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The Big Idea: In challenging situations, taking slow, deep breaths can help children 
calm down and solve problems. 

Breathe, Think, Do! 
Resilience Age 0 to 6 2-3 Min 

 

Frustration is a normal part of life, but it can overwhelm 
kids and bring up a lot of big feelings. You can help them 
to use the “Breathe, Think, Do” strategy to calm down, 
identify their feelings, and work to solve their problem. 

Breathe 

First, help kids calm down. 

• Encourage them to put their hands on their bellies and slowly take three deep breaths, in 
through the nose and out through the mouth. 

• Ask them to whisper “calm down” (or another encouraging phrase) to themselves. 

Think 

Next, help children understand their problem and think about a plan to solve it. 

• Encourage little ones to tell you how they are feeling and why. You can help them find 
the words by telling them what you notice (“It seems like you feel frustrated because 
you’re having trouble putting on your sweater.”). 

• Help come up with a few different plans for solving the problem (such as unbuttoning the 
top button). 

Do 

Encourage kids to choose a plan and try it out. 

• Ask, “Which plan is best? Let’s try it!” 
• If the plan doesn’t work, ask, “How else could you do this?,” and then try the next plan. 
• Remind kids that learning new things takes practice. It’s not that they can’t do it; it’s that 

they can’t do it yet. 
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The Big Idea: Learning from mistakes will help children develop an “I can do it!” attitude 

and be better problem solvers. 

Overcoming	  Mistakes	  

Resilience Age 2 to 6 2-3 Min 

Children may be excited to try many new things, but they can feel 
disappointed when situations don’t go their way. As kids learn how 
to control their emotions, making mistakes will be less upsetting. 

If you notice kids struggling with mistakes, here are some ways to respond: 
• Assure them that mistakes are part of learning, and that everyone makes mistakes—even 

you! 
• Remind kids that the way to get better at something is to practice doing it. Talk about 

other things they’ve gotten good at because they practiced. 
• Give kids a superhero name and let them know they have the power to figure things out. 

When they get upset about a mistake, say, “This sounds like a job for [child’s superhero 
name]!” 

• When you confront your own mistakes, try to manage your emotions. Let kids hear you 
say aloud as you solve a problem, “First I’ll do this, then I’ll do…” 

 
The Big Idea: Learning to handle big feelings will help children overcome social 

challenges and make friends. 

Mean	  Behavior	  

Resilience Age 2 to 6 2-3 Min 

Young children are still learning to express their emotions in 
productive ways. Big feelings can be overwhelming and may 
cause a little one to act out or behave aggressively. 

Here are some ways you can help kids cope with big feelings and ease their aggression: 

• Remind kids that they can choose how they behave. Ask, “When you were feeling that 
way, what else could you have done?” 

• Share some phrases that kids can quietly say to themselves in heated moments, such as, 
“Tell, don’t touch,” or “Say it with words.” 

• Help kids calm down when they’re feeling angry or frustrated so that they don’t act 
aggressively towards themselves or others. Encourage them to find a quiet place and 
slowly take deep breaths, or whisper calming phrases to themselves, such as “Calm 
down,” or “Breathe in, breathe out.” 
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• Sometimes a hug can be very calming. Let them know that you or another caring adult 
will always be there for a hug. 

The Big Idea: The more you know about the effect of traumatic experiences, the more help, 
hope, and healing you can offer to kids and families. 

What Are Traumatic 
Experiences? 
Traumatic Experiences Age 0 to 6 2-3 Min 

The National Child Traumatic Stress Network 
(NCTSN) defines trauma as “the physical and 
emotional responses of a child to events that 
threaten the life or physical or emotional 
wellness of the child, or of someone critically 
important to the child (such as a parent or 
sibling).” 

Every child responds to trauma differently, but if traumatic experiences remain unaddressed, 
they have serious long-term effects on children’s well-being. This is especially true when the 
trauma occurs during early childhood, when kids are forming trusting bonds of attachment, 
which set the stage for lifelong relationship problems. 

What Are ACEs?  
The experiences included in the CDC–Kaiser Permanente Adverse Childhood Experience (ACE) 
Study, a landmark study on childhood trauma (occurring before the age of 18), include: 

• emotional, physical, or sexual abuse 
• emotional or physical neglect 
• witnessing violence against one’s mother 
• a parent’s addiction to alcohol or other substance, or a family member’s mental illness 
• separation or divorce 
• the incarceration of a parent 
• involvement with the foster care system 
• witnessing community violence 
• living in an unsafe neighborhood 
• bullying 
• experiencing racism 

Traumatic experiences may be one-time events or they may be frequent and repeated—part of a 
child’s environment, resulting in toxic stress that elevates unhealthy stress levels over time. One 
in four children experience more than one ACE, and ACEs have been proven to negatively 
impact brain development, learning and memory, social skills, and mental and physical health. 
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What Helps?  
The good news is that our brains are plastic and our bodies are resilient, and there are protective 
factors that can lessen the impact of trauma: 

• Parent/caregiver resilience and knowledge: parents who can cope and who understand their 
child’s development, positive parenting strategies, and their own responses to trauma; 

• Nurturing and attachment: supporting the child through loving relationships and being attuned to 
his or her needs; 

• Social connections: family, friends, neighbors, and community members who help; 
• Basic needs: having food, shelter, clothing, and health care; 
• Social and emotional skills: kids and parents being able to manage emotions and share feelings. 

The single most effective protective factor is the consistent presence of one or more caring 
adults, therefore parents and other close caregivers ultimately hold the greatest power in their 
hands. As a provider who cares for families, you can remind parents of this powerful ability to 
buffer trauma’s negative effects and to help them leverage it. 

*There are many more types of trauma; this list only includes those that were named in the ACE 
Study. Go to acestoohigh.com to learn more and find your own ACEs score. 
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The Big Idea: Explaining incarceration in honest, kid-friendly ways helps children 
understand and cope. 

What Is Incarceration?  
 https://sesamestreetincommunities.org/activities/what-is-incarceration/  

Coping With Incarceration Age 2 to 6 2-3 Min 
1. Together, watch the video of Alex, Abby, and Rosita talking about incarceration. 
2. Ask, “Why do you think Alex didn’t want to talk about where his dad is?” and “Have 

you ever felt this way?” Talk together about what it meant that Alex’s dad was 
incarcerated. (Depending on children’s age, you might write the word 
“incarcerated” down and help kids say it out loud.) 

3. Encourage kids to explain incarceration to a favorite stuffed animal. To extend 
the conversation, ask, “Does your animal have any questions?” 

 
 
 

The Big Idea: Talking about big feelings helps kids feel safe, reassured, and heard. 

Talking About Feelings 
(Video link as above) 

Coping With Incarceration Age 2 to 6 10 Min 

Find a cozy spot to sit and watch the video together. 

Afterward, talk about what you saw. Start by saying, “Alex worries that his father’s incarceration 
is his fault. Have you ever felt this way?” Ask, “What are some other feelings that you have 
about mom’s/dad’s incarceration? Can you tell me more about them?” 

Some physical activity, like taking a walk, might help children open up. You can also try having 
this conversation in the car, or while coloring together.  

	  


