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ABCs of Anger 
Building Emotional Foundations for Life 

by 
Ilene L. Dillon, M.S.W., L.C.S.W. 

 
Introduction 
 

Everybody knows anger. We all experience it, struggle with it, and suffer when it 

is directed at us. Anger is important, not only because of its power to “go ballistic," but 

because it is our most active emotion. There is such tremendous power associated with 

anger that when it is not released, it becomes extremely destructive, damaging the 

“vessel” in which it is kept (our bodies and minds). For this reason, effective and loving 

parents need to teach their children how to recognize, work with, and allow the anger that 

arises in them to move through so it can be harmlessly and forever released. Just as with 

teeth brushing, children who create healthy habits for working with anger during their 

earliest years will be protected with lifelong skills for keeping themselves less stressed, 

emotionally balanced, and healthy. 

We do not always have to be serious about anger. It is actually possible to have 

fun with anger and to enjoy releasing it. You and your child can learn to direct the energy 

of anger harmlessly through and away from you. When you understand and know how to 

work masterfully with anger, it ceases to be that emotion that "gets out of control," and 

instead becomes an energy and force that your child can put to work as a powerful tool 

and signal.  

In the first half of this book, you will read important facts about anger, its hidden 

forms, and how it works. The second half of this book presents a collection of 
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imaginative activities for you and your child to do together that will teach your child how 

to process, heal, and work effectively with anger. 

With the recent development of epigenetic medicine1, it has become even more 

important to teach our children to work with their emotions, particularly anger. As 

evidence mounts that our beliefs, thoughts, emotions, and stress states directly affect our 

physical health, it becomes increasingly wise for parents to prepare their children to be in 

charge of their emotions. (See, for example, Bruce Lipton, Ph.D., The Biology of Belief, 

Dr. Bradley Nelson, The Emotion Code, and The Genie in Your Genes by Dawson 

Church, Ph.D. for more information about how thoughts, emotions, and beliefs impact 

our health.) Since anger is the most active of all the emotions, place it number one on 

your list of emotions to master as part of teaching your child to master anger too.  

 

What is Anger? 

Jonas became withdrawn soon after his grandfather's death. At seven, it was 

difficult to get him to talk in anything other than monosyllables. He seemed to have little 

interest in many of the things that used to excite him, and his parents were worried about 

him. Across town, four-year-old Emily was creating havoc in her entire family. 

Previously cooperative and sweet, Emily seemed to have suddenly become oppositional, 

pushy, and as uncooperative as any child could be. Emily had begun to scream and throw 

things at the first sign of frustration. Next door, 12-year-old Eric walked with shoulders 

                                                 
1 For more information on epigenegic medicine:  
Dawson Church, Ph.D., The Genie In Your Genes, Santa Rosa, CA, Energy Psychology Press, 2007 
Dawson Church, Ph.D. and Norman Shealy M.D., Ph.D., Soul Medicine, Energy Psychology Press, 2008 
Dr. Robin Kelly, The Human Antenna, Santa Rosa, CA, Energy Psychology Press, 2008 
Bruce Lipton, Ph.D., The Biology of Belief, Santa Rosa, CA, Elite Books, 2005 
Dr. Bradley Nelson, The Emotion Code, Mesquite, NV, Wellness Unmasked Publishing, 2007 
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slumped and hands thrust deep into his pants pockets. His grades had been slipping 

significantly over the last three months. Most obvious of all, Eric had become very 

defensive. Whenever his father asked him whether he had finished certain chores, Eric's 

first reaction was now a loud verbal attack. When questioned about his reaction, Eric 

screamed his complaint that he was tired of being told everything he does wrong, adding 

that he already felt bad enough without being questioned by his father. 

Jonas, Emily, and Eric are all demonstrating issues with anger, most especially 

held-in anger. Jonas is depressed; Emily is angry; Eric is suffering from low self-esteem 

and appears to also feel guilty. Anger has many forms, all of which act as poison in our 

emotional system. Holding any emotion inside causes it to build in strength, meaning that 

the anger afflicting Jonas, Emily, and Eric is building in intensity and power, which will 

eventually overflow and create even more serious problems.  

Like all emotions, anger is a form of energy. It is characteristic of energy to be 

constantly in motion, so the design of anger, too, is to be constantly in motion. Real anger 

is immediate, forceful, and appropriately-directed. Real anger arises in us in response to 

perceived violation. Here are a few things that anger is not: It is not inherently violent. 

Anger is not a joke, something to be gotten rid of, something that "happens to us," a bad 

thing, something that will “completely blow over,” fear, frustration, or even a loss of 

control. These are all characteristic of held-in anger, not anger in its true, original form.  

When we hold in anger, it builds up, creating blockages that affect our mental, 

emotional, spiritual, and physical health. Held onto long enough, anger can kill us. Each 

of us has a choice to either deal with anger directly and then allow it to pass through and 

out of us, or hold it inside, allowing it to damage us and create pain for those around us. 



 

 

4

The thing we usually refer to as anger is, in fact, the explosive and scary 

expression that occurs after a person has held in anger over time. Holding anger inside 

leads to blaming, violence, lack of control, sarcasm, and thoughts of revenge. Instead of 

holding onto anger, children need to learn how to provide a pathway along which anger 

can move, so it proceeds in an orderly and directed passage through, and then out. This 

way, it can do the work that the energy of anger is designed to do. Anger is designed to 

do two things: 1) to make us aware of the beliefs, ideas and pictures that we carry inside 

our heads that are outdated and thus do not fit with current reality; and 2) to stimulate us 

to take action. We’ll talk more about what causes children to become angry in a later 

section, and why different children become angered by different things.  

 

Anger Wears Disguises 

There are two forms of anger that are usually not recognized as anger: guilt and 

depression. 

Guilt is anger we feel we have no right to have. 

Marjorie was enjoying looking at her grandmother's music box one day, and left it 

on the coffee table when she went to answer the phone. Her son Nathan, age five, saw the 

interesting music maker and began to play with it. When Marjorie noticed what Nathan 

was doing, she reacted sharply, scaring Nathan and causing him to drop the music box, 

which broke into pieces. Nathan was feeling bad for his mother's tears and did not enjoy 

her lecture. Marjorie stayed angry for more than a day. Thereafter, whenever Nathan 

went to touch something belonging to his mother, he mumbled to himself, "Don't touch 

Nathan. Mommy will get mad.” Even when Marjorie told him it was all right to play with 
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something that belonged to her, Nathan would not touch it. Nathan’s remorse about 

breaking the music box quickly turned into guilt. He rapidly moved from the thought “I 

did something bad” to “I am bad,” And began working diligently to keep his “bad self” 

contained. 

This means that for Nathan, guilt is on the increase. Guilt can develop whenever 

we are in a situation that causes us to experience loss, no matter what we decide to do. If 

Nathan does not explore Marjorie's possessions, he loses out on the ability to learn more 

about his world. If he does explore Marjorie's possessions, even at her invitation, he risks 

her anger, should he damage those possessions. Guilt is most likely to occur whenever we 

find ourselves in a position that no matter what we choose, we lose, occasioning the 

underlying anger. Feeling like we are both losing and are in an unwelcome bind, it is easy 

to see how anger develops. Such a "lose/lose" situation violates our idea of the way we 

think the world should work, resulting in the stimulation of even more anger. Because so 

many children have learned they have no right to express or have anger, they (like 

Nathan) have learned to substitute the socially-acceptable feeling of guilt instead. (For a 

more detailed discussion of the emotion of guilt, please read ABC's of Guilt: Building 

Emotional Foundations for Life, this series.) Guilt is anger that we turn inward on 

ourselves, usually because it is not acceptable to us to have it; expressing that anger 

would cause us loss.  

 Depression is anger we believe we will get in trouble for expressing.  

Carla was 10. Her father's brother was a seminar leader on another continent, 

causing him to be out of the country approximately six months of every year. Each year, 

the uncle sublet his apartment and struck off for his overseas job, planning to return to his 
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own apartment. Every year, something interfered with this plan, and Carla’s uncle came 

to stay in her small house instead. Her dad slept on the floor, allowing the uncle his bed. 

Carla dreaded these two weeks every year when her uncle came to stay with them. 

Bedeviled with jet lag, and living a schedule 10 hours different from Carla's, this bad-

tempered uncle screamed at Carla and her little sister whenever they made the slightest 

noise. Fearful that her father would be angry if she told him how she felt about her 

uncle's visits, Carla kept her emotions to herself. After several years of holding her anger 

inside, her angry feelings grew to critical mass, and Carla became depressed. Carla was 

fearful that expressing her true, angry feelings about her uncle would get her into trouble. 

In order for this depression to lift, Carla needed help in recognizing and releasing the 

anger she held inside.  

Over time, children who fear getting into trouble with adults for expressing their 

angry feelings, over time, will inevitably become depressed. Much adult depression can 

be traced to childhood. Without realizing it, adults may fail to speak up regarding an 

angering situation, fearing getting into trouble—trouble that they would have gotten into 

when they were a child. When we become adults, such depression may seem to come 

"out of nowhere." If either you or your child is depressed, what is needed is permission to 

express and experience anger so that the depression can lift from your shoulders. 

 

The Signal of Anger 

All emotions operate as signals, instructing us on the best behavioral path to take. 

