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Emotional literacy: the ability to identify, 
understand, and manage more complex 

emotional states (Rhoads, 2021). 

Emotional intelligence: a person’s overall 
ability to deal with their emotions (Atkins, 

2017). 

Recognizing the intensity with which we experience 
different emotions is a valuable skill. We experience 
different emotions in different situations, and depending 
on the situation, we may experience a different amount 
of emotional energy.  
 
Emotional energy is the amount of power, or energy, 
with which we experience a certain emotion. For 
example, if you have ever had a strong emotional 
experience like being scared, it may leave you feeling 
tired after. That situation would have taken a lot of 
emotional energy to experience. Oftentimes when we 
have experiences that take different amounts of 
emotional energy, we may not be experiencing the same 
feeling.  It can be very challenging to identify the feeling 
that describes the emotional state we just experienced. 
 
 

How much power do the feelings 
have? 

• Low power = least intense; the 
lowest amount of emotional 
energy spent  

• Moderate power = a middle 
amount of emotional energy in 
this level  

• High power = most intense; the 
highest amount of emotional 
energy spent 

The purpose of this poster is to help you identify 
different emotions based on the amount of 
emotional energy they take to experience. 
Learning how to identify these emotions, 
describe them, how they affect you, and describe 
them to other people will help you improve your 
emotional literacy and intelligence. 

 

You may find it helpful to 
utilize tools related to your 
five senses - touch, taste, 

smell, sight, and sound - to 
return to a desired state of 

being 

 

                          
https://ercare24.com/five-senses/ 
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Happiness  
• Low power: sensory pleasure       

o On this level, you may experience good feelings derived from 
any of your five senses: touch, taste, smell, sound, sight. 

o Example: touching a very soft blanket may bring this low power 
level of pleasure. 

o As you experience this level of happiness that does not require 
much emotional energy, you may not need tools to handle the 
emotion.  

o But to build a better understanding of your emotions, ask 
yourself: How do you know you are experiencing pleasure? 
What is going on in your body?  

• Moderate power: contentment             
o You may feel a sense of peace and satisfaction when you 

experience this level of happiness.  
o Ask yourself - what brings you contentment?  
o Tools: note when you experience this emotion, who you are 

with, what you are doing, and write it down. This can develop 
your emotional literacy.   

• High power: Ecstasy                   
o This is the most intense state of pleasure and can be almost 

overwhelming. 
o Example: Maybe you have won a race you worked really hard 

for. You might feel ecstatic!  
o If you are feeling overwhelmed by the intensity of this feeling, 

even though it is a positive one, you may want to use some tools 
to recenter yourself.  

o Tools: deep breathing, hugging yourself, sharing the news with a 
friend,  

 



ALL ABOUT SHOULD STATEMENTS

"Should" happens quite often when we have acted in a manner that we later evaluate as being 
wrong or somehow negative.  Whether it is snapping at our kids when they are too loud, or 
cursing out the driver that cuts you off, or anything else that we would not normally do when 
calm and rational for that matter, we may see negative behavior as saying something negative 
about ourselves as a human.  This holds especially true for people who already tend to think 
negatively about themselves.  When we beat ourselves up for what we have done by saying we 
"should have acted differently" we are "SHOULDING ON OURSELVES" which is basically the 
same thing as taking a giant negative mental "s*&t" of self-demeaning negative thoughts on our 
already sensitive self concepts.

"Should" like s*&t occurs in different quantities for different people.  However, "should" grows 
the most when we are under great deals of stress and experiencing feelings of not being in 
control.  When we experience these internal states, we are also at much higher risk to act 
impulsively as a result of being so emotionally on-edge (this is something that is happening a lot 
right now in our world).  We might yell at someone or cut someone off whilst driving or over 
react in general.  All of these impulsive actions (plus many others) are basically the equivalent of 
giving ourselves a GIANT high-fiber dose equivalent for massive 'SHOULDING".  We regret our 
actions and often experience shame about how we "should" have acted differently; "I should not 
have yelled at my kids"; I should not have cut the other driver off"; "I should not have yelled at 
the bus driver" and so on.  It gets worse the more the "should" keeps flowing in our minds and 
we can be setting ourselves up for further emotional and mental dis-regulation, which may lead 
to another impulsive outburst that will start the "should" cycle all over again.  So what do we do?

