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Welcome to Happily Family. I'm Cecilia Hilkey. I'm Jason Hilkey. And we're delighted today to
have Jenny Woo with us. Jenny is a Harvard-trained educator, cognitive science researcher,
executive coach, and mom of three. She connects research and social, emotional learning,
emotional regulation and resilience. She's the creator of a series of award-winning life skills
games. Her games have been featured by Harvard university and castle in one,

the parents, the 2018 parents choice award and are used by parents, teachers, counselors, and
therapists in over 50 countries. Welcome Jenny. It's great to have you. Well, thank you for
having me. I wanted to start by just asking you, like, what is social, emotional learning? Cause
that term gets thrown around a lot and why do we want our kids to have it?

Yeah. So, you know, over the past few years, the social emotional learning term has really
become the buzzword, especially now it's being widely used in education today. And, you know,
I think it really stemmed from the fact that schools are realizing that it's, it's simply not enough
teaching or kids core subjects, right? Like math geography, but that our kids really need the
skills and what I call the essential life skills to be able to become emotionally intelligent,

compassionate and purposeful adults. Right. And so what happened was that researchers and
educators came together and they coined this term and they develop a bunch of frameworks to
really understand, well, what do these skills and talent and how do we teach our kids to do that?
So I would say roughly speaking, it's categorized into about five focus areas. The first one is
self-awareness,

which has to do with our ability to recognize and understand our emotions, our thoughts, and
our behaviors, and really being aware of who we are, right? What are our strengths and what do
we need to work on? The second focus area is self-management. And so this is really related to
emotional regulation right now that we know how we're feeling, what do we do about it,

right? How do we regulate our emotions, our behaviors, and especially in a variety of situations.
So self awareness, self management within social emotional learning are sort of what we call
intra-personal skills that has to do with our personal competence. Now on the other end is our



interpersonal skills, right? Or social competence. And so that starts with self-aware a social
awareness,

right? From the self to the social. So being able to say, read someone, write what's this person
feeling, what are they thinking? Right. And that also has to do with compassion. And then we
have making good, healthy, meaningful relationship, right. Relationship skills, and, and then
ultimately making responsible decisions. And you know, this is so incredibly important because
we're all parents here at Wright.

One of our biggest worries about our children is how they're going to stay motivated when things
get tough, right? How they're going to maintain that confidence and resourcefulness when, you
know, in the faces of adversity and have that ability to just really make good grounded
decisions, especially in the face of dilemma, when there there's no manual, right? There's no
knowledge to say,

if this happens, then do this right. The dilemma. And that's really where social, emotional
learning comes in. So there's tons of research on the benefits of it from academics to life
success, to better mental health. Right. And for me, you know, personally, as an HR manager,
having worked as an executive coach and I currently work as an alumni interviewer for Harvard
college.

I could say to you that, you know, when I interview someone, whether it's for school or for job,
I'm not just looking for the knowledge, the technical prowess, right. I'm looking for how
self-aware this candidate is, how personal this person is and how compassionate they are so
that it, social, emotional learning goes a long way. So,

Jenny, this is a very interesting, because w you know, we talked a little bit just before we started
recording a little bit about college age students and this being taught more in colleges, I could
easily see how much of what we're talking about here would be, some of the parents are like, oh
yeah, that's something they would learn in high school or college as they get older.

Could you address, how does this look for younger kids? Like there's maybe parents of younger
kids are like, yeah, that's all great. But my kid's not figuring out all of those high level kinds of
skills you're talking about as a young kid. Like, what does that look like? Could you talk a little bit
about that? Yeah. And you know,

it really starts much younger than we think, and we, it feels really daunting, right? These are
complex skills, but we have to think about, it's a process. It's a cascading of progression. So in
our younger kids, anywhere from preschoolers and I used to work at a Montessori preschool, a
network of classes can schools that really goes into how do you,

how aware are you in terms of who you're feeling in your body, right. Your emotion, what is that
telling you? And can you express that verbally and whatever the vocabulary that is age



appropriate to other people, right. So it's really being in tune with this book, those emotions. And
as you get older and older, it's about taking other people's perspectives,

right? How are they feeling? They might not be feeling the same as you're feeling, but you have
to be able to learn to honor that. Right. And to take actions accordingly. And so, you know, yes,
you're right. I work with college students and you be surprised, right? You think high school, this
is, you know,

all the dynamics that ball of like anxiety, emotion, peak students have had exposure and have
figured it out. It's absolutely not true. And am I emotional intelligence course college students,
as I mentioned from freshmen all the way to fifth year seniors, it takes a lot to learn and unlearn,
right. The habits that you've formed across the year. So it's very much a process.