While emotions are energy, each emotion constitutes a different pattern of energy, and 

offers us its own unique signal. 
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What is the signal of anger? If you expect your child to pick up his or her things 

from the floor when you ask reasonably, and the child refuses, you will feel anger if your 

expectation is that your child “should” be cooperative when you make a reasonable 

request. If you want your neighbor to keep your spouse's surprise birthday party a secret, 

and your neighbor reveals the secret when you expect him or her to keep your secret, you 

will feel angry. Your neighbor “should not” reveal a secret you have entrusted to him or 

her. 

Whether you think something "should" happen, and it doesn't, or you think 

something "should not" happen, and it does, you will feel angry. Anger “signals” us that 

the picture we hold in our head of "how things are supposed to be" is not accurate or 

reflected in reality. This causes us to feel violated, and the violation leads us to anger. 

Universally, we hold these pictures in the form of "shoulds" and "should nots." It is when 

these "shoulds" are violated, that we experience anger.  

Anger offers a second signal: it signals us to take action, to do something to 

relieve the discomfort or disempowerment we are experiencing. Only if we allow 

ourselves to explore anger to find out what it is attempting to signal us can we determine 

the action we need to take in a given situation. Anger can signal us to do many things: to 

set limits, to leave, to take power over our own lives, to speak up, or to ask ourselves 

what has been violated.  

Anger, like all of our emotions, offers us a 24/7 "Human User’s Manual" that 

expertly and reliably leads us through the tricky parts of everyday life. Unfortunately, 

most of us have learned to hold back or ignore our emotions. This means they become 

useless as signals guiding our action. Out of our desire not to hurt or offend others, or to 
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avoid taking responsibility for how we really feel—or perhaps because we do not want to 

behave like someone we observed when we were children—we hold back our true 

feelings. In holding back, unfortunately, we also muzzle our human signaling system that 

guides us in taking the action that is right for us. 

 

Three Ways to Hold Anger Inside 

There are three basic ways that human beings hold onto anger: through 

repression, suppression, or harboring. 

 

Repression 

Repression occurs when we refuse to acknowledge or experience ideas and 

emotions. We push them down inside of us, hoping they will go away. When children 

repress emotions, it is usually because the situation is too painful or dangerous. After 

years of repression, adults who were traumatized as children may be totally unaware of 

feeling anger at all. They have repressed anger so many times that they are very good at 

it. So good, in fact, that they allow themselves to experience anger only in the most 

extreme situations. They might even believe that they don't get angry. Pushing down 

angry feelings (repression) occurs so automatically, we don't even know they are there. 

The primary way we can see repressed anger is by becoming aware of the signs that we 

have blocked our anger, which means that our way of perceiving the world, our self-

esteem, our success in the world, or our health is somehow compromised.  
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Suppression 

When we are aware of feeling angry, but actively decide to hold onto it, we are 

suppressing anger. When we suppress anger, we knowingly force that emotion down 

inside of us and monitor its expression. Thus, suppression of anger is taught in childhood. 

Fear of losing love or hurting others are the main reasons a child learns to hold anger 

inside through the mechanism of suppression. In our minds, we say things like, "My 

parent will continue to love and want me if I don't say how angry I feel." Thus, when 

anger arises in us, we shove it down. Children whose parents withdraw, hit, hold the child 

responsible for the parent’s hurt feelings, get extremely angry, or punish in response to a 

child's expression of anger are most likely to teach their children to suppress angry 

feelings too. 

 

Harboring 

Harboring is usually done with the motive of revenge. When anger arises, the 

child chooses to hold onto it so it can be used later as a club to punish others. 

Unfortunately (and unknown by the child), the person who is most damaged by harboring 

anger is the person who chooses to harbor it. It is vital, therefore, that you as a parent 

assist your child in making a decision to do something other than harbor anger, as well as 

teach that deliberately hurting others (taking revenge) is destructive to your child’s own 

self-esteem. 

Whichever method we choose for holding on to anger—repression, suppression, 

or harboring—anger still bleeds through. Characteristically, it "leaks out" in the five ways 

discussed in the next section. In this way, anger creates havoc in a person’s life without 
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him or her knowing the true cause of the attendant woeful consequences. Working with 

your child to teach the ABC's of anger will help him or her avoid such havoc throughout 

the course of an entire lifetime. The best way to avoid havoc is to keep the energy of 

angry emotions moving through and out of us, remembering not to dump it onto someone 

else. 

 

Consequences of Holding in Anger 

You may remember the Disney cartoon characters who accidentally swallow 

bees. The bees, still alive, attempt to escape, lifting—in succession—several different 

points of the character’s skin. Since anger is our most active emotion, whenever anger is 

held inside, it operates like these bees. Anger constantly seeks a way to escape. Anger’s 

efforts at escape are what psychologists call processing. Anger that we hold inside is 

processed in five ways. It (a) damages our mind, (b) inflates our ego, (c) blocks our 

success in the world, (d) undermines self-esteem, and (e) makes us physically sick. Let us 

look in closer detail to see how these things happen. 

 

Damage to Our Mind 

When we hold in anger, we lock its energy inside of us. Our brains get so busy 

holding on to the energy of anger, they are less able to handle day-to-day thoughts and 

activities. Holding in anger keeps us from focusing, and also negatively impacts our 

ability to accurately perceive what happens in our lives. Recent advances in epigenetic 

medicine also indicate that held-in emotion, such as anger, communicates to our mind, 

causing chemical and energetic changes that can create mental and physical illness. 
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Ego Inflation 

Our ego has the job of assisting us in the exchange of information with our world. 

Neutral itself, the ego transports information into our brains and back out into our world, 

without judgment or interpretation. But when we hold anger inside, our ego takes on a 

new job, the job of “interpreter.” Then, what we experience in the world and what we 

think in our minds must pass through the filter of held-in anger. That’s when our ego 

takes on the job of interpreting. And, since the filter is anger, our perceptions are colored 

the angry red of rage, persecution, hurt, and paranoia. The ego interprets our experiences 

and interactions in a negative way. Some parents, for example, accuse their child of 

"deliberately trying to make me miserable” if the child persists in asking permission for 

something the parent has already denied many times. With most children, this behavior is 

merely a reflection of the parent’s inability to set a really firm limit, one which the child 

can experience as a definite “no.” If this parent's ego were not inflated, the child's 

behavior would not be interpreted as a personal challenge. Instead, the parent would 

perceive that the child had a problem with the parent’s response. The parent would then 

set a clearer limit or offer more attention to the child, thus responding to the child’s 

behavior rather than interpreting it in a negative way.  

 

Success in the World is Blocked 

Any parent of a toddler can attest to the amount of energy it takes to look after 

such a little being. Toddlers are often described as "a ball of energy." There is not much 

energy left to do anything else besides look after the energetic toddler.  
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The same is true when we hold onto anger in our minds. The "ball of (anger) 

energy” in our minds leads us to pay attention to it, rather than to what we are doing in 

the world. In addition, anger bleeds constantly; something we recognize when we label 

someone as "an angry person.” An “angry person” relates angrily, perceives inaccurately, 

take offense easily, and has a mind that is preoccupied with babysitting held-in anger. 

Even if we are not conscious of the anger we hold inside, such anger still blocks us from 

the success for which we yearn. 

 

Self-Esteem is Undermined 

A person with high self-esteem exhibits specific characteristics which, in fact, are 

also the building blocks for improving and maintaining self-esteem. Seven characteristics 

have been identified2, with four of them recognized as the main building blocks: Honesty, 

Responsibility, Spontaneity, and Integrity. Anger that is held in due to repression, 

suppression, or harboring chips away at each of these building blocks, undermining self-

esteem. 

 

Honesty 

People with high self-esteem are honest, especially with themselves. Being honest 

with one emotion opens the door for being honest with all emotions. We hold in anger 

out of fear—fear of being rejected, of hurting others, or of being disliked. It is impossible 

to hold onto one emotion without holding on to all emotions. Just like the "monsters in 

the closet," your child is afraid that the minute he or she honestly expresses other 

                                                 
2 Lazaris of Concept Synergy Raleigh, NC, has been kind enough to give permission to include his ideas as 
part of this series. 
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emotions, the thoughts and emotion of anger will rush to escape. This feels far too risky. 

Honesty is sacrificed, thus undermining this essential building block of self-esteem. 

 

Responsibility 

Parents urge their children to be responsible. Responsibility involves the 

recognition that each of us is responsible for the life we create. Children need help 

learning this, even though they have a natural internal drive to take responsibility. Think 

about how happy your child is when he or she reports “I did this all by myself!” Self-

esteem stays high when children learn to take responsibility for positive things, as well as 

for mistakes. But to be fully responsible—and to be spontaneous—we need to be honest. 

A child who can take the responsibility of telling you “I am mad at you,” can more easily 

tell you “I love you” sincerely, without having to be on guard, lest anger slip out and get 

him or her into trouble. Honesty can thus feel quite dangerous to a person with held-in 

anger. When a child holds onto anger, storing it inside, both spontaneity and 

responsibility are sacrificed. 

 

Integrity 

Integrity results when we are our honest selves, in the moment, responsibly. But 

with held-in anger, we cannot be honest, or spontaneous, or fully responsible, which 

means we live with far less integrity.  