It takes more than a witty poster to stop "shoulding" on yourself.  Please note that all people are 
impacted by their own "shoulds" and those of people close to them, especially caregivers.  It is 
very important to remember that children and individuals with developmental diagnoses are 
especially susceptible to impulsive behavior due in part to the nature of the biological impacts of 
their diagnoses/age.  Parents need to be aware of how they talk with their children about their 
negative behavior by avoiding "should" when reprimanding or using experiences as teachable 
moments.  Doing so is critical to remaining supportive and empathic, while also keeping shame 
away from infecting the discussion as "should" often is used in conjunction with statement of 
values and beliefs of what is good and appropriate.

You, the parent, can model the following suggestions for your child when you experience your 
own "should" moments.  Doing so teaches your child how they can handle their own "should" 
while allowing you to remain a concrete example of a real human who experiences moments of 
negative self-appraisal.

Practice self-forgiveness: Tell yourself you understand the action was not appropriate and yet it 
was a natural, human response.  You are human and you make mistakes!

Practice acceptance: Ok, it happened, you did something and you are "shoulding".  "Shoulding" 
won't let you rewind to before the inappropriate behavior.  We don't have to like what we did and 
NOW it is time to start redirecting to self-forgiveness and self-validation so we stop the flow of 
"should".



Validate your feelings: It is ALWAYS OK to experience whatever feelings you have even when 
you act out.  This does NOT mean that your feelings justify your behavior.  For example "I was 
really angry when that other boy called me dumb.  I felt attacked"

YOU ARE NOT YOUR BEHAVIOR! Just because your behavior is inappropriate, you are not a 
bad person or have something horribly wrong with you.  For example, an adult who yells at 
someone who cuts them in line is not necessarily an "angry person".

Watch out for "should" and values statements: Often times we "should" on ourselves when our 
behavior contradicts a value or belief that is important to us.  For example "I should not have cut 
the other driver off because that was rude and not something people do".  We need to be 
careful not to pair these together because even though we did not say that cutting someone off 
was bad, it is implied.  Kids are very good at picking up on these kinds of statements so its 
important to avoid this "criticism trap".

Thank the "shoulding" incident: This sounds odd, but when we thank the incident we can give 
ourselves permission to find a learning opportunity, which allows us to get rid of the power of the 
"should" by turning it into a constructive rather than destructive experience.  For example "thank 
you for the opportunity to learn that I still want to work on not yelling at people who are 
disrespectful" or "thank you incident because I learned more about how much stress I can 
handle before I explode.  I want to work on increasing that tolderance".

Find the positive: What went right?  Believe it or not in every negative incident, there is 
something we did right and it deserves notice.  This does not mean that our behavior 
automatically is excusable and alright, more so we are taking note of where we started to 
experience functional decline so we can work on improvements for next time.  For example "I 
did a really good job of yelling at that other kid; I would have hit him if this had happened a while 
ago".

"Should" happens: We are all human and all humans will "should" from time to time.  We can 
practice not "shoulding" on ourselves, yet does it really make sense to "should" on ourselves for 
"shoulding" by saying we "shouldn't should on ourselves"?  That's like saying you can't take a 
s*&t if you have to.  This is a good time to practice acceptance of the "should" and self-
forgiveness.

"Should replacement therapy": Replace "should with "want".  We can remove the negative 
aspects of values associations by taking ownership of our behaviors that we have and will do 
whether negative or positive.  When we take ownership, we can successfully remove that 
negative self-harming propaganda telling us what a screw-up we are and then turn the 
experience into one of learning.  For example instead of "I should really learn how to manage 
my anger around others" try "I want to learn how to manage my anger around others".  Replace 
"should with "want".



BUBBLE PACKING WRAP STRESS RELIEF

Since COVID-19 started and physical distancing became a reality, many of us have turned to 
Amazon and other mail order services to get the things we need to keep our lives going and get 
them quickly.  As an added bonus, when the package comes, it often comes with another useful, 
yet often overlooked, freebie: BUBBLE PACKING WRAP!!!!!

