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Emotional Intelligence
by John D!Auria

Rather than a treasure trove of fond and positive memories, for many of us, our middle school and adolescent 

years can conjure up a time of emotional turbulence, hyper self-consciousness, and bewildering peer relation-

ships. My own early adolescent experiences in New York -those which I have not repressed- are a jumble of 

vulnerable, anxious, and guarded emotional responses. Recently, a high school student looking back at the in-

sensitivities she exchanged during her middle school years commented, ÒWhen you are in seventh grade, you 

donÕt know how to say things, how to ask others not to say (mean) things. You donÕt know how not to hurt peo-

pleÕs feelings. You donÕt really mean what you say, but you donÕt know how to say what you mean, so words 

just spill out, all venom and malice. Later (all these insults) made me ashamed, but I didnÕt know how to say, 

ÒIÕm sorry.Ó

The question that looms over this period in childrenÕs lives is whether such behavior is part of a developmental 

stage or whether education can alter this kind of insensitive communication. From my vantage point, it is a little 

bit of both, and I am confident that if greater focus and attention are paid to this arena, improvement can be 

achieved. However, the kind of education required to sensitize adolescent communication is not one that is for-

mulaic or prescribed. Workbook exercises or lists of recommendations on how to be nice only provide superfi-
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cial relief. Students need opportunities to identify and express their feelings in more descriptive ways. Just as 

we would like them to understand the passages of music in a symphony or analyze the theme of a novel, we also 

need to help young people distinguish and differentiate their feelings into shades and nuances. Marshall Rosen-

berg, author of a rich and helpful book entitled, Nonviolent Communication, A Language of Life, suggests that

ÒOur repertoire of words for calling people names is often larger than our vocabulary of words that allow us to 

clearly describe our emotional states.Ó Since Rosenberg was referring to adults, it should not surprise us that 

name-calling is practiced by teenagers and their adult ÒmentorsÓ more than clear expressions of emotion. Rather 

than, ÒI am feeling embarrassed, scared, or anxious,Ó we often hear, ÒShe is such a jerk. He is such a fool.Ó As a 

parent, when I finally understood this missing link between insensitive communication and the feeling beneath 

the words, I realized that no lecture, encouraging pep talk, or admonition was as powerful as how I modeled the 

expression of my own emotions, particularly my anger and frustration. I also understood that what seemed like 

such a rational and helpful lesson to teach my kids was going to be a challenging and demanding personal en-

deavor.

Anger felt like the one emotion I was comfortable conveying. It took me well into my adulthood to understand 

that my anger often camouflaged a whole range of other emotions. Beneath my fuming surface eruption often 

resided one or more of the following sentiments: shame, humiliation, disgust, fear, or a sense of powerlessness, 

none of which I was comfortable conveying directly. I think it was the amalgam of these other feelings that 

sometimes made my anger sound more frightening to observers, particularly my children.  I also started noticing 

that when I was critical and angry at other people, name-calling and general criticism allowed me to ignore and 

dismiss my own deeper feelings. It was a way to avoid doing the more courageous work of understanding my 

own emotional landscape. While this is challenging work for most of us, men and women come to this chal-

lenge equipped with different cultural assets and obstacles. Regardless of gender, however, I am convinced that 

being able to name, describe, and understand oneÕs emotions is a resource far more valuable than we have pre-

viously acknowledged. While this skill may not find its way into commonly named 21st century skills, it is an 

asset worth passing on to our children. A head start in this arena may be more valuable to young peopleÕs fu-

tures than a new and upgraded piece of technology.  The challenges already confronting youth today require a 

range of emotional competencies and a knowledge of self that go far beyond what was demanded of us at their 

age.