Obviously, if Honesty, Responsibility, and Integrity are already compromised, 

then integrity will not be able to show itself. Integrity is born of character; and character 

results when a person lives according to his or her ideals and principles. How can your 
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child follow the principle of responsibility if he or she cannot honestly acknowledge true 

feelings? How much spontaneity is lost when your child feels a need to guard against 

spontaneity, lest anger or hurt erupt? How can your child identify the ideals and 

principles important to him or her, without being honest, responsible, and spontaneous?  

When anger is repressed, suppressed, or harbored, remaining inside your child 

over time, it takes up a lot of your child’s psychic energy, negating each of the four 

primary building blocks of self-esteem. All four of the primary building blocks of self-

esteem are undermined, causing an angry child (or adult) inevitably to suffer from low 

self-esteem.  

 

Held-in Anger Makes Us Sick 

Recent advances in the study of epigenetic medicine3 indicate that our thoughts, 

beliefs, and emotions can negatively impact our physical health. We are beginning to 

demonstrate a scientific basis for why holding on to anger through repression, 

suppression, and harboring leads to ill health and premature death. The thoughts we think 

stimulate the release of chemicals in our bodies; they also telegraph energy messages to 

structures and cells inside our bodies. Held-in anger is to your well-being as an injury on 

your leg is to your toes; Without the necessary oxygen reaching your toes, they will 

become distressed, necessitating attention, treatment, or eventual amputation. 

Scientific studies conducted over the last few decades are verifying an increasing 

number of health and social issues directly connected to held-in anger. These include 

cancer, heart attacks, circulatory disease, obesity, and drug and alcohol addiction. Studies 

                                                 
3 See Footnote 1. 
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have also proven that patients who learn to manage and work with anger experience 

lasting remissions. For example, in one study, heart attack patients who learned to 

manage anger experienced nearly twice the survival rate of those who did not develop the 

skill. Imagine the survival rate when patients learn to master anger, in addition to 

managing it! 

Once parents understand that anger is our most active emotion, and that if it does 

not move through us, it has a powerfully negative impact, they realize the importance of 

teaching their children to feel, work with, and then move anger freely through and out of 

them.  

Exploring the ABCs of anger with your child can be a very rewarding adventure! 

Working with your child to acknowledge, process, and release the anger that you both 

inevitably experience during your time together, provides everyone an incredible 

opportunity to learn. When we grow within any relationship, that relationship is enriched 

and deepens. Parents receive great benefit from becoming their children's growth partner 

in working with emotions—especially anger. What you and your child learn together 

regarding anger deepens your relationship for a lifetime. 

 

How to Recognize An Angry Child 

 What is your mental picture of an angry child? While angry children are filled 

with held-in feelings of anger, they have even more difficulty than adults in containing 

this powerful emotion completely. It leaks out in many ways. As parents know all too 

well, when held-in anger is part of the picture, the picture is not pretty. 
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Common Characteristics of an Angry Child 

 guilty      misbehaving 

 low self-esteem    argumentative 

 destructive behavior    underachiever 

 frequent illness    non-communicative 

unenthusiastic     mean 

 withdrawn     bed-wetter 

 accident-prone     depressed 

 non-responsible    addicted 

 

 A number of these characteristics are also indicators of other unresolved 

emotional issues. So, because most children do display these characteristics at some time 

just as part of growing up, it falls to parents to identify five or more of these 

characteristics persisting over a protracted period of time in order to identify an angry 

child. 

 Usually, a child's self-confidence and ability to trust the self to deal effectively 

with changes and unexpected events in life improve and strengthen over the years. Once 

your child develops self-confidence and the self-love that builds it, she or he will 

naturally develop an increased care and concern for others. Your child will also have a 

deepening ability to respect and love others for who they are (one of the seven Skills of 

Love as discussed in ABCs of Love, this series.). 
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 Remember to look at our world as a giant school, to which all of us have come in 

order to learn. Because we learn through our experiences, every child can be expected to 

misbehave, to fail, and to have unhappy clashes with parents or friends. Often these 

experiences occur as children experiment with behaviors, responses, and relationships 

and are normal in childhood. Only when anger persists over time, and/or is the primary 

response a child has to almost everything, do we consider whether a problem exists. A 

child who consistently underachieves, is often ill or injured, does not talk much 

(especially about emotions), or frequently fights and argues with others is demonstrating 

a behavior pattern worthy of your concern. Remember, it is not anger itself that is the 

problem, as we have learned. It is anger that is blocked, denied or held-onto over time 

that creates the negative effects in human beings that we usually attribute to anger itself. 

 Children really are very sensitive. Additionally, they are encountering for the first 

time what their parents may have already experienced many times, leaving them with 

little information about how to insulate themselves against hurt or pain. Very young 

children have not learned how to hold back on the immediate expression of their 

emotions the way older children and adults have. Your very young child may appear to 

you to be very sensitive, react frequently with strong emotion, and yet surprisingly get 

over hurts and angers quickly, moving on to other activities almost immediately. Such a 

child offers no cause for concern. Children explore all the different ways of being and 

reacting that are available to us humans. Such is both the joy and the vexation of being a 

parent. 

 Keep in mind that anger often acts as a cover for other feelings. This means that 

your angry child may also be a hurt, lonely, fearful, grieving, or jealous child. Look for 
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these other feelings beneath held-in anger as you help your child to heal and prosper 

emotionally. (If you find any of these other emotions, please consult the ABCs book on 

that specific emotion, this series.) 

 Remember, too, that for a teen, crazy is normal. Young teens have a wide range 

and magnitude of emotions. If you described their behavior without identifying their age, 

teens would sound crazy. One of the tasks teens accomplish during this phase of their 

lives is to identify the parts of parents that they do (and do not) want to keep for 

themselves into their adulthood. Their angry reaction to you is most frequently (a) a 

statement that they do not like or want to keep a particular behavior or characteristic of 

yours for themselves or (b) an attempt to point out a dysfunctional pattern in the family 

that they are desperate to help you change before they leave for their own adult existence. 

Sometimes merely recognizing this process out loud is enough to take the anger out of 

your teen's behavior. 

 Families hand down more traditions than just how they cook the “roast beast” for 

Christmas dinner! They also hand down the ways in which they deal with emotions. If 

your family’s "traditions" for dealing with anger do not work well, you and your child 

have the power to end them and replace them with new, nurturing emotional traditions. 

Working with the ABCs of Anger, as set out in this booklet, can help you become your 

child's advocate in dealing with held-in anger that your child encounters inside or outside 

of the self. One of the most powerful ways of doing this is to do it for yourself, 

demonstrating the new behaviors and traditions. The wonderful thing in learning to work 

with emotions like anger, as we have discussed here, is discovering that emotions can 
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pass right through your child, leaving swiftly and creating few lasting problems. And 

what is true for your child is also true for you and your whole family. 

 The activities in the second part of this book are designed to help you and your 

child deal effectively and permanently with current and held-in anger. The greatest way 

you can help your child is to lead the way by dealing effectively with your own anger. By 

doing this, you will find that your child's need to grow also helps you to grow. You and 

your child are privileged to share with each other one of the greatest gifts of all time: 

discovering how to use emotions—in this case anger—to grow and empower yourselves. 

 If you conclude your child is seriously afflicted with held-in anger, obtain help 

from a counselor, social worker, psychologist, or psychiatrist. This booklet is not a 

substitute for psychotherapy. Recognize that emotional work is the most challenging 

work there is. It is not required, nor may it be appropriate, that you do this work 

unassisted. 

 

What Do Children Need from Adults When Experiencing Emotions? 

• Acceptance: Smile as you convey the message, "You have emotions. Just like 

everyone else; your reactions are understandable." 

• Empathy: Share your humanness by saying, "I see that upsets you," or "Lots of 

people feel angry when that happens." 

• Room to Emote: Allow your child some privacy for a few minutes, or say, 

"Let me hold you while you cry," or "Perhaps you would like to take a few 

minutes to be upset before we talk." 
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• Discussion: "Do you want to talk about what you’re feeling?" or "Please tell me 

about your experience just now." These are good, open-ended ways to extend an 

invitation to release emotional energy through talking. 

• Discover the Lesson: Every experience and emotion offers us an opportunity 

to learn something. Your child needs your guidance in identifying lessons buried 

in experience. Remember; give help only if it is requested. To be sure, wait until 

your child gives a very clear yes when you offer help, or until your child asks you 

to help. 

 Remembering to hold it in your own awareness that our world is a giant school 

will help you to see that (a) every experience is an opportunity to learn; (b), lessons are 

repeated over and over until we learn them; (c) the further we go in this school, the more 

difficult our lessons; and (d) immediately upon learning a particular lesson we graduate 

to other lessons and experiences. 

 Anger is available 24/7 to provide opportunities for us to learn about ourselves! 

Ignoring anger does not make it go away. It keeps coming back, and in increasingly 

difficult and challenging ways, until we learn its lesson. Joyfully, as soon as we learn 

anger’s lessons, we are free to learn other things. In addition to learning the specific 

lesson in an anger event, we need to release the energy of anger so that it passes through 

us harmlessly. When we consciously process anger instead of allowing it to process itself 

in one of the five harmful ways we have discussed, it acts as our friend rather than as our 

enemy. 