Yeah. What I like about this conversation is that we think of like what the skills are that our key
kids need to succeed in life and in the world. And from what I understand about, like, I Q it's
pretty stable over the lifetime, but our social intelligence, our emotional intelligence increase
over our lifetime and it can be taught. And that as opposed to IQ,

which doesn't really predict like where our kids are gonna end up in life, their social intelligence,
their emotional intelligence actually correlates pretty well with how our kids are going to be able
to have jobs and have good mental health and have successful relationships. And that it's a
much more important predictor of success. It's something that we have some control over that
we can improve our own social,

emotional skills, and we can help our kids improve theirs. So is, is that true? What I'm saying?
Yes. Yes. There are tons of research, especially meta analysis, looking at a number of now as
this collectively together that EEQ or emotional intelligence, which is really social, emotional
journey. It protects our academic and career outcomes much more than IQ.

And, you know, Cecilia, when you mentioned this right growth mindset comes to mind, right.
And that is actually what's designed around IQ. Right. We can still get better. We can't learn with
effort, right. The way we talk to ourselves. Right. But it goes, it's the same way. And that's
actually what I research. It's the same way as emotions,

which is we can get better with practice with effort. So very much in Carol Dweck who coined
this term has done a smaller number of studies on emotion. Right. How do we approach our
emotion? Are there mental health stigma around that? Right. And how does that impact us and
how we talk to ourselves, how we behave and ultimately how we function as adults.

Okay. So as a parent or as a professional that might be listening to this, you might be thinking,
okay, great. So I, this is something that can be taught. This is something that I can work with
kids to learn. How do I do that? Like, what do I do? Like what, And also to be on the set could
be like many,



many books that we're going to try to condense it to. I wonder if we could talk about some ideas
or some examples of like, as a professional or as a parent, what are the things they could do?
Yeah. Yeah. So very much it's developmentally. We first have to understand where our kid is at,
right. What you can do depends on what you have the capacity for and by capacity,

I mean your brain development. So by now, I'm sure many, many of your audience have heard,
sort of are, are frontal prefrontal cortex takes years and years to develop, which is our rational
brain. Right. It goes up to mid twenties. And so if we have a little preschooler versus a teenager,
it really depends on where they're at.

So asking them, you know, to understand where they're ready, but in terms of the very
pragmatic skills right now, and water to manage your emotions, right. Manage yourself, you first
have to understand what you're experiencing. Right. So it's anywhere from the easiest way of
just asking them, how are you feeling? And giving them, equipping them with the types of
language,

right. That they can use to express where they're feeling. And, you know, I think another way is
a lot of the times when our kids are experiencing negative emotions, even within ourselves,
right. We would say toughen up, right. Suck it up. It's okay. Right. And these are well
intentioned, but we're missing the moments where we can really give the safe space and
permission to allow our kids to just marinate in that moment and experience really what their
bodies are feeling and what their thoughts are and what they're experiencing,

because that is how you learn to recognize emotions and emotions are data, right. They're just
telling us their cues to tell us first what we need. And they actually also serve as signals to other
people and to helping us, you know, whether it's, I'm sad, please give me the cuddles. Right. Or
leave me alone. I don't feel like talking that kind of thing.

So being able to utilize this as a real cue, real data for themselves and for other people. So that
is also important. And a lot of the, another thing I speak a lot is, you know, when children are
feeling bad, whether it's caused by, you know, a bad grade on a test or a certain things, right.
We tend to want to be the lawnmower,

right. To, to re remove all the obstacles. Let's feel better. Let's go get ice cream. Let's I want to
cheer you up. Right. But we are robbing them of those opportunities to self-soothe and to really
understand the stem of this emotional trigger. Right. Because then you're distracting them and
then they get this boost of dopamine, like Ooh,

ice cream, sugar, you know? So it's also just honoring that moment honoring who they are and
equipping them with the types of language and the confidence to express themselves. Yeah. I
want To, I want to highlight what you just said, because, because I believe that it really is true
that when our kids feel these feelings that are difficult to experience that our natural inclination is
to want to make it better.



Like I go into problem solving mode. I'm like, okay, you got the bad grade on the test. What can
you do differently next time? That, that like, kind of try to fix it and yet, or distracted with ice
cream and yeah, it's both. And what you're saying, Jenny is let's actually let our kids feel those
feelings a little while longer,

which means that I also, as kind of an empathic person, have to stay with them and their
feelings a little while longer. And then maybe after we've, you know, they've stuck with their
feelings and I've stuck with their feelings maybe after then we can do some problem solving. Is
that, is that what you're saying? Yeah. You know, in some ways,

you know, are we treating our kids as problems to be solved or little people to be loved. Right.
And you know, it, it's so hard to do them. Then, you know, what's on paper because the middle
we become parents, we are strapped on this emotional roller coaster. We are experiencing
magnified emotions and additional emotions. We have no idea where they come from.

