the origin is and solve the problem. As the
above example, the little girl cried because her parents
were arguing, this is a family factor. Parents should
avoid arquing in front of their children, or after children
experienced such incident, parents can counsel the child
in a suitable way, explain to them through a game or
by telling a story that parents act like so because they
are in anger. This would help the children’s emotional
development in the future.

Learn from reading

Mrs. Sum suggested that in order to improve
children’s ability to express their emotion, the most
effective way is to maximize the vocabulary that they
can use to express their feelings. Reading story books
can not only enrich children’s lanquage skills and also
help them express emotion as well as bridging the
communication between adults and children. Mrs. Sum
explained, “There are many story books about emotion
management, and these stories usually include unhappy
scenes happened in daily life. Parents can choose some
of these books which are suitable for kids. If children
encounter problems in social life, we can choose stories
with some similar situation for children to read. In the
process of reading with the children, we can discuss with
them, let them think of how the character of the story
feels, and ask them if they can give examples of when
they have had similar feelings in daily life."

Lastly, Mrs. Sum reaffirmed, “Apart from expressing
negative emotions and understanding how children
feel through reading, we can also cultivate children’s
habit of listening patiently. While discussing with your
children, they will talk about their own feeling, express
their opinion regarding the topic of discussion, and seek
opportunity to express their agreement or objection.
Managing negative emotion effectively is to know how
to express oneself. And of course, it is most important
to have support from parents. Parents should be a role
model as well as setting goals with their children and
discovering their strength together. "
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