 Feeling, processing, and releasing emotions are natural activities and not to be 

feared. Long-repressed emotions grow in power and can be frightening and painful as 
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they find their way out of us. In past years, people believed that only experts could 

engage this kind of emotional release. While it is still best to use the guidance and 

support of a person with greater knowledge and experience than yourself when working 

with long-repressed and intense emotions, it is now recognized that people can self-heal 

emotional issues. This is especially true in childhood with a parent guiding the healing of 

the less entrenched emotional patterns of their child’s mind and heart. 

 

Part Two  

Guidelines and Helpful Hints 

The remainder of this book contains activities for you and your child to do together in 

order to explore and learn the ABCs of Anger. Use the following guidelines to help you 

and your child maximize your success in this exploration. 

1. Create a time and place to work with emotions. Set up the space so you don't have 

to hold back out of concern for making a mess. Invest in an inexpensive shower 

curtain on which to do art processing. It is vital to create an atmosphere of safety 

and support. Emotional work is the hardest work there is. Children are very 

vulnerable when they share and process emotions. If a child opens to his or her 

feelings a few times, and feels unsafe with you each time, then that child will 

close down emotionally in the future. Make personal feelings of emotional and 

physical safety a high priority.  

3. As much as possible, allow your child to be totally truthful about his or her 

emotions. We all need an opportunity to explore different emotions without 

fearing judgment, unsolicited advice, or retribution. Recognize the experimental 

nature of your child's exploration. Very vital is your validation and acceptance of 

all the feelings your child is willing to share with you. If you do have an 
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undesired reaction to the emotions expressed by your child during this 

investigation, allow yourself to take time to think things over for a few days—

without talking to others about them—before responding to your child 

impulsively, so you can have the full power of your own reactions and can sort 

through them on your own terms. If necessary, get help before you take action or 

talk again with your child. See your child as a separate person. As your child 

states or processes feelings, remind yourself: "That is my child over there in that 

body having those thoughts and emotions; this is me in this body having these 

thoughts and emotions." Remember that it’s helpful for your child to experience 

the impact of anger (expressed by your child or others), when he or she has the 

advantage of being safe in your care while learning about and encountering this 

powerful emotion. Refrain from rescuing. Instead, offer support by observing, 

helping only when asked, and assisting your child in learning about and working 

effectively with anger. 

4. Resolve to protect your child from backlash from statements or confessions made 

during emotional processing time. Anger is such a powerful emotion that is 

mandatory for your child to know it, know about it, and learn to master it. To do 

that, anger has to be experienced and processed. As your child wrestles with this 

monster we call Anger, he or she will become stronger and more self-directed. If 

your child needs to work out angry feelings with another adult, be sure to notify 

them of how you and your child are working with anger, so they can be prepared 

to assist with your child’s learning. 

5. Leave your child some room to feel uncomfortable and to use the pain of 

encountering anger for personal growth. Follow your own feelings about 

touching, holding, or comforting. Allow your child to experience and come to 

terms with the hurt, anger, and grief involved. For most of us, pain is a catalyst for 

our growth. Sometimes your child will need to feel the pain, unassisted. Give help 
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finding solutions only if you are asked. Self-confidence, self-esteem, and power 

develop for people of all ages when they find their own solutions for pain and 

challenge. 

6. Give value to all thoughts and feelings. You and your child do not have to agree 

on whether a particular situation is angering. Remember, anger occurs when there 

is a violation of the way we believe “the world is” in our own minds. Even at a 

young age, the world is not the same for your child as it is for you! Because 

children do not yet have the wisdom and mental development to recognize 

negative emotional patterns and know what to do about them, they need help from 

adults. You are close at hand, caring, and safe. Since you and your child spend 

many years together, parents are perfect "partners for personal growth" for their 

children. Never is this more true than with working with emotions—especially 

anger. 

7. Trust the process. Processes are characterized by having a beginning, a middle, 

and an end. In our giant school, emotions such as anger draw your child's 

attention (and yours) to what needs to be learned, changed, or acted on. Since 

lessons are repeated until we learn them, your job is to be available with 

information, activities, and guidance when your child declares his or her readiness 

to learn. While you are waiting for him or her to be ready, check to see if you 

have more to learn about anger yourself! As you heal your own anger and hurt, it 

will facilitate your child's healing and learning. The help you give your child 

regarding anger will ensure that he or she will not need to keep repeating the same 

angering issues throughout life. 

8. Children need to know that their feelings do not scare or overwhelm the adults 

around them, especially the powerful emotion of anger! As you work with and 

understand more about anger, its ability to frighten you will lessen. When you 

allow your child to encounter anger without rescuing him or her; take care of 
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yourself in the face of your child’s anger; continue to express your love; refuse to 

be manipulated by your child’s angry outbursts; and get help for situations that 

are too difficult for you, your child receives the comforting message that, as the 

adult, you are in charge.  

9. Help is always better received when it is requested. Ask your child if he or she 

wants your help. If you get anything other than a clear “yes,” abandon the project. 

Giving unsolicited help is a great way to stimulate your child’s anger, something 

you most likely will not want to do. Remember to allow the person who has the 

problem to own the problem. 

10. Once anger and hurt are experienced, or a particular way of resolving those 

feelings is explored, your child may wish to talk. Leave room for this completion 

of feelings. 

11. Enthusiasm, empathy, support, and fun in a relaxed atmosphere encourage 

exploration.  

12. Once angry feelings are acknowledged, explored, and released, encourage your 

child to develop processes for self-empowerment, which may include a plan for 

what to do next time a similar experience occurs. Setting up new, more effective 

ways of living strengthens your child for adult, independent life.  

13. Exploring anger may bring up other emotions, such as jealousy, fear, and hurt. It 

is the parent’s job to encourage a child to express his or her true feelings, even if 

they are painful; and it is equally important to teach how to release negative 

feelings without directing them toward someone else. Follow the dictum: Get 

anger out of you, but not onto others. You may want to consult other books in this 

ABC’s series to find out how to resolve the other emotions hidden in anger. 

14. If the feelings you hear expressed by your child are difficult for you to handle or 

accept, get help for yourself from a therapist, a caring and non-judgmental 

relative, a member of the clergy, or a friend. Parents need support, too! These 
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activities are not intended as a substitute for professional psychotherapy. 

Remember, if you determine that your child’s anger is more than you know how 

to (or really want to), deal with, contact a professional. 

15. Keep in mind that as you learn the skills in handling your child’s angry feelings, 

you are also identifying where you are proficient or deficient in handling anger 

that you feel. Allow yourself time and space to absorb these insights and make 

necessary changes. 

16. You may find it useful to keep a journal of your feelings to chart your progress. 

Your child may want to keep one too.  

17. Stop any activity when your child shows signs of losing interest. And remember 

this: If your child wants to invite friends to participate, make sure to obtain 

permission from the parents of his or her friends before including them in these 

activities. 

 
Overall, enthusiasm, support, and fun in a relaxed atmosphere are strong guarantees of 

effectiveness. Help your child to welcome each emotion as opportunity for growth, 

assisting him or her to develop confidence in using them as the tools they were designed 

to be.  

 

Anger-Releasing Activities 

The remainder of this book contains anger-releasing activities for you to do with your 

child. They are divided into the following three categories: 

Preventive Activities that prevent the build up of angry feelings 

Processing Activities that assist in releasing and processing anger that your 
child may already hold onto internally 
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Healing Activities that heal anger that’s been held-in and transform them 
into enthusiasm. 

 

 When you actively participate in activities like of these with your child, you 

convey the message through your words and actions that all emotions— including 

anger—are normal, human feelings that are okay to have and to express. Emphasize to 

your child how important it is to work together to get anger out of you, but not onto 

someone else. 

 

Activity 1: The 123/ABC Game 

Purpose: This game offers a wonderful opportunity to release anger without having 

to formulate concepts, place blame, or find words for what is bothering 

you. 

Rationale:  Built-up, held onto anger is what creates problems for us. When anger is 

released at the time it is first felt, such a buildup cannot occur. This way of 

“telling” the other person your anger—without directly accusing, blaming, 

or abusing—is a wonderful way of releasing the energy of anger. It is also 

effective, fun, and liberating, simultaneously preventing the buildup of 

anger. 

Tools: Two people who know the alphabet and how to count. They must be 

willing to recall angry feelings, and to share those feelings. 

Ages 5-8: It is impossible to remain angry and breathe deeply at the same time! For 

this reason, parent and child face each other, standing up, so the 

diaphragm can move freely. Decide which person will use letters and 
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which one will use numbers. Both people now close their eyes and focus 

on the recent time when anger was felt, allowing the angry feelings to 

return. When you get in contact with the angry feelings, open your eyes 

and begin sharing your anger with the other person as loudly as is 

tolerable for the situation. Rather than using words, you express your 

anger with either numbers or letters. Be creative. You can spell out your 

anger, determine its size by using huge numbers, or by changing the pitch, 

volume or tone of your voice. Even the angriest person usually begins to 

laugh after a few minutes.  

  Five- and six-year-olds may not know the numbers and alphabet 

well enough to do this activity in just this way. Instead, each person can 

make up a language using favorite sounds. You could use the “Buh 

Language” and your child could use the “Chukka Chukka Language,” for 

example. 

