
D.N.A IN DETAIL 
Responding to a Tantrum 

Using D.N.A. : Describe, Name, & Acknowledge 
 
“Empathizing does not change the limits of behavior; it helps children to become better able to accept 

them.”- Dr. Becky Bailey, Conscious Discipline 

 

By describing, identifying, and acknowledging the child’s experience, you build trust and 
model the foundations of an internal mechanism for emotional regulation and problem-

solving. 

 
❖ Describe through non-judgmental noticing. 

 
“Your arms are doing this. Your legs are doing this. Your face looks like this.” 

  

Goal: to bring bodily awareness to the child (by articulating the moment verbally and 
demonstrating physically), achieve eye contact, and download calm.  
 

Downloading calm means making use of mirror neuron systems in the brain which cause 
humans to experience empathy and the “mirroring” of experiences. Usually, when you catch 
someone yawn, you yawn too. Those are mirror neurons firing which produce actions in you 
that mimic those of the person you are observing.  By observing your calm, a child can begin to 
feel that, too.  

Smile, take a deep breath, and relax your shoulders. 
  

Notice: your tone of voice. Repeat exercise to find your assertive tone if needed. Connect with 
your intention for that moment. How can I help this child achieve _____? 

 

To find your assertive tone: Look up and say, “that is the ceiling.” Look down and say, “that is 
the floor.” Now in the same tone, “sit down and look at me.” Try it now. 
 
 
 
 
 

❖ Name the feeling the child is communicating. 



 
“You seem (sad, frustrated, angry, hurt, confused, excited, hungry, scared)” 

 
Goal: give the child an opportunity to correct you and identify their emotional state as a segue 
into acknowledging their experience and pivoting towards problem-solving. 
 

Notice: your tone of voice when naming. 
Use a questioning tone to provide 
opportunity for clarification. You are making 
your best educated guess based on their 
body language. Do not stay here for long, 
use the identification of emotion as an 
immediate segue into Acknowledging.  
 

 
 

 

❖ Acknowledging the child’s desire with positive intent. 
 

“You wanted ______.” “You were hoping _______.” 
 
Goal: create a platform from which to derive an appropriate response to their experience with 
the intention of scaffolding their success. 

 
Notice: Acknowledging the child’s positive intent 
provides an important platform for pivoting into 
healthy action (problem-solving, healing, 
nurturing) rather than rumination. When we feel 
seen by others, often our emotional response is 
diffused. That’s when we have the ability to teach 
a new skill. 

 
 
 
 

Finally, if the child is no longer self-harming, harming others, or running away, 
you can offer them a choice. 

 
Say, “You have a choice.” Then offer two choices. 

 
Examples: You can take this hand on the way to the car, or you can take this hand. 

You can use a timer to take turns, or play with this toy instead. 
 

Choices help a child who is feeling out of control to feel in greater control of their environment 
and their emotions. A child who is dysregulated may take some time to make a choice. If the 

child does not respond after 5 seconds, offer the choice again. 


