00:00:03 Announcer
The Missouri State Journal, a weekly program keeping you in touch with Missouri State University.
00:00:09 Adair Seifert
When we talk about child development, it's easy to focus on the big, visible milestones. First words, first steps, the first day of school. But some of the most important growth is happening beneath the surface and how children understand their emotions, respond to others, and make sense of the world around them.
That's where social and emotional development comes in.
It's not just about behavior. It's about how kids learn to identify what they're feeling, manage those emotions, and build relationships.
And a big part of that process is something researchers call mentalization. The ability to understand our own thoughts and feelings, as well as the thoughts and feelings of others.
So, what does that actually look like in everyday life? How does a parent's ability to recognize and respond to their child's emotions shape how that child handles their own feelings?
I'm Adair Seifert, and today Dr. Hailey Hyunjin Choi, assistant professor at Missouri State University's School of Teaching, Learning, and Developmental Sciences, answers those questions.
00:01:07 Dr. Hailey Hyunjin Choi
It does sound like a big academic term, but really, it's just the set of life skills in children's everyday life.
It is simply a child learning how to play well with others, handle unknown without their total breakdown, and understand and express their feelings in a healthy way.
So, in real life, it looks like, can your child say, I'm mad instead of hitting others? Can they wait their turns even when it's hard? Can they bounce back after something upsetting?
Those are all signs of strong social-emotional skills.
And these skills are just as important as reading or math, because they shape how children build friendships, behave in school, learn, and care for their mental health over time.
00:01:55 Adair Seifert
She explains what mentalization is.
00:01:57 Dr. Hailey Hyunjin Choi
Mentalization is just a fancy word for something parents can do every day.
It means trying to understand what's going on inside both yours and your child's feelings and thoughts.
So, instead of jumping straight to, my child is so difficult, or even, I'm so grumpy today, you pause and get curious. Are they tired? Overwhelmed? Feeling left out? And what's going on with me right now?
00:02:27 Dr. Hailey Hyunjin Choi
It's really about seeing the behavioral but also looking underneath it. And when parents do this, two powerful things happen. One, children feel understood, which helps them calm down faster. Two, at the same time, they start learning how to understand their own feelings by watching you do it.
00:02:47 Adair Seifert
She explains how a parent's own past experiences impact the way they raise their children.
00:02:52 Dr. Hailey Hyunjin Choi
It has huge impact. Children learn how to handle emotions by watching and interacting with their parents. So, when a child is crying, and the parents can say, oh, you're really frustrated right now because that didn't work, instead of saying, “stop crying.” You're labeling their feeling.
When we recognize their feelings without judging them, the child can learn, this feeling has a name, my feeling makes sense, and I can handle it.
00:03:23 Dr. Hailey Hyunjin Choi
Over time, those repeated moments teach children how to recognize and manage their own feelings.
But if emotions are ignored or shut down, children may struggle to understand or manage what they're feeling.
00:03:38 Adair Seifert
She provides an easy way to support your child's emotions.
00:03:41 Dr. Hailey Hyunjin Choi
Here's a simple one. I call it PLP. Pause, label, presents.
When your child is having a big emotion, the first step is to pause.
Don't react right away. Then get curious about what might be going on underneath. And then label the feeling. I see you feel upset because your toy broke. Here, you're not trying to fix it in the moment. You're just helping your child feel understood.
00:04:12 Speaker 3
And then present. Be there with your child. It's simple, but it really works. And the same thing goes for you too.
Take a moment to check in with your own feelings and taking care of your own mental well-being. That's not extra. Be a mentally healthy parent.
That's actually one of the most powerful ways to support your child.
00:04:36 Adair Seifert
That was Dr. Hailey Hyunjin Choi, assistant professor at Missouri State University's School of Teaching, Learning, and Developmental Sciences.
I'm Adair Seifert for the Missouri State Journal.
00:04:46 Announcer
For more information, contact the Office of Strategic Communication at 417-836-6397.
00:04:54 Speaker 1
The Missouri State Journal is available online at ksmu.org.