Ages 9-11: People of all ages can play this game. 9- to 11-year-olds spend a lot of 

time in groups, teams, and families. Since children experiment with the 

attitudes and emotions of those around them, your child may pick up anger 

from someone in a group to which he or she belongs, taking it on as if it 

were personal. This is a wonderful activity to do with one another, so 

bring out the numbers and letters! Pitting adults against children in this fun 

activity is almost as fun as Dad and one child challenging Mom and 

another child. Releasing angry energy in this way allows you to release so 

completely you may forget your original upset!  
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Ages 12-14: Teenagers may deem this activity “silly,” though if a parent starts hurling 

numbers or letters in the direction of an angry young teen, it does not take 

long to draw them into the challenge. Teens may not want to share the 

details of every angering situation, especially since so many of their issues 

involve anger with peers. This activity allows you and your young teen to 

play the roles of the angry parties and release anger without the necessity 

to discuss actual details or reveal confidences. 

Activity 2: What I Want to Become “Next Time” 

Purpose:  To build a sense of personal empowerment in your child by developing a 

plan for working with anger in the future. 

Rationale:  Especially when you are a child, anger indicates violation of some type, all 

too often accompanied by the feeling there is nothing we can do about it. 

The reality is that each person always has power and control over his or 

her own part in any situation. Just as in a scene from a movie, all that 

needs to happen for the movie to be different is that one of the actors 

changes his or her role. This activity demonstrates your child’s ability to 

change his or her role.  

In most families, parents and children play the same roles over and 

over again. A great number of anger-causing experiences are repetitive, so 

developing the intention to play our own part differently next time can 

change the entire family’s way of functioning. Having fun creating the 

plan, increases the likelihood that it will be remembered and put into 

practice in the future. Be attentive! Do not feed responses to your child—
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honesty is extremely important for releasing angry feelings, as well as for 

maintaining high self-esteem. 

Tools: All you need is imagination and intention—imagination for determining 

what you would like to do “next time,” and the intention to learn and 

change. 

Ages 5-8:  Once an anger-causing situation has occurred, your child may begin 

reacting verbally or through actions. When you notice this happening, 

invite your child to participate in a game with you that offers a fun way to 

deal with the anger. Then explain that people feel better when they have 

some ideas about how they can change situations. Offer an example: “The 

next time I feel angry with you, I will ask you to hear what I would like 

you to do differently next time instead of speaking loudly or sharply to 

you.”  

The first ideas may be heavy-handed or vindictive. Allow your 

child to express these without judgment or reaction. Use reflective 

comments instead, such as “So, your idea is to knock over your friend’s 

bike if she tries to ride away. I wonder what would happen then.” 

Expressed desires to hurt others can also be accepted and reflected, as in 

“Right now you would like to knock your friend down,” allowing such 

statements to flow freely. 

When your child’s anger has dissipated through such talk, assist in 

preventing the buildup of angry feelings by helping your child develop 

personal power. To do this, say “Every time something happens between 
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two people, each one of them has a part in what happened. Nobody can 

change the part of another person, but everybody can change their own 

part. If your friend does the same thing to you on another day, would you 

like to make your part different?” By agreeing to change his or her own 

part, your child will learn to prevent the buildup of helpless feelings and 

the anger that lies under them. 

Together, brainstorm possible new ways to act. In the beginning, 

the ideas do not have to be realistic. Stimulate a creative problem-solving 

response by not immediately limiting what is or is not possible. 

Eventually, your child will settle on a realistic plan of what can be done 

“next time.” When this happens, encourage your child to announce the 

plan aloud (because the spoken word has power). For example, your child 

may announce, “The next time my friend leaves me, I’m going to go right 

home and do something fun until my friend is ready to come back and 

play.” Instead of being a victim, your child becomes a winner who is in 

charge of his or her own reaction and trusts that things will work out, even 

though the situation is painful in the moment. A child who learns to turn a 

negative emotional situation into a self-nurturing experience has no 

incentive to hold onto anger, and is destined to become a more 

emotionally balanced adult. 

Ages 9-11: The field of peer counseling teaches us that emotional healing often 

involves four signs of healing: crying, sweating, shaking, and laughing. 

Silliness and laughter release, heal, and prevent buildup of anger, since 
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acting and sound effects are natural methods for releasing and preventing 

the negative buildup of angry feelings in this age group, acting out the 

choice of what to do “next time” is very powerful. You can pretend to be 

the individual who stimulates your child to feel angry, or you can let your 

child be that person while you play the role of your child. Follow your 

child’s lead, joining in with the activity of sticking out your tongue, 

making full–fledged “raspberries,” or silly faces. You want your child to 

experience you as an ally, even though you may not view the situation the 

same as he or she does. This activity usually involves a lot of silliness! 

Ages 12-14: Angry people often experience themselves as victimized people. Since 13-

year-olds in particular are re-examining how much power they can have 

over their own lives (the first time is at age 4), this is a very important idea 

to explore together. Help your child learn that true power is exercising 

mastery over oneself, not over others, especially since it is impossible to 

change the past or other people. Remind your child that the only time any 

of us has power is in the present, so changing his or her own part in the 

present will maximize feeling power within him or her self and in the 

situation. Your young teen will enjoy actively and consciously taking part 

in changing his or her role, while simultaneously developing a strong 

sense of personal empowerment for life. 
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Activity 3: Flowing Colors 

Purpose:  To provide practice in moving the energy of anger (usually depicted as 

red) to a softer, more loving energy (usually depicted as pink). 

Rationale:  Humans are creatures of habit. Furthermore, what we focus our attention 

on, we tend to become. This means that if you want your child to develop 

a positive way of relating to anger, you need to help him or her establish a 

new habit of focusing on something other than anger. The point of this 

activity is that this can be done with color as easily as with words.  

To align with the way energy works, teach your child this 

principle: Pay attention to what you want to become, not to what you want 

to overcome. Help your child learn to refocus attention (energy) in the 

direction he or she chooses, rather than on the actions or words of another 

person. This way, not only will your child be empowered, but the other 

person will not be reinforced (given energy) for those painful actions or 

words. 

Tools: Finger paints (homemade by mixing prepared starch and tempura paints, 

or purchased) and a long piece of paper (such as a roll of shelving paper). 

Large pieces of paper and crayons can also be used. Place everything on 

your protective shower curtain.  

Ages 5-8: Children love art activities, so invite your child to learn about anger by 

finger painting. With your child’s agreement, focus on the last time he or 

she felt really angry. While still feeling the emotion, instruct that a color 

be selected (it’s okay if it’s not red!). Beginning on the left edge of the 
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paper, encourage your child to put those angry feelings on the paper, using 

the finger paints or crayons. Encourage your child to take time, enjoying 

the finger painting experience (with crayons, urge scribble drawings rather 

than depictions). Stand back and allow your child to enter this expressive 

world in complete absorption. You can participate in the activity if you 

wish, but do not distract your child. When your child is finished, ask him 

or her to look at what color those angry feelings have turned into by the 

time the right edge of the paper has been reached. Children’s art usually 

progresses from darker to lighter colors, left to right, in this activity. If 

your child wants to discuss the experience, take the time and be a 

reflective, accepting listener. It’s okay to ask questions like “Where did 

you feel those angry feelings in your body?” or “Did you notice anything 

different in your body when the colors started to lighten?” Keep and post 

the painting for future reflection. 

Ages 9-11:  Though the activity is the same, older children will be interested in adding 

such things as noises (especially boys) or names (for a person stimulating 

the anger, especially girls). At this age, girls in particular are usually part 

of a very challenging social scene in which compatriots can be cruel, 

rejecting, judgmental, and spiteful. Help with this by talking about 

incidents you may have experienced at a similar age, and include both 

your experience and your learning when the completed pictures are 

shared. This can be very instructive for your child, building a stronger 

relationship between you as your similarities are explored. 
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Ages 12-14: Your child may be reluctant to name a person toward whom anger is felt, 

especially because loyalty to peers is very important at this age. Respect 

these limits, because children of this age are also highly sensitive to 

criticism and humiliation, needing an extra measure of your full and 

loving acceptance. Doing the activity is enough. Do not insist on talking 

about it, although sharing your own feelings—especially your learning—is 

usually a good idea. If you have not yet fully worked through your own 

angry feelings, share them with other adults, not your child. 

 

Activity 4: Water Calms Emotion & Prevents Angry Buildup 

Purpose:  Teaching your child how to use one of nature’s powerful elements to 

balance the energy of anger. 

Rationale:  Water is very calming following (or during) an emotional upset, when 

anger is being directed at your child, and in ongoing anger-producing 

situations. Because three quarters of the earth’s surface is covered by 

water, and our bodies contain a high percentage of water, it has a very 

powerful influence on humans. Teaching your child to use and work with 

water is a tool that can be used with anger throughout life. 

This activity helps to prevent the buildup of held-in anger, and can 

be used whenever your child is irritable, recovering from an upset, tired, 

or ill. If the water-based activity involves a lot of water— such as in 

swimming or playing under a garden hose—it works as a method for 
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processing and releasing anger because it encourages deep breathing 

involving the diaphragm. 

