
Dear Parents, 

Children, especially younger ones, can express the emotion of mad in primitive or physical ways, such as 
pushing, hitting, grabbing, biting and using hurtful (fighting) words. And sometimes, the way they express 
these feelings can be embarrassing, inconvenient, maddening, worrisome and just plain exhausting. 

Parents often respond to this behavior by saying, “use your words.” Unfortunately, this like asking someone 
to use a foreign language they can’t speak!  Young children (and even older ones) might have the words, but 
often they can’t retrieve the words when they are in the middle of a strong emotion. Therefore, they need to 
practice exactly what to say and do in mad moments when they AREN’T actually feeling mad. By practicing 
strategies when calm and composed, it will be easier for your child to recall positive words and actions when 
they are in the heat of the moment. 

You can help your child understand what feelings may be disruptive or unacceptable behaviors. Negative 
feelings can fuel how your child uses their voice, face, body, actions and words.  We call this the feeling-
behavior link (“I hit because I am mad, not because I am mean.”)  Explain to your child using simple language 
what feeling-behavior link you observe. Say, “Timmy, I see you are upset. You are feeling mad because your 
sister took your truck.  Let’s practice what to say and do when you have mad feelings.”

The following communication tips and strategies will give you tools to teach your child how to take 
responsibility for the WAY they express mad feelings. All children can learn to express upset feelings in ways 
that will help them with friendships and do well in school.  

Thank you for your cooperation.
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Mad  It’s okay to be mad, but it’s not okay to be mean.



Connect with your family at dinner to play with facial expressions and tone of voice.
• Your child learned to use a talking face and voice, not a fighting face and voice.  This is a strategy to 

express mad feelings without being mean or frightening to others.
• Make mad faces that are mean (use fighting, squinting eyes).
• Make mad faces that are mad without being mean (wide eyes to show serious expression).
• Say the same words with two different tones of voice. (“Please stop doing that.”) First, use a fighting tone 

of voice and the next time use a serious, talking tone of voice.

Communicate with family members to encourage greater self-awareness by reminding family members to 
use these communication prompts: 
• “I feel mad when…” 
• “What helps your mad feelings get smaller?”
• Model the strategies below to help your child regulate and express mad feelings. 

• Cool down by counting to 10, walking, listening to music, screaming in a pillow.
• Warn people how you feel.  Tell people, “I feel so mad right now I better not talk.”                                       

Create practice sessions away from the emotion so your child can rehearse what to say and do when 
faced with situations that might make them mad.  Model the actions below using talking eyes, face and 
voice.  Reverse roles to give your child practice imitating your model.
• Hitting: Put your hand up like a stop sign and say, “Nina, don’t hit me.”
• Grabbing: Gently put your hand out to allow the child to return the item. Say, “Ed, that’s my toy.”
• Pushing: When someone pushes, do not push back. Put your hand up like a stop sign and say, “Jack, don’t 

push me.”
• Yelling: Say the person’s name, pause, and use a talking face and serious voice to say, “Robert, please don’t 

yell at me.”
• Last, demonstrate how to apologize or take back hurtful words or a hurtful way of speaking. “I’m sorry I 

yelled. May I please have my shovel back?”  

Commit as a family to practicing being mad without being mean.  Determine an agreed upon nonverbal 
signal or simple words you will use when your child forgets to use the new skills. Try a wink or short, 
shame-free phrase such as, “Oops, try again.” 
• Acknowledge and admire family members when they express mad feelings in positive ways. “Kate, I bet 

your brother will leave your football alone now because you told him how you felt in such a caring, kind way.”
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Tips and Strategies to Try at Home

Mad  It’s okay to be mad, but it’s not okay to be mean.