      Some of you may be reading this and thinking, what the freak are you talking about?  Those 
bubble package things are bulky (they can be the size of small pillows sometimes), a pain in the 
butt to break down and throw out, AND they are bad for the environment!  Well, those points are 
valid, yet only if we close our minds to unlocking their true hidden potential....FREE AND QUICK 
STRESS RELIEF!!!  Wait....what?  Yes that's right!  Currently, and it is only going to get more so, 
we are under an unending waterfall of stressors whether it is the election, COVID-19, going into 
a new school year not knowing how online classes are going to work, having to balance 
childcare during the school day with working at home, worrying about the safety of loved ones, 
being stuck with more boredom, and the list goes on. 

      This post is going to explore ways that you can turn those free bubble package packets into 
quick, fun (HAVING A GOOD LAUGH IS ALWAYS GREAT STRESS RELIEF) and easy-to-use 
stress relievers.  Most important, the ideas in this post are meant to provide discussion and 
empathy building opportunities to discuss how you experience stress/anxiety and how you can 
work with it, not against it.  You won't have to spend a dollar on stress-relievers again; you only 
have to grab a packet and open your creative mind!!!!

      If you have packets lying around, yet not sure how to make them work for your stress-
relieving needs, here some ideas that kids and adults I work with have come up with during our 
sessions:

-Please note, that unless otherwise stated, these activities are best suited to the rectangular/
square shaped bubble packing packets and not traditional bubble wrap.

Slow-Pops-practice popping a packet very slowly by gradually (slowly) squeezing the packet 
harder and harder until it pops.  This one is great for building mindful awareness of your stress/
anxiety, especially around tense physical energy and developing controlled release

Bubble Creator-take a large air packet and hold it in both hands at one end.  Slowly, squeeze 
the packet so that a bubble bulges at the other end of the packet.  Do not try to pop the packet-
this is a great activity for people who don't like popping sounds

Bubble Pack Sandwich-take a air packet and put one hand either side of it's wides/longest 
sides.  Practice squeezing the packet as hard as you can; you will not be able to pop it.  This is 
great for deep pressure as well as practicing mindful transfer of anxious energy out from your 
body

Destructor-for those who have a great deal of aggressive energy to release, setting a timer and 
popping as many as possible before the timer goes off.  You can turn this into a fun competitive 
game with friends and family members



Pass The Squeeze-A fun activity for multiple people where you take turns squeezing the air 
packet firmly without trying to pop it.  Pass the squeezed air packet to the person sitting next to 
you and keep passing it around until it pops

The Whoopi Cushion Game-Take a couple of large air packets and try sitting on them without 
popping them.  Great for a laugh

Don't Let It Drop!-a fun game you can do by yourself or with others where you try to keep the air 
packet in the air without letting it touch the floor

Air Packet Pit-if you have a large box and lots of packets, you can full the box and let your kids 
play as if it were a ball pit.  For many kids, experiencing overload of any kind, having a sensory 
catered, safe environment that is private, is a must.  The air packets provide the sensory tactile 
and auditory needs, while the box symbolizes boundaries. Safety is a must!

Two People Push-this is a version of bubble-pack sandwich, except this one involves two 
people with each of them putting a hand on opposite sides of an air packet as described above.  
At an agreed time, both people push on the packet and try to pop it without letting the other 
person push you.  This activity can be great for creating room for discussion around listening 
issues parent-child conflict (represented by the pushing)

Rolling Pops-for kids who are sensory seeking and enjoy loud sounds, you can take regular 
bubble wrap and lay it on the ground.  If you have a wheeled chair, sit in the chair and roll it over 
the the wrap.  You can also incorporate a more physical, body awareness aspect by having your 
child role over the wrap with their bodies

Traditional-use air packets to practice using calming tools you already have.  This provides a 
cheap stress-relief tool that can take the place of traditional stress relievers.

There are limitless possibilities!  As long as you have a supply of bubble package packets, 
imagination, and a way to guarantee consistent flow of supply (this is guaranteed if you order a 
lot from Amazon and other companies) you will have ALWAYS quick stress relief tools available.  
Good luck and have fun!