And then when we approach a child who is throwing a tantrum, all we want to do is to, to pacify,
to ease, get rid of problems up because it makes us feel better too. Right. But you're, you're
right. I think, and to be honest, you know, when you're trying to ration with a reason with them
and that moment,

and their emotions are running high, they're a Magdalena is super zapped overtaking the way
that they can make decisions. They're not going to be able to really listen to you. Right. So allow
them through that process to just understand, well, how, what does it take to self-sooth what
what's this whole cycle look like? Right. So, and then certainly by all means address it,

help them understand how it, not only how they felt, but how it made you feel. Right. And, you
know, as a parent of three, sometimes, you know, I stepped back and of course I would provide
the love and the whatever reason that they're able to take. Right. But I stepped back in, it helps
me realize that they're on this earth for like a mirror,

I don't know, three years, seven years. Right. So little and we're, we're here a lot longer. So it's
kind of, you have to level set your expectations. I think expectations is a huge one as well.
Right. Let them do their thing, let them go through each process and then use it as a teachable
moment for them.

And for the, if you have it right. If a sibling is nearby and when is that you can help the sibling
under shad and take perspective like which has happened. Right. What do you think was going
through your brother's head? Right? How did that make you feel? Or you can gently nudge a
little, you know, that time that you do that bit,

it kind of looks like this. Right. Seeing how been, see it acted out in front of them. I think it's
good for everybody. Yeah. And I, and I like that we're talking specifically about emotional
awareness and, or self-awareness and understanding their emotions because this is probably
the question that we get asked most often by other parents is how do I help my child,



like through their emotions and how do I kind of manage my own at the same time. So I'm really
glad that we're, we're talking about this. So I know that you have your, your car decks and you
have one specifically on coping. Yes. Correct. And I was wondering if you could share like a few
of those strategies from your card decks of what does it look like to help kids kind of cope and
regulate their feelings?

Yeah, definitely. And you know, it's interesting, you mentioned helping, not just kids, but
ourselves, right. To cope and regulate that. So I'm going to share a few that we can use just for
the adults or for both kids and adults. I think the first one adult wise. Right. So just to back it up,
right.

Coping is really emotional regulation under stress, right? So the more strategies we have within
our toolkit, the better and different different circumstances call for different types of strategies.
So I want to preface by saying that, so the first one I have is, well, we've heard of mindfulness,
right? But this one is mind fullness. So it's really, it's about cognitive load,

both for the adults and the children. So for us, right, as parents, we've got a thousand things on
our mind, a thousand to dues, and many, many worries whether it's short term or down the road.
Right. So cognitive load really causes that mental load that you hear a lot, right. That mental
effort. So this exercise really explains it.

And it tells you, you know, if your mind were a browser, right, how many tabs do you have open
right now? Right. And are there any tabs that you can close, maybe save that bookmark for
later, but you can't shut it down right now. Right. And the implications of this is that the more
tabs you have open that takes up your power,

your processing power. And so by the time you are experiencing a negative stress or your child
is you are tapped out my friend, you know, you're exhausted, overwhelmed, you know, and, and
it's really hard to, to respond and such way that you know, that it's healthy for, for everybody in
the room. Right. And same thing,

mindfulness. Because if you think about a lot of the times, our little ones, you know, we've heard
of the witching hours in a certain hour, or even right now, I've got eight and a half year old twins
and an 11 year old, that's another set I'm challenged. Right. They tend to throw fits or be on
happy, right.

Needing to cope, especially towards the end of the day. And you wonder why, right. These poor
little guys have been in school or on zoom for a whole lot of number of hours. I mean, I just like
hurts thinking about it. And so of course they are cognitively tapped out and all they want to do
is to release and to relax and they cannot self sensor right.

Anymore. So, so I think it's being mindful of your mind fullness, whether it's for you and your
child. And then, Oh, I just want to comment, like, I, I love the imagery of the browser with all the



tabs open because that describes my computer. But it also, it's a great image for our kids to
grab onto also whether it's a phone with like 10 different apps or 20 different apps that are all
open.

My kids, our kids are teens, and one of them was talking the other day of like, I feel so anxious
and it's been exhausting to feel anxious all day because of all of the things that her mind was
kind of trying to manage. And so many kids I think come home from the day of, of school and
they're, and they've been managing social relationships and friendships and all their different
various classes.