Tools: Collect a variety of items from the following list: garden hose, measuring 

cups, plastic bottles, cookie sheet or tray, bucket, and balloons. You can 

also find a swimming pool. Select the items based on the form of activity 

you and your child choose or have available to you. If you have available 

outdoor space, go there. Otherwise, spread plastic or head for the bathtub. 

Ages 5-8:  Little children love water play. Put containers—like the measuring cups, 

plastic bottles or plastic spoons—on a cookie sheet. Fill one cup or bottle 

with water. (For added interest, fill up several containers, adding a drop of 

food coloring to each.) Stand back and observe your child’s spontaneous 

water play. Do not guide or focus your child’s activity toward anger per 

se. Children know intuitively what they need to do to restore emotional 

balance, something that occurs from tirelessly pouring water from 

container to container, mixing the colors, and getting themselves wet! 

Playing this same way in the bathtub is also calming. Place a 

plastic shelf board across the tub at one end, so the items to be used can be 

placed on top. Be sure to rinse your child off with running water at the end 

of this healing bath, rinsing all the negative bits of anger off and chasing 

them down the drain! Children enjoy making a ritual of this part. 

A simple, yet extremely effective way to use water when your 

child has experienced emotional upset or had someone angry with him or 
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her is to offer water to drink, which calms the emotions almost 

immediately. 

Ages 9-11: A really great warm-weather way of processing anger for this age is by 

hosting a water balloon fight. Fill small balloons with water and tie the 

necks closed. They can then be used for target practice, or in “combat” 

with a willing adversary. Getting drenched with the water from such a 

balloon fight releases and heals anger’s energy in a powerful, fun way. 

Ages 12-14: Water works well with the emotions of young teens, too. There are many 

additional variations of using water to work with emotions, including hose 

fights (not during drought, of course!), and lap swimming or chase games 

(like Marco Polo) in a pool. Otherwise, the activity is the same for your 

older child. 

 

Activity 5: The Destruction Derby 

Purpose:  To release as much of the energy of anger as possible, in a fun, non-hurtful 

way. 

Rationale:  There are many ways to work with the energy of anger. When we accept 

that anger operates as a signal, we want to allow it to move through us, 

offering its message as it goes. Since human beings are designed as 

channels for emotions (much as a riverbed works as a channel for water), 

it is important to teach your child to channel anger—whether gentle or 

thunderous—without harming or inconveniencing anyone. 
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Tools: A playground-type ball, magazines and newspapers, Play-Doh, your 

protective shower curtain, and a large garbage bag to corral the mess. 

Ages 5-8:  Offer to help your angry child release the energy of the anger. With your 

child’s assent, work together to get out newspapers and/or magazines and 

place them on the outspread shower curtain. Demonstrate for your child 

how to rip and tear the magazines and newspapers, simultaneously making 

growling, grunting, screaming, and verbal sounds. Use your imagination 

and spontaneity. As your child rips and tears the papers, encourage the 

expression of thoughts, words, and emotions that may come to the surface. 

They may be difficult for you to hear; but be as tolerant as you can. 

Remember, when emotions are expressed they are not staying lodged 

inside, where their habit is to grow. This is only a process, so as you allow 

it to unfold, assume the posture of one watching water in the riverbed roll 

past.  

When an area of life is emptied, it creates a vacuum. This is what 

your child will do as the angry feelings are expressed. Since nature abhors 

a vacuum, other emotions will be drawn in to take the place of anger—

usually lighter and happier ones. The most expectable feeling is that of 

enthusiasm. You may observe your child’s ripping and tearing to be quite 

active or violent at first, eventually slowing down as your child releases 

the energy of anger. When the angry energy appears to you to be fully 

released, invite your child to help you gather all the pieces and throw away 

the spent anger they represent. 
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Create a dramatic ceremony of dumping the anger-filled paper in 

an outside dumpster if you can, emphasizing that you are taking your 

child’s angry energy far away! Encourage your child to say, “Goodbye, 

anger; I’m finished with you!” as the bag is dumped. Since ink tends to 

rub off, it’s a good idea to follow this activity with a shower, which will 

help your child re-balance even more. 

Ages 9-11:  Action! Noise! Activity! That’s what children this age love, and love to 

create. This activity is a “natural” for them—the more ripping, the better. 

Your 9-11-year-old child will also enjoy using the bouncy ball to kick and 

hit against the side of a building, a retaining wall, or a target (such as a 

large piece of plywood nailed to two-by-four’s hammered into the 

ground). Putting a picture on the target of an individual toward whom he 

or she feels angry makes this activity extremely satisfying as your child 

kicks, smashes with a fist, or throws the ball at the picture. 

Ages 12-14: Young teens can get quite silly or talkative when smashing and kicking the 

ball or tearing and ripping paper. Remember that the signs of healing are 

crying, laughing, sweating, and shaking. A child who is laughing, while 

harmlessly smashing a despised teacher or peer with a playground ball, is 

definitely releasing anger and healing. 

Children of this age may cry during or after releasing their angry 

feelings (though some will not want you to notice). They may also wish to 

talk; so take time to listen, support, reflect and talk if you possibly can. Set 

a 15- or 30-minute length of time for your discussion if your time is 
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limited; but do give your child the message that his or her emotions and 

thoughts are important to you. Trust your child’s inner knowing to lead 

him or her to a new understanding and basis for feeling. 

 

Activity 6: Screams and Hollers 

Purpose:  To engage drama and the voice for releasing anger. 

Rationale:  One of the places people hold onto anger is in the throat, so it is vital to 

teach your child how to clear the energy of anger from the throat in ways 

that do not disturb themselves or others. This activity offers an opportunity 

for both release and important learning. 

Tools: A willingness to yell, scream, and dramatize. Silent screams can be used 

in situations where real screams may create problems, such as in 

apartments, condos, or at school. In situations where they will not bother 

others, real screams are encouraged. Screaming into the wind at the beach, 

in one’s own room at home, into a pillow, or in the running shower with 

the door closed will provide opportunity for real screaming. 

Ages 5-8:  When you become aware that your child is agitated and angry, seek 

permission to teach a special way to scream. With a clear assent, proceed 

with the best way of teaching—modeling. Without making a sound, 

scream as loudly and dramatically as possible. Then, request that your 

child do the same. Vary the activity, silently screaming together, at each 

other, toward a target, or in a ritualistic way whenever you encounter 

frustrations.  
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Another variation of this activity is screaming into a pillow. It’s 

such a different way to release anger that it almost seems like a different 

activity. Scream as loudly as you want, as long as your face is deeply 

buried in the pillow, which muffles the sound. Real screams are the same, 

dramatically, as silent screams, only with sound. If your child has been 

hanging onto anger for a while so that it has built up, take him or her to a 

natural setting—deep in the woods, at the beach or facing up into a tall 

tree—where the scream can be released into the arms of nature. 

Ages 9-11:  Draw on your 9-11 year old child’s sense of drama, though the activity is 

the same. 

Ages 12-14: Imitating rappers, singers, television programs, commercial personalities, 

a character from a computer game, or a character from a play or book are 

methods for allowing the scream to come out without a level of personal 

revelation that can frighten. Though it may look like “only play” to you, if 

your child is drawn to this activity and gets into it, healing and energy-

release will occur. Young teens can be very creative as to how, where, and 

as whom they want to scream and holler! 

 

Activity 7: Creating a “Hate” Letter or Picture 

Purpose:  To release anger by taking personal action that does not hurt anyone or 

cause anger to be passed back and forth between people. 

Rationale:  Characteristically, our brains behave the same way every time we 

encounter a particular emotion. With anger, for example, we tend to stay 
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angry for a while, then tuck it away as we get busy or distracted with other 

things. Yet, when a similar anger-stimulating experience occurs, that anger 

bursts out and we feel it all over again. Your child can avoid repeating the 

same anger patterns throughout his or her entire lifetime based on the 

work you do together now to heal and let go of anger. This activity mimics 

the brain’s behavior, but inserts a release step that derails the constant 

repetition. 

Tools: Large pieces of paper (newsprint or newspaper size is wonderful), crayons 

or markers, and your protective shower curtain. For letter writing, a pen or 

pencil and paper. 

Ages 5-8:  Ask your angry child to draw a picture of the person or situation toward 

whom she is feeling angry. Encourage the use of every different color 

related to the person, the incident or the angry feelings. If your child feels 

like obliterating the picture by scribbling over the people or objects, allow 

it. When complete, the two of you are to hide the drawing away. Ask your 

child to say these words: “Anger, I’m hiding you away.”  

Leave the picture hidden overnight. Next day, take it out and allow 

your child to change, improve, add, or scribble over it, to include things 

that may have been forgotten or which come up as the picture is being 

reviewed.  

After repeating “Anger, I’m hiding you away again,” hide the 

picture away overnight. The following day, both of you take the picture 

out, look at it, change it in any way your child desires, and then have your 
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child destroy it. Have him or her rip it up and throw it away, all the way to 

an outside refuse container. As the angry picture is discarded, ask your 

child to say aloud, “Anger, I’m sending you away from me; I don’t need 

you any more.” As the process is completed, give your child a glass of 

water to drink (for rebalancing). 