MAKE YOUR OWN EMOTIONS GARDEN!

Being able to identify and understand emotions can be really hard, especially when you can't 
see them.  Being able to turn understanding of emotions into something more, like being able to 
safely experience them and having the tools to help create a safe environment in which to do so 
can be much harder.  For younger kids and especially those with developmental diagnoses, 
being able to understand and connect with their emotions can be much harder due to the added 
challenges of understanding abstract concepts while having a mind that does best when it has 
solid, actually visible things to aid in understanding.  Today we will be talking about how creating 
your own emotions garden with you child can hopefully provide a concrete visual aid to help 
them learn more about their emotions and how they can care for them.
      A brief note before we continue.  THIS ACTIVITY IS 100% ABOUT SOUL AND 0% ABOUT 
LOGIC!  Growing an emotions garden is designed to be a nurturing and supportive activity for 
the whole family so for it to work, parents and kids need to be able to connect with what speaks 
to them.  Use plants you like and that you find meaningful when you think about your feelings.  
Get creative and focus on the process not the end result; metaphors never work if you cannot 
connect the idea to the visible thing in a way that your child will understand.  Our goal is to help 
create conscious awareness of ourselves!
      If you read my earlier post about creating a sensory garden, then you probably have an idea 
about the benefits of gardening.  Gardening can serve multiple purposes, especially around 
helping to reduce stress and worry.  For kids with developmental diagnoses, gardening can not 
only provide an outlet to address sensory and motor skills challenges, it provides an excellent 
opportunity to learn about caring for others.
      Gardening requires a person to take care of an other living object, which will rely on them for 
its survival.  Kids who have very concrete patterns of thinking and understanding will have the 
opportunity to visibly see their plants grow and thrive with their care.  In other words, taking care 
of plants is an excellent metaphor for  importance of creating empathic connections with others 
as well as for taking care of oneself.  Whether you are using plants as a metaphor for nurturing 
relationships or for understanding your feelings so you know how to care for them, taking care 
of them will provide you with a visible reward for your efforts, which you can connect to concepts 
your child is learning about in their social skills or therapy sessions.  Lastly, allowing your child 
to create and maintain their own emotions garden can be, whether your child has a 
developmental diagnosis or not, a very insightful tool for assessing their abilities to take care of 
something with more needs in the future such as a pet.
      Ok, so how do we turn a garden into an emotions garden?  What about this weather?  After 
all, we're in the high summer months and it's brutal outside.  To solve this challenge we will be 
focusing on plants that you and your child can grow indoors or in a simple window box that you 
can access from your home.  These plants are also being suggested for the wide range of 
colors they provide, which will be a critical component to creating our emotions garden.  There 
are many more types of equally useful plants to do this project so make sure you pick ones that 
speak out to you and your child.

First, you will need to find the plants you want to grow.  Here is a list of some very colorful plants 
that thrive indoors or in planters that are very colorful. 

African Violets-Easy to maintain and come in various shades of purples and pinks

Begonias-Makes many lovely, small flowers that come in purples, pinks, reds, yellows, whites



Bromiliads-Not flowers, these jungle plants are easy to care for and come in vivid reds, oranges, 
yellows, purples, and pinks; they also have a deep green body and leaves.

Christmas Cactus-Thrives on neglect so maybe use this one to illustrate the concept that you do 
need to be aware of your feelings, but that you can safely leave them alone for a while and still 
be ok!  Green fronds and bloom in bright magentas and fuscias during the winter

Chenile-A really fuzzy sensory plant with long fuzzy flowers, these come in reds and oranges

Kaffir Lilly-Thrives when placed in total dark for the night.  This plant can be an excellent 
metaphor for the triumph of the self during really hard times.  With its bright oranges, yellows, 
fuscias, and reds, it bursts out of the darkness that consumes it every night and still thriving.

Amaryllis- related to Kaffir Lillys and makes very bright blooms, especially when well looked 
after.  Comes in oranges, yellows, fuscias, and reds, and some other colors I can't remember.