And how do I look? And, oh my gosh, like, what's that? Why is that guy staring at me? Like all,
they've got like 20 different tabs open, They got a hold of the browser pick school and then Kurt
like theirs. Yeah. They really like, they're managing so much in a holding on. Yeah. So I love that
for us to have that awareness,

that, that image. But I also love it for helping me understand where my kids are at, when they're
having their struggles. Right. Exactly. Yeah. And then, you know, another thing is, what do you
do with those tabs that you've identified, right. Jason, you mentioned categorizing it to social
and all this stuff. Right. So I'm another one circle of control,

which I have my students do a whole lot is once you write down some of the tabs, most likely
you won't start to identify some patterns. And so what I advise is to draw two circles, right. And
really categorize those tabs, or even your worries and fears and anxiety, right. Are there things
that you can control actively control, be proactive about it,

problem solve, right. Put that in one circle, the other ones, you know, why is my hair looking at it
as like, why did this color or why, you know, certain things you just control, right. Or the worries
we have for our kids, you know, safety things are just out of our control, put it in the other bucket
of circle.

Right. And that really puts it into perspective for you, what you really need to manage at this
moment that it's truly that sense of urgency, right. That we feel versus the other ones that you
can kind of just take a deep breath, let go. Yeah. That's great. Wow. That exercise, I'm just
sitting there thinking about that exercise and that would be awfully,

that'd be daunting for me because I think it's hard for me to recognize those things that I could
just, that I don't have control over because that kind of means to me, I need it. I, I can kind of let
them go, but I don't want to let them go. Because then that means I don't have control. Like
there's, I think there's for me almost a level of control over worrying about things,

but I have no control over. So that's the way I think I maybe manage that control. So I just, I just
playing with that in my head. That'd be a little bit of, that'd be a little confronting for me to put
that together. That we think that if we're worrying about something that it's going to turn out
better, like we're going to have an impact on that thing that we're worrying about,



that we really ultimately don't have any control over It. Funny how our minds work. Right. We try
to think of all the worst scenarios and you're like, check, check, okay. It's not going to happen.
Cause we've mentally kind of prepared ourselves. Right. And it really is our survival mechanism.
But again, you know, how do we help our children to do that?

Right? Like ourselves, the first step is really to be open to it, to be aware of it. Right. It's not,
again, it's not like AP algebra, Jason, we're talking about math, right. It's not like you pass it.
You're done. Right. You aced it. It's not like that. It really is building up this awareness and
confidence to almost let go in a certain way,

because you are confident of the skills that you have, that you are able to not only anticipate,
but you will respond to it. And the best way you can, even if you don't hold it in your head 24 7,
You know, that's funny you say that because that's sort of, one of the things for me is worrying
about our kids, right?

Like that's a on gut. That's one of the big ones. And that circle of things I have no control over
really is how the kids are going to turn out. But you just addressed it really nicely there because
what I can do instead is just rest in knowing how they were raised, what we've done and being
parents for them, that they've had the best upbringing they can,

that we can do. Like we've done what we can. And so there's nothing we can do to control that
and be, have confidence know, like it's going to turn out fine and being able to let go of it with
that kind of a knowing that's what gives me the ease to be able to let go of something like that.
So I think that that was great.

What you just addressed there probably could apply it to other things that I, I think that I have
control over that. I worry about that I have no control over. I could probably apply it to those
other things, but that gets scary. It gets really scary. Okay. Jenny, I think you have at least one
more strategy for us, But see,

well, okay. This might also answer to your need for control Jason. I have the nag log. So the
NAB log, you know, this is an exercise where, for example, for a whole week, you just document
all the negative things, right? Cause we're talking about anticipating what might happen
negatively, right. And then stressing ourselves out,

having that anxiety, but somehow protects us in our children by doing that. Right. So this is a
very tangible way of just start documenting those things are going through in your head and
you'll start to notice redundancies, right? There are some incessant thinking going on that are
just taking up all the noises in her head. Right? So things that you say to yourself,

especially after you make a mistake or your child's making mistake, right. And you can certainly
have your children do this to them for themselves. So then notice pattern because, you know, I



work with students a lot on negative self-talk and that goes into, you know, no matter what
country our audience's in, right? We ha we hold certain type of Family norms,

cultural values, gender, you know, expectations, right. Those are the things we say to ourselves.
And those are also the things we end up saying to our children, to our loved ones. I think, to be
able to highlight whether there might be habits and thought processes that are no longer serving
us, right. Or the people around us that even that would be incredibly productive for,