Ages 9-11:  Older children with a greater command of the skills of writing can create a 

“Hate Letter” instead of the picture. The Hate Letter is written to the 

person toward whom you feel angry, yet is never sent. Instead, after your 

child dates it, writes the person’s name (with no “dear” in the salutation!), 

writes the message, and signs his or her name at the end, hide it away 

overnight, asking him or her to repeat the words, “Anger, I’m hiding you 

away.” The following day, have your child take it out and read it, add 

corrections or new information (including other anger-stimulating 

incidents which may have been omitted), and then hide it away overnight 

a second time. On the third day, have your child read it through again, 

then destroy it by snipping it with scissors, tearing or crumpling it up. 

Discard the resulting mass in an outside refuse bin, with your child saying, 

“Anger, I don’t want or need you anymore” as it is laid to rest! 

Ages 12-14: Though the activity is the same, an additional variation that young teens 

enjoy is speaking their angry feelings and thoughts into a recording 

device. Following the same hiding, reviewing, and revising process, the 

recording must be destroyed on the third day “I release this anger” can be 

repeated over and over again as the destruction is carried out. Note: 
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Always encourage your child to address anger as “this anger” or “the 

anger,” rather than as “my anger.” This makes it easier for your child to 

turn loose of the anger, thus doing far less damage. 

 

Activity 8: Kneading and Punching Anger Away 

Purpose:  To release anger by physically manipulating dough or clay. 

Rationale:  Working with clay is a fun and highly effective way to release the energy 

of anger. Homemade Play-Doh that is colored with food coloring 

increases the effectiveness of the activity (color is healing). Such effective 

techniques for releasing anger, learned in childhood, can serve for a 

lifetime. 

Tools: Clay (modeling clay, potter’s clay, pie dough, bread dough or Play-Doh) 

and an old rolling pin. Remember to spread your shower curtain! 

Recipe for Homemade Play-Doh: 
 

2 cups flour 
1 cup salt 
1 tablespoon cooking oil 
2 cups water, plus a few drops food coloring or tempura 

paint of any color*  
 
In a large bowl, lightly combine all the ingredients to resemble 
coarse crumbs. Work the dough into a ball with your hands. If the 
dough does not hold together, add more water, a few drops at a 
time, until the dough is the desired consistency. Store wrapped in 
plastic or an airtight container up to one week. If desired, divide 
the total amount, making each portion a different color and saving 
each color in a different bag.  
 
 
*You may wish to reserve some Play-Doh without color, or tinted a lighter shade, to use 
when your child’s mood lifts. 
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Ages 5-8: Invite your angry child to work out anger by playing with clay. With 

assent, get out the clay. If you are making Play-Doh, allow your child to 

help you, including selecting colors. Play-Doh may be preferable to clay 

because it is more flexible and easier for small hands to work with.  

When fully prepared, give your child some of the Play-Doh. Most 

children will automatically begin to work with the clay, a behavior you 

can encourage. Using some of the clay yourself, demonstrate how to use 

sounds and/or words to vocalize anger. Say some things that demonstrate 

it is okay not to protect others in this exercise, because working on 

emotions is best done by saying whatever comes to mind.  

Work with the clay in many ways. Place it on the shower curtain 

and push on it with the heel of your hands, smear it across the plastic, or 

pound it with your fist. You can also gather a pile of clay, stand up, and 

using a karate-style yell, throw it down on the shower curtain with all of 

your might. You can also create a sculpture of a head or object so that it 

can be smashed. As you go through these activities, your young child will 

do some of them, too. Be sure to move slowly, so that you child can take 

the lead as much as possible, while also not hesitating to be involved 

yourself. 

Ages 9-11:  Children this age are likely to be more graphic, vulgar, or gross, using 

stronger condemnation toward the object of their anger than younger 

children. Allow as much of this as you can tolerate, as long as it does not 
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violate your family’s rules of safe conduct or acceptable behavior (for 

processing emotions). Be prepared for noises, bombs, heads rolling, and 

other powerful actions displaying anger. Enjoy this activity yourself, too! 

Ages 12-14: The activity is the same, though young teen bodies that are developing 

power and strength are fun to use, so your child may find the activity of 

throwing the clay on the floor with loud karate yells the favorite way to 

release anger! Be sure to have cleanup be part of the activity!  

 

Activity 9: Tussling for Fun  

Purpose:  To provide a harmless, physical, full-body outlet for anger’s energy that 

satisfies a child’s natural desire for physical engagement. 

Rationale:  Because people have different styles of learning, they also have different 

styles of fully releasing the energy of emotion. It is important for you to 

know your child’s style. Some people learn intellectually, some 

emotionally, and some kinesthetically (through touch or movement). This 

activity is designed for the kinesthetic learner, even though all children 

seem to enjoy it.  

Tools: Select the type of tussle preferred by your child, then select tools 

accordingly from this list: whipped cream, a number of small or moderate-

size pillows, pieces of foam, soft plastic bats, panty hose stockings stuffed 

with soft material and tied at the top to hold the material in, aluminum pie 

plates, sandwich-sized plastic bags. Remove eyeglasses and dangling 

jewelry. Wear old or dirty clothes. Spread the shower curtain! 
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Ages 5-8:  For many, nothing substitutes for a direct, physical, full-body contest. This 

can be accomplished through the fun of using “weapons” that don’t hurt, 

with an agreement to tussle with one another. The activity can be done 

between parent and child, or between two children. In the latter case, be 

sure to chaperone and moderate the activity to avoid injury, especially if 

one child is larger or stronger than the other. One way to hold the contest 

is through a pillow fight, with which we are all familiar. Use as few rules 

as possible (no face hits, stop when one person requests, etc.) and 

encourage the participants to whack the opponent with a pillow while 

making angry noises. (When two children are working out anger, it is best 

not to encourage the use of words, which can be hurtful. If you want to 

encourage your child to put words to his or her anger toward you, do so.) 

Whipped cream (or non-mentholated shaving cream) is great for 

having fun releasing the energy of anger. Cream can be piled in the child’s 

hand, or heaped into an aluminum pie plate. Be sure the participants know 

from the beginning that they may get a “pie in the face” on a one-time 

basis, as well as end up with cream all over their face and hair. If you 

don’t get an “okay” for cream in the face, you’ll engender more anger! But 

with such simple rules, anger’s energy usually turns into squeals of delight 

and fun. 

Ages 9-11:  Children of this age are stronger and more physically adept, so it is 

important that you have clear ground rules in order to keep the activity 

from becoming too rough. Rules such as “no hitting in the face,” “no 
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succession hits,” “pushing” whipped cream as opposed to throwing it, and 

having a pre-arranged signal for ending the confrontation (no trickery!), 

will keep things within bounds. If you notice that your child’s anger is so 

strong that she or he is unable to abide by the rules, abandon the project 

immediately and substitute a solitary anger activity first. Whipped cream 

tussles are great outdoors! There is a lot of fat in whipped cream, so plan 

on a warm and soapy shower (and laundry) at the end of this activity. 

Ages 12-14: Young teens will create many versions of this anger-release activity. Some 

may include whipped-cream target practice, sliding across the shower 

curtain on your stomach over a smear of cream, multi-level pillow 

fighting, and other innovations. Allow as much as you and your situation 

can tolerate. Children never forget the freedom of expressing themselves 

and their emotions in these wonderfully direct, messy ways. Older girls 

may shy away from the cream fights (“I don’t want to mess up my hair”), 

yet will still enjoy a hearty pillow fight.  

Your child may notice an increase of angry feelings after this 

activity. This is a sign of stored anger, so encourage him or her to continue 

expressing the anger until exhausted or it is all out. A good cry in your 

arms may be next. Be there for your child. Don’t try to “fix” or cheer up 

your child, just help him or her allow the healing (remember—crying, 

laughing, sweating, and shaking are signs of healing) to occur as it will. 

On this earth, in order to get beyond something, you must go through it.  
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Activity 10: Revisiting the Tantrum  

Purpose:  Another activity that offers release and healing of anger kinesthetically. 

Rationale:  Borrowed from Bioenergetics, a form of body therapy designed to release 

emotions held onto by the body, this activity will be most helpful for the 

kinesthetic learners in your family. 

Tools: A bed, mattress, futon, or thick mat and a safe environment. Remove all 

jewelry and watches and have your child wear non-restrictive clothing. 

Ages 5-8:  Even before your child evidences anger, talk with him or her about temper 

tantrums, especially that everyone has them around the age of two,  and the 

fact that it is sometimes fun to revisit the freedom of having a tantrum. 

Then, when you notice your child being angry, invite him or her to have a 

deliberate tantrum. When your child accepts your invitation, have him or 

her lie down, face up, on the mattress or mat.  

Ask your child to make a fist of each hand. Then rhythmically, one 

at a time, have your child drop the fisted hand on each side of the body, 

falling on the mat. This hitting continues, with your child establishing a 

rhythm of hitting. Now, introduce the same activity with the legs and feet, 

having your child pick up each foot and drop it to the mat. When these 

four appendages are moving smoothly and rhythmically, instruct your 

child to shake the head back and forth, first silently and then speaking 

loudly the word “no.” Now, have your child speed everything up, kicking, 

hitting and yelling “no” until she or he is exhausted. Speak only if you are 

spoken to by your child. After a rest, inquire whether all the anger has 
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been released. If it has not, repeat the process when your child is ready. If 

it has, it is likely that the emotion under anger will emerge (sadness, hurt, 

or fear). Be prepared to hold your crying child, talk about the underlying 

emotions, or sit silently together. It is also possible your child will feel 

relieved and energized, and will bounce up to go on to something else. 

