
LEARNING BENEFIT:
OPTIMISM AND RESILIENCE  
Believe it or not, resilience and optimism are not 
“you have it or don’t have it” traits! They are both 
attributes that can be developed through practice. 
(Yay!) Think of resilience and optimism like muscles. 
The more children use their resilience and optimism 
muscles, the stronger they will become.  Studies 
show that kids who demonstrate resilience and an 
optimistic mindset...

• Are less likely to experience symptoms of 
depression and anxiety

• Have fewer behavior problems

• Have higher self-esteem (Hello! These are things 
we ALL benefit from!) 

Positive Psychology: It’s real and it works!
We asked Dr. Karen Reivich, the Director of Training 
Programs at the University of Pennsylvania Positive 
Psychology Center, to look at some of the key 
themes in Little Ellen. Watch the clips, read what she 
has to say, and then try the activities below to get 
your child’s optimism and resilience flowing.

Little Ellen takes big chances and makes a few mistakes along the way but she and her 
friends always find ways to bounce back. Little Ellen helps children understand and manage 
their emotions, develop an optimistic mindset and build resilience.

Building Resilience and Optimism 

QUESTION:  
WHY IS AN OPTIMISTIC MINDSET 
IMPORTANT? 
Dr. Reivich:  A lot of people hear the word 
optimism and think it’s about pretending bad 
things never happen, or plastering on a smiley 
face even when things are hard. But that’s not 
what optimism is! Optimism is the belief that 
good things will happen and that we have the 
ability to help make them happen. This doesn’t 
mean denying problems and struggles. In fact, 
optimism energizes us to work to find solutions, 
and it’s a mindset that makes sure that we don’t 
miss all the good things in our lives. When we 
practice optimism, we’re mentally and physically 
healthier, we’re more successful at work, school 
and sports, and we’re less likely to quit when 
things get challenging.



QUESTION:
HOW DOES LEARNING TO DISCUSS AND 
MANAGE YOUR FEELINGS HELP YOUNG 
CHILDREN BECOME MORE RESILIENT?

Dr. Reivich: Children who express their feelings 
in helpful, not harmful, ways are better at 
managing stress, calming themselves, and 
working through problems. Adults sometimes 
forget that kids have as many emotions as we 
do! And just like us, some feel good (like joy and 
love) and others don’t feel so good (like anger 
and anxiety). It’s important that our kids know 
that all feelings are okay! The goal isn’t to teach 
our kids not to be anxious, sad, or angry, it’s to 
help them notice, name, and express all those 
feelings in productive ways.

That said, like Little Ellen, most of us don’t like 
to see people we care about feeling bad. Our 
impulse is to cheer them up as fast as possible, 
but one of the most critical ways you can 
strengthen your child’s resilience is to show them 
that you’ll be there with them no matter what. 
Sometimes that means helping them figure out 
solutions to a problem, but it also means being a 
comforting presence when they’re feeling bad. 
When you create space for your kids to feel 
whatever it is they’re feeling, you teach them 
that it’s okay to not be happy all of the time 
and that’s part of being human! 

ACTIVITY:
KEEP A GOOD STUFF JOURNAL 
Keeping a Good Stuff journal teaches your child 
(and reminds YOU!) that the world is filled with 
goodness.

• Find a notebook or journal and have your 
child decorate it with stickers or pictures 
that make them happy!

• Every night, set aside a few minutes with 
your child and write down three positive 
things from the day. 

• They can be small (“My mom made my 
favorite dessert tonight”) or big (“I got my 
cast off!”).  They can be things that your 
child did (“I scored a goal!”) or that they saw 
others do (“My sister helped my brother 
with his homework.”). They can even be 
things in nature (“A cool looking bird was 
outside my window.”). 

• At the end of the month, look back with 
your child on all of the good stuff they 
experienced!

LITTLE ELLEN, BIG OPTIMISM AND BIG 
RESILIENCE!