Our work with our children and students in this area, however, canÕt begin just with them. It must begin with 
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our own self-awareness and requires the insight and the patience to understand our own feelings, and where ap-

propriate, the articulation of those emotions in our own words. When adults model that kind of communication, 

our young people will have more examples to guide their own expressions of feelings. While traditionally, this 

might have been an area where girls excelled and boys lagged behind, all our students, including our young 

men, need to practice expressing their emotions in order to access the knowledge that comes from understand-

ing oneÕs feelings. This is a form of health instruction as valuable as teaching good nutrition and physical well-

ness.

Do we believe that all our children can benefit from understanding the complexity of their feelings? How we 

answer that question will help to decide whether the insensitivities so often associated with young adolescent 

communication can be moved a step away from the Òand this too will passÓ developmental column and closer to 

the ÒI believe I have more influence than I thinkÓ side of this question.

Finally, I want to share a story that illustrates the potential our young people have for gaining insights about 

their internal workings, particularly their emotional landscapes.  When I was a middle school principal, a stu-

dent was sent to my office for hitting another student Òfor no apparent reason.Ó Fortunately, no one was hurt or 

injured but when I interviewed the student about his outburst, he was not able to describe any rationale for what 

he did. I told him that this response was unacceptable and I needed to understand better his anger. With a little 

time and an unyielding expectation from me, he wrote the following (names have been changed).

Why I Punched Robbie Mason by Ricky Randell

I have never really thought highly of Robbie Mason anyway because he shows off and is too much of an 

innocent-like bully. I really started to dislike him last year in 6th grade when I was a class nerd. What I mean is 

I was the person to pick on and the scapegoat. He was one of the top instigators. But I think that is only a small 

fractional part of why I hit him. After thinking it over for the day I found out the real reason why I hit him is be-

cause of an old friendship. Enter Andy King. Andy was the first person I met when I moved to town. Picture two 

really great friends. We explored, went to movies, invented weird things and were all around best friends 

until....4th grade and then came Robbie Mason. He was a sports freak and still is. But everything was fine 

and dandy. Then at the end of 5th grade he moved about two streets away from Andy. And ever since, we have 

been slowly moving away from each other and Andy and Robbie have become best friends. Andy doesn’t even 

acknowledge my existence except for church youth group. So when I hit Robbie I really was hitting Andy be-
3



cause I was only feeling sorry for myself.

The young man who wrote this accomplished some important work and used his feelings to learn more about 

the forces that were invisibly influencing his behavior. Once these feelings became visible, the probability that 

these same emotions would continue to exercise an undetectable influence on him was lessened. In effect, he 

became emotionally smarter. It is for that reason that I think this kind of work has to be considered an invaluable 

aspect of what it means to be educated.

School Committee Notes 5/13/10
SuperintendentÕs Report:

Acknowledgements:
★ Mark Eardley, Gene Zupkofska, and Scott Parsons for service above and beyond in providing a cost 

effective means to extend the life of our tennis courts for another year;;
★ Jim Farrington, Night Supervisor and acting Head Custodian at Luce for organizing a vendor 

demonstration/training session that provided a cost free means of stripping and resurfacing the gym 
floor at Luce;;

★ Carla Dumont, Jasminka Friedman and Kristen Cabral for conducting in-house English Language 
Learner ( ELL) Professional Development Training to 35 teachers and 1 principal-the trainings en-
sure that our teachers are keeping pace with our changing demographics and are more equipped to 
meet the needs of ELLs and better understand their various cultures

★ Mrs. Linda Badoian for years of quiet, behind-the-scenes support by preparing a home cooked meal/
buffet for scores of math meet teachers/coaches and students who participate in the New England 
Math Meet

★ Lori Cohen and Molly Notkin , for their work in getting the Math Boosters up and running-for the 
2nd year, the boosters have assisted at the New England Math Meet by providing food and beverages 
for the mathletes and assisting Mrs. Badioan, providing salads and helping with set up and break 
down  

★ The Canton High School Alumni Association for donating  $2523 in order to provide a technology 
system for the new fitness center that will be established at Canton High-the system will allow stu-
dents staff to track the progress of participants as they work on personal fitness goals