Follow your child’s lead. 

Ages 9-11:  Children of this age take great delight in retro activities, i.e., going back to 

do things they did when they were younger. Many enjoy saying “no” in 

baby talk. A child of this age may be highly energetic physically, and thus 

be able to tantrum for quite a while. Be patient. 

Ages 12-14: This activity may be more readily accepted if you inform your young teen 

that it is an official adult activity, designed to help release emotions. Be 

mindful of respecting your child’s privacy. Even though she or he goes 

through a tremendous physical and emotional release, there may be no 

follow-up discussion. If this happens, suggest that your child write, record, 

or type out thoughts and emotions instead, destroying what they create 

soon after (anywhere from “immediately” to “three days”).  

 Another wonderful way to complete the releasing and healing 

process is by engaging in activities in which your child has talent (such as 

playing a musical instrument, gardening, doing some type of art work, 

running, or swimming). Expressing through our talents is emotionally 

balancing for everyone. 
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Activity 11: Fun Ways to Forgive and Let Go 

Purpose: Completion of the anger-releasing, processing, and healing activities by 

letting go of anger, leaving your child free to start over again as if no 

anger-inducing incident or behavior ever occurred. 

Rationale:  “To forgive” means “to let go.” One author, Catherine Ponder (The 

Dynamic Laws of Healing), states that under all human ills is a lack of 

forgiveness. This means that when we don’t learn to “let go” of anger, its 

energy stays inside and wreaks havoc with our health. Certainly, we want 

to teach children to let go of anger so this does not happen. People often 

are reluctant to forgive, because they think this means letting the other 

person off the hook. In reality, the person who is let off the hook through 

forgiveness is the one doing the forgiving! Whenever we hold onto anger, 

thinking that we are going to punish a transgressor, the punishment really 

occurs for the non-forgiving person, not the transgressor! When we teach 

our children to forgive, it sets them free. This, then, is a wonderful gift we 

can give to our children. 

Tools: A willing heart. A quiet place. 

Ages 5-8:  When you observe your child either (a) finished with an anger-generating 

situation, or (b) holding onto anger in order to “get” someone, ask your 

child if she or he would like to know something you have learned about 

anger. With your child’s assent, discuss how destructive the energy of 

anger (our most active emotion) can be, especially to people who hold 

anger inside and don’t let it go. Share with your child your awareness of 
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how holding onto anger and hurt damages the person doing the “holding 

on” more than the transgressor. Once you’ve talked about this (especially 

if you have examples from your own or your child’s life), invite your child 

to do something with you to let go of angry feelings so that your child 

does not continue to be hurt by the angering person or incident. When 

your child agrees, continue.  

As your child holds his or her eyes closed, ask him or her to think 

about and remember the person involved in the angry situation. Once fixed 

on this individual, ask your child to find a flower (in his or her mind) that 

is a favorite color, and pick it. The flower has a message hidden in its 

petals that says “no more angry feelings.” Suddenly, a lovely bluebird flies 

by and plucks the flower from your child’s hand, transporting it in its 

beak, all the way to the other person involved. Ask your child to observe 

how good the receipt of the flower and its message makes that person feel. 

Now tell your child to notice that the other person is also picking a 

flower that has “no more angry feelings” hidden among its petals. The 

bluebird reappears and carries this flower back to your child, making him 

or her feel good too. The bluebird flies high in the sky, grabs a corner of it 

in its beak, and pulls it down to wrap around your child. This makes all 

children feel wonderful and happy in their heart. As this occurs, ask your 

child to think of the prettiest flower ever seen, the one with the most 

wonderful smell. As this is being done, the bluebird plucks that very 

flower and brings it to your child, placing it in his or her heart to keep 



 

 

52

forever. Let your child experience this wonderful thought and feeling 

before giving instructions to open his or her eyes. On an imaginative level, 

what you are doing is taking your child through a ritual of forgiveness. 

You had your child send forgiveness to the object of anger, receive 

forgiveness in return, and then get wrapped in forgiveness that involved 

something larger than him or her self, followed by self-forgiveness.  

Ages 9-11: Even though your child is older, the activity is the same. This simple 

imaginative activity works very well with children up to the age of nine or 

ten. With a slightly older child, directly ask these four questions: (1) What 

would be the feeling if she or he totally let go of anger and forgave the 

other person; and the other person received that forgiveness? (2) What 

would being totally and completely forgiven by the other person feel like, 

including what it would feel like to accept this forgiveness? (3) How 

would she or he feel if “something bigger” forgave (let go), allowing 

everyone involved in the situation to start over again, as if the anger had 

never happened? (4) How would your child feel when totally forgiven by 

him or her self? Once this process of inquiry is complete, you can offer a 

token (such as a stone, a tiny stuffed animal or a small ceramic piece) to 

remind your child that she or he has been so completely forgiven. 

Ages 12-14: Older children can be quite philosophical. Your young teen may be 

interested in discussing the philosophy of forgiveness, its importance in 

human life, and how people keep themselves from forgiving or being 

forgiven. She or he may want to hear about some experiences you had that 
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involved forgiveness which were instructive to you. If you have a story 

about when your child had difficulty forgiving and the rewards that 

occurred when the forgiveness was accomplished, it would cement this 

learning. For example, one of my children broke an arm playing with a 

schoolmate in the playground at the age of 11. It was the second arm 

broken by that child in less than 4 weeks! My child was very angry, 

believing that “the other kid did it on purpose.” I challenged this, saying it 

was unlikely the other child woke up that morning vowing “I’m going to 

break that kid’s arm today!” When my child decided to forgive, it took 

such a load off of both children. The arm, in fact, healed faster than 

anticipated. With forgiveness complete, my child was free very soon to go 

on to other life adventures. Your young teen may wish to develop his or 

her own process and ritual of forgiving.  

 

Activity 12: Inhaling Love 

Purpose:  To symbolically replace the energy of anger with the energy of love. 

Rationale:  Releasing and letting go of anger creates a void where the energy of anger 

has been. This void then operates as a vacuum. Since nature abhors a 

vacuum, you teach your child to deliberately decide what is to be brought 

in to fill it, the energy of love! This also helps your child to learn that 

when she or he is full of love, that love tends to spill over, like a coffee or 

tea cup filled with liquid to which you add more coffee or tea. 

Tools: A good imagination that is amenable to your direction. 
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Ages 5-8:  After your child has felt anger, processed it, forgiven, and released it, 

invite him or her to fill the heart with love, to take the place of the empty 

space where the anger once was. When the invitation is accepted, ask your 

child to close his or her eyes and say something like, “Imagine that this 

room is totally full of love. What color do you think love could be? When 

you see that color, imagine that it is everywhere in this room—in every 

corner, on top of every chair, all over the floor, even in the air. Everything 

is covered with love and the color of love.” Utilize the color the child 

identifies.  

Instruct your child to breathe in all of that color (love) in the room, 

and to breathe out all the upset, confusion, hurt, and anger that may be left 

inside (your child may want to identify a color for this too). Ask your 

child to feel it disappear, magically changed by the love in the room that is 

filling up his or her body. Do this for four or five deep breaths, then invite 

your child to breathe as many more times as needed to feel totally filled up 

with love. Allow your child to open his or her eyes when ready, without 

rushing. 

Ages 9-11: The activity is the same. Your child may enjoy doing the exercise side-by-

side with you, followed by a discussion of your respective experiences. 

Ages 12-14: The whole topic of energy and how it operates in the body, and in relation 

to the Law of Vacuum, is fascinating to young teens. The Law of Vacuum 

states that whenever you give something (like old clothes, or anger) away 

or get rid of it, a vacuum is created. Since “nature abhors a vacuum,” there 
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is a tendency to pull something into the now-empty place where that thing 

(such as anger) used to be. Help your teen discover how to replace 

something less desirable (like anger) with something more desirable (like 

forgiveness or enthusiasm). You can have your child investigate this Law 

on the Internet. Teens enjoy learning “tricks” that make life work more 

smoothly, and may wish to have a more philosophical discussion with 

you. Please make the time!  

Summary 

Increasingly, research is showing the pivotal role that parents play in the development of 

their children, including their intellect, their resilience, and their ability to become 

emotionally literate and masterful in their level of consciousness and conscious choice. 

The activities you and your child do together are powerful. Processing, healing, and 

learning from anger can be life saving for both you and your child. Especially because 

anger is our most active (and potentially destructive) emotion, the growth partnership you 

enter into with your child as your relate to anger is priceless. 

When you do these activities together, you help your child to set up lifelong 

patterns that allow him or her to process and release the debilitating emotion of held-onto 

anger. As you both learn about what anger is, how it works (and how it can work against 

us), along with what can be done to release it, there is no doubt that the lives of both you 

and your child will benefit. For both of you, perceptions, success, self-esteem, physical, 

and mental health are destined to change for the better. Each time one parent and one 

child deal effectively with the powerful emotion of anger, all the world benefits, so your 

work together also changes the whole world for the better!  
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