Watch “Cheer Up, Charlie Cat” 
When Little Ellen’s cat, Charlie, feels blue, Little 
Ellen can’t cheer Charlie up, no matter how 
hard she tries. Eventually Little Ellen realizes she 
can’t fix Charlie’s sadness, but she can comfort 
her just by being by her side. 
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GAME: FEELINGS CHARADES
This fun activity will help your child build their 
emotional intelligence and resilience. 

• Help your child come up with a list of positive 
and negative feeling words and write each 
one on a slip of paper (i.e, happy, silly, excited, 
calm, proud, grateful, surprised, brave, 
nervous, sad, scared, worried, angry, bored, 
embarrassed, you get it!) 

• Put all of the words into a hat or a bowl and 
take turns choosing a word and acting it out 
for others to guess

Watch “Don’t Rain on My Parade” 
When Freckle’s big chance to play with the band 
in the town parade is cancelled because of the 
rain, Freckles gets very upset. Little Ellen helps him 
realize that he can’t change the weather, but he 
can change what he does for fun.

Little Ellen helps Freckle focus on what 
he can change in this story vs. what he 
can’t. How does focusing on what you 
can change build optimism?
Dr. Reivich: At first, Little Ellen, Freckle and Becky 
tried to make the rain stop so the parade could 
go on. It’s normal and adaptive to want to solve 
problems! But, as adults, we know not everything 
is fixable. Plus, it can be exhausting to control 
things that are truly uncontrollable. That’s why 
it’s important to learn to identify what we can 
change and what we need to accept.

GAME: CONTROL PATROL
Help your child practice identifying one part of 
a situation they can’t change, and one part they 
can change. Read them the scenarios below, 
have them explain how each situation would 
make them feel (mad, sad, worried) and then 
work with them to figure out what they can and 
can’t change.

• You want to play with a friend, but that 
friend has other plans 

• You want a really, really a big present, but it’s 
not your birthday

• You want a mint chocolate chip ice cream 
cone, but the store doesn’t sell that flavor

• You want a puppy, but someone in your 
family is very allergic to dogs

• You call your grandma to tell her you lost a 
tooth, but she doesn’t pick up the phone

• Make up your own scenarios (or take them 
from your real life) and add them to the list!

By helping your child focus on the things they 
can control, you’re helping them build confidence 
in their ability to handle what life puts in their 
path – and that’s a foundation of resilience and 
optimism. 

QUESTION:

Building Resilience and Optimism 



QUESTION:
HOW CAN WE HELP CHILDREN 
KNOW THEIR STRENGTHS AND FEEL 
COMFORTABLE BEING THEMSELVES?
Dr. Reivich: Being part of a group is one of our 
most basic needs, and sometimes for kids, that 
means pretending to like things they don’t, or 
acting in ways that aren’t comfortable to them. 
As adults, we understand that there’s a balance 
between trying new things and being true to 
oneself, but kids need our help figuring that 
balance out!  .

One of the building blocks of resilience is 
knowing your top strengths and using them 
to navigate challenges and work through 
problems. When a child operates from the 
best of who they are, they feel authentic and 
energized! You can help your child strengthen 
their resilience by working with them to tap into 
their top strengths, when they’re feeling good, 
and when they hit a rough patch.

GAME: GROW A STRENGTH
• Pick one of your child’s top strengths and do 

one fun activity each day that gives them the 
opportunity to put that strength into action! 

• Here is a list of strengths to choose from: 
Bravery, Creativity, Curiosity, Fairness, 
Forgiveness, Gratitude, Honesty, Hope, Humor, 
Kindness, Love, Perseverance, Self-Control, 
Teamwork, Zest.

Watch “Little Ellen” 
When a new peer moves in next door, Little Ellen worries her friends will like the new peer more and she’ll 
be left out. Little Ellen ultimately realizes that being herself is the best way to make new friends.
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