★ The Haggerty family for donating $15,000 to the Hansen Elementary School as part of a Fidelity 
Charitable Gift Fund grant- the money will be used to buy new computers and books for the school

The Superintendent announced that Ms. Debra Bromfield has accepted the position of Director of Student Serv-

ices for the Canton Public Schools. Ms. Bromfield is currently the Director of Special Education and the Title 1 

Director for the Masconomet Regional School District in Topsfield, MA.  She has worked at Masconomet as an 

administrator for the past ten years.  In addition to her experience as an educational leader, Ms. Bromfield has 
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taught at the college level and has degrees from Boston University, University of North Carolina and the Har-

vard Graduate School of Education.

Budget Update

The School Committee voted unanimously to return to the Town $205,337.  After Town Meeting completed its 

work at the end of April, the School Department was notified by the Department of Education that their request 

for extraordinary relief under the Circuit Breaker program was approved.  This will provide the schools with an 

additional $205,337  that must be applied to special education costs.  However, since the schools can now util-

ize this new source of funds for its special education costs, it will free up the same amount of operational dollars 

that can now be returned to the Town.

Grade 6 Community Problem Solving Team

The Sixth Grade Community Problem Solving Team consisting of Tiffany Ha, Prisca Joseph, Madeline Naglin, 

Siobhan McKenna, Courtland Priest, Masha Smirnova, and Mia Tess presented their ÒHelping Heifer Interna-

tional ProjectÓ that landed them a first place finish in the State competition and a chance to compete Nationally 

later this month.  The students, in a dramatic and colorful way, shared important information about the work of 

the Heifer Foundation that aims to move families toward self-reliance through livestock, extensive training, and 

Òpassing the gift.Ó  The gift relates to the donation of an animal such as a cow and when that cow gives birth to 

an offspring, that offspring is in turn donated to another needy family.  The team is coached by Elisa Blanchard,  

Maki Tess, and Phuong Tang.   

Other School News

¥ The School Committee voted to extend last yearÕs residency recertification pilot to grade 9.  Consequently, the 

families of all incoming sixth graders and all incoming ninth grade students will need to provide proof of resi-

dency in order to enroll in fall classes.  A letter will be emailed to all impacted households explaining the details 

of the recertification process.  

¥The Committee voted to adopt a change in the entrance policy for first graders. This change  is aimed at pro-

viding a little more flexibility for students who have completed a year in a private school Kindergarten and 

demonstrate academic and social readiness for first grade.  The new policy now reads:
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Grade One: A child entering grade one must be six years of age or older on or before Septem-
ber 1st of the year of entrance into grade one.  Children who do not meet CantonÕs grade one 
age requirement but have successfully completed kindergarten in another public school and 
then relocated to Canton for grade one will be accepted for grade one placement.  

If a child has successfully completed Kindergarten in a private school and there are data indi-
cating that the child is ready for first grade and is within three months of our age cutoff for 
first grade, a parent or guardian may request that the appropriate elementary principal review 
the childÕs readiness.  This would involve an examination of a portfolio of a childÕs work as 
well as a review of the childÕs social readiness.  Upon completion of this review, the principal 
will make a recommendation to the Superintendent based the childÕs readiness.  If the Super-
intendent agrees that there is sufficient evidence that the child is ready for first grade, enroll-
ment can proceed.  However, if the child is judged not to be ready, the student will only be 
allowed to enroll in Kindergarten. The decision of the Superintendent is final and cannot be 
appealed.

¥The Committee approved its new schedule of meetings for the next school year.  The schedule is as follows:
2010

July 29
August 26

September 2
September 23

October 7
October 21
November 4
November 18
December 2
December 16

2011
January 6
January 20
February 3
February 17
March 10
March 24
April 7
April 14
May 12
May 26
June 16
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