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"I'm fine!"  

Do you hear this phrase a lot from your kids/teens - even when you suspect your child/teen is *not* actually "fine" at 
all?  How about when you ask your young person:  "What's the matter?" and they say this: 

"Nothing!" 

If so, try not to despair.  Many children and teens find it hard to tell us how they feel when they are upset, angry, 
worried or embarrassed.   

This is not surprising. 

It is not easy for us as adults to describe negative emotions, what might have caused them and what we would like to 
happen differently.   It's even harder for young people, with less developed brains - and sometimes bigger and 
more powerful feelings which interfere with communication skills at the best of times. 

Something to work on....... 

It is normal for young people to struggle to say how they feel (AND it's okay for them to choose not to tell us 
everything they feel upset about).  However it's also important as parents/carers to try to help young people get 
better at expressing negative emotion - at least some of the time - to some people.  

Because being able to say when you feel bad helps us feel better.  When we can't tell people about our emotions - 
we show them - and not always in helpful ways.  Negative emotions have a way of "wriggling" out in one way or 
another. 

Researchers found that university students who were more able to communicate their negative emotions (how do I 
feel, when did I start feeling that way and what do I need) experienced less problems in life than those people who 
can't - or choose not to - express negative emotions.  I'm sure you see this for your children and teens too. 

When I work with families in the clinic I am thinking (and asking parents/carers and young people themselves 
questions about) skills like this: 

• "How effectively (kindly, clearly, assertively) can you/your young person express anger?" 
• "How effectively can you/your child/teen communicate that they feel anxious?" 
• "How effectively can you/your child/teen tell others they are sad?"  

One step you can take as a parent/carer to help young people communicate their emotions is to use the my "feeling 
letter" template (see last page). 

This is a one page letter in which kids/teens simply have to "circle" the emotion they are experiencing, what has 
prompted the feeling and something they'd like to happen next.  It requires only a few strokes of a pen - and helps 
them take some steps towards getting better at communicating. 

Perhaps print it out a few times and then put them in the young person's drawer in their bedroom.  Every now and 
then (and when you guess they are experiencing negative emotions) - ask them to complete one and put it under 
your pillow. 

After doing this in writing a few times, they will get better at being able to do it verbally with you - and with 
others.  You might then be able to say "text me a bad feelings" letter - once they get the idea. 

All the best with helping your young person with this skill. 

  



 

FEELING BAD LETTER 

 
 
Dear………………….  
I feel (circle TWO)…………  
 
 
 
 
 
I feel ………..(circle one) 
 
 
 
 
 
It is kind of about (circle one or two)…………  
 
 
 
 
 
 
If it was possible, I would like to (circle one or two)………..  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Something else I want you to know is…(draw a diagram/write 1 point if 
you can) 
 

ANGRY 

SAD GUILTY 

EMBARRASSED 

ANNOYED 

WORRIED 

HURT 
MAD 

IT’S A BIG DEAL 

IT’S NOT A BIG DEAL  
 

REALLY STRONGLY 

A MEDIUM AMOUNT 

ONLY A BIT LIKE THIS 

A FIGHT 

HOW I LOOK 

SCHOOL 

FAMILY 

FRIENDS 

I DON’T KNOW  
SOMETHING ELSE 

FEEL DIFFERENTLY 
ABOUT IT 

SOMETHING ELSE 

THINK ABOUT OTHER THINGS 

BE ASKED QUESTIONS 

GET A HUG 

I DON’T KNOW  
TALK MORE 