Peace Lillies-Low maintenance, calming deep green leaves and stem with a bright white and 
yellow bloom.  These plants can serve as a metaphor for when we are well-regulated, calm, and 
at peace.
 The more energy put into care of this plant results in a brighter bloom, which happens when we 
take care of ourselves.

Pansies-These are more suitable for planter boxes and come in a wide range of colors: pinks, 
oranges, blues, yellows, purples, whites, darks, and so on

Fireplants-More frequently sold as CELOSIA, these feathery flowering plants come in many 
colors: pinks, oranges, blues, yellows, purples, whites, darks, and so on.  Like pansies, they are 
best suited for window boxes outdoors.   I have used these to symbolize anger and the need to 
still take care of my anger even if I do not like experiencing this emotion; it is still real and 
cannot be ignored.

      Now, a note about the importance of colors.  A critical component of making an emotions 
garden is being able to make abstract concepts like emotions, visible.  This is where color 
comes in because the color will be the visual representation of the emotions.  For example, you 
may pick a red celosia because the red symbolizes embarrassment.  A blue pansie may 
symbolize sadness.
      For those of us who are not sure which types of plants we want to use for our emotions, the 
following may help.

Cool Colors Vs. Warm Colors

Cool colors are considered to be calmer, more subdued colors which when visualized have a 
more calming psychological impact on emotion and visual perception.  Traditionally these colors 
have been viewed as soothing and an apotheosis to warm colors.  The cool colors include:

Blues
Purples
Greens



Pinks
Whites
Blacks

Warm Colors are considered to be more vivid and attention getting.  Traditionally they have 
been associated with intense action, danger, more highly visible.  The warm colors include:

Reds
Yellows
Oranges
Fuscias
Any bright version of cool color

      Traditionally, when making associations between colors and emotions for the purpose of 
labeling and identifying feelings, warm colors are used for more intense positive AND negative 
feelings such as anger, excitement, terror, fear, rage, panic, danger, and so on.
      Cool colors, and the deeper shades of them, on the other hand, have been used to 
represent more calm, heavy, and deep emotions.  Examples include sadness, depression, calm, 
peaceful, relaxed, bored, apathy, and so on

REMEMBER!! It does not matter what color you use to represent your feelings as long as it 
makes sense to YOU!!

Once you have picked your emotions together with your child, take a moment to pick several of 
them that you want to focus more on.  For example: rage, depression, and calm.
Now pick the flowering plants and colors represent those feelings best for you.
      Per our example: Rage-Bright red fire plant colosia
                                  Depression-deep purple african violet
                                  Calm-yellow peace lilly 

In the interests of building emotional fluency and expanding knowledge beyond mad, happy, 
sad, you can use different colored flowers in different shades of the same color to create an 
association.  This can also really help for teaching your child about different emotions by giving 
them more vocabulary to use for when they experience a feeling that doesn't fit mad, sad, 
happy.  Here's an example:

You can use fireplants to represent different feelings in the anger family by picking ones that 
start out more muted and then become more intense as the intensity of the color grows.

Annoyed Fire Plant, Frustrated Fire Plant, Fed Up Fire Plant, Angry Fire Plant, Furious Fire 
Plant, Enraged Fire Plant

Plant your plants!  This is not something I am good at describing so watch this video  !  Watch 
this one if you are planting indoors! 

Now, remember to follow the care instructions that come with your plant.  This is the part where 
you are going to be tying in the work your child is doing in their therapies to caring for their 
plants.  Have conversations about the feeling they are experiencing when they care for each 
plant.  You can also try and identify the feeling for them if they don't seem to have a recallable 



emotion to use when you discuss them.  For example, if you are taking care of the peace lilly, 
you might talk about what helps you stay calm or when you get overwhelmed how do you get to 
a place of peace.  Another example, may be talking about what its like to experience anger and 
how to deal with it when caring for the fire plant or whatever plant you choose.  Be creative in 
your discussions and most of all, DO SHARE YOUR OWN EXPERIENCES of those feelings.  
You are modeling healthy coping!!!!

GOOD LUCK AND HAVE FUN!!!!!