for you. And, and just that mental sanity. Yeah. That's a long one. That's a long list that would be
very interesting to do. And I think it'd be fascinating for our kids to do in the same way. Like, it's
very interesting as a, as an exercise to just start noticing those things. And I think because
noticing it's really like that first step,

at least for me, that's that first step, I actually did an exercise kind of similar to this. And it was
fascinating because this was many years ago and I would kind of journal at the end of the day,
some of the thoughts, my nag log of the thoughts that I had and what was amazing to me is that
one of the recurring judgements that I've made against myself was that I was lazy,

which is so interesting because it was like our kids were young. We had a new business that we
were running, like life was busy and full. And I was continuing to judge myself as lazy, probably
because I like didn't have the house perfectly clean. By the time we like went to bed or like not
all the dishes were done or I didn't get every single item off my like incredibly long to-do list.

And that I realized, oh my gosh, wow. Look at that. Like, that is not actually a thought that's
really true, or even serving me, but it wasn't until I made this thought that I wasn't really even
aware of got it on paper and started looking at the patterns over time that I was able to change it
and become aware of it in the first place.

So I want to say like, that is a very powerful strategy. I'm loving these strategies because of it
gets those, the thoughts and ideas and concepts out of our head. So we can really look at them.
Yeah. You know, I had a share a very similar experience and I think that is why I'm. So I did a
TEDx talk on how to be self hyphen ish,

how to be self ish without feeling selfish. Right. Because the talks negative things, especially
moms say to ourselves because of this Mirage of the selfless mom, right. You weren't lazy. If
you don't suck it up and do this, this and this at the same time, or you cannot complain because
you know, this and that it's just all unhealthy.

And it takes, again, it takes a mental toll ourselves and it prevents us from, you know, being
there truly a hundred percent present for our children and our partners. Right. Or loved ones.
And it creates a huge sense of resentment on yourself and others. So thank you so much for
pointing this out. It's it's so incredible. How much just emotional baggage we carry.



So true. I feel like we could sit here and talk about this for quite a while. I've gotten so many
gems out of just this conversation, but we, we also need to respect your time and I want to
check in with you and see, is there any final words that you have, or do you have a big ask for
our audience here today?

Yeah, I think, you know, one thing I always remind my parents when I work with them is that it's
all about role modeling. And I think in this talk, we talked a little, a lot about working on
ourselves for the betterment of ourselves and our children, right? At the end of the day, we can
say all we want lecture,

right? Our tell our voices run dry, but it's all about how we act in that moment of stress,
especially how our children watch us and not to say it's totally okay to make mistake. In fact, I
encourage you to make mistakes and then go back to your child and said, you know what? I
made a mistake. I was wrong.

Those human moments, right. Really humanizing who we are. And this process of learning is
invaluable to our kids to become the type of wise, compassionate and fulfilled people that we
would love for them to become. That's awesome. I think we're so excited to see what you have
and also how we can apply that to our parenting and to our lives. You you've mentioned the
cards that you have.

Could you say a little bit more about the cards that you've developed and then also how people
can find out more about you and what you have to offer? Sure. So I have a series of four decks
of cards and they're aged developmentally categorize as well as by focus area. So these
games, they're games, card games they're used in over 50 countries have been featured at
various places.

And so you can find these decks on mind, brain parenting.org. They are also Amazon. So if you
look up 52 essential conversations, how to have a conversations or relationships, coping skills,
critical thinking skills. So those are the four different decks. And on my website, I also have a
number of free resources from lessons to, you know, talks I've given and handouts.

And so be sure to get on the, the newsletter and we'll have those resources ongoing. I find it so
valuable to have cards like that for the emote for figuring out what to talk about. But then also if
y'all like what to do, cause I hear all these ideas, right? Like even in this topic, we'll just some
great ideas. But the honest truth is I probably will be able to take away one of these and I might
be able to put it into my life.

But if I have a card there or I have a deck cards I can go back to and reference, then it's
something that I can put on into my life more regularly. And I can complete continue to look at it.
And it also helps prompt me or what to talk to my kids about or talk to my spouse about. Or it's
just nice.



I really liked the idea of the cards. You have a lot of free resources on your website. I would
encourage people sign up for your newsletter so that you can stay in touch with what Jenny has.
And we'll include a link to your website in the show notes, courage, everyone to check those
things out, check out the card decks. Thank you for taking the time to talk to us here.

Thanks for the work that you're doing. It really changes the lives of kids, not just, you know,
young kids, but as they get older and as they succeed in life and, and for making life easier for
the parents too. So thanks for your time here. Thank you. Thank you for having me.


