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Self Regulation: What Can We Do?

1. Modeling and ‘voicing’ our own self regulation and teaching self regulation.

2. Making our language ‘productive.’ 

3. Teaching specific techniques to help children ‘up and down’ regulate. 

4. Planning environments and routines that help children be calm, alert and focussed.
 

5. Time to practice self regulation through self directed play.

6.  Replacing praise with specific descriptive feedback so children know what is 
working.

7. Giving children choices and time for ‘struggles.’ and problem solving. 
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Self Regulation: What Is It?

Self regulation is key to being calm, alert and focussed.  It is:
•the ability to control impulses and STOP doing something. 
•The capacity to do something (even when we don’t want to).
Self regulation is a greater predictor of long term success than I.Q.
Self regulation is NOT compliance.
Even the most high achieving people need to self regulate depending on the situation.

Aspects of Self Regulation
Arousal and Recovery
This is when the brain is calm and focussed

Emotional Regulation 
How to help kids manage their own emotions
Understanding that what’s in your head is different that what’s in my head.

Behaviour Regulation
Socialization, learning how to be with others (‘frequent fighters’ or ‘active avoiders’)

Attention Regulation
The capacity to switch and attend to things they may not want to at first.

Bonus!!!!   When self regulation guides our practice our self regulation is increased.
Adapted from Jane Beach & Jane Bertrand
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“There is a growing awareness among developmental scientists that the better a child can self-regulate, the 

better she can rise to the challenge of mastering ever more complex skills and concepts. In the simplest 

terms, self-regulation can be defined as the ability to stay calmly focused and alert, which often 

involves – but cannot be reduced to – self-control. The better a child can stay calmly focused and alert, 

the better he integrates the diverse information coming in from his different senses, assimilates it, and 

sequences his thoughts and actions. For someone who thinks that self-regulation is really just a matter of 

a child’s getting in control of his negative emotions, there is very little difference between self-regulation 

and compliance. But, unlike compliance based on punishment, self-regulation nurtures the ability to cope with 

greater and greater challenges because it involves arousal states, emotions, behavior, and – as the child 

grows older – thinking skills.”   Stuart Shanker
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1. Modeling and ‘voicing’ our own self regulation and teaching self regulation.

Voicing Our Own Self Regulation
When we share own challenges to STOP doing things that are not productive and START what we 

need to do we help children understand that self regulation is something we all need to work on and 

we give them a a window into our decision making process

Co-regulation
Energy is contagious!  Even though some situations can challenge our ability to remain calm or summon 

enthusiasm when we can be aware of our own state we can make adjustments that help our children 

manage their energy.  Simple adjustments like pausing, lowering our voices, taking a break and 

refocussing can be keys to helping children choose productive behaviour.

2. Making our language ‘productive.’ 
It is difficult for our brain to hold a negative so if we phrase our conversations and directions using 
positive language children are more likely to follow our directions.  I say, “It is more productive to tel 
people what you want rather than what you don’t want.
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I used to say But now I say

It is your job to do everything you can to learn 

and not get in the way of other people’s learning.

It is your job to do everything you can to learn 

and let other people do their learning.

Don’t touch the candy. (toys, fill in the ______. ) Your hands need to be 

Stop kicking your feet. Your feet need to be still.

Stop YELLING! I can hear you better if you use a quiet voice

Why do you think …? Can you tell me about your thinking?

Strengths and needs Areas of strength  

areas to strengthen

mailto:jcpolitano@gmail.com
mailto:jcpolitano@gmail.com


3. Teaching specific techniques to help children ‘up and down’ regulate. 
Every child (adult) needs to learn more about how to self regulate.
Children ALL have challenges but we have the knowledge and power to help them do and be their 
best. We can show children strategies to ‘up regulate and down regulate’ so they can learn to deal 
with challenging situations and move from reaction to action, establish self regulation ‘friendly’ 
environments and invite engagement.
 A wise friend passed this quote on to me,

"There is always a 3rd alternative between fight or flight, that is, to float.”
We have the power to show our children ways they can manage their own self regulation.

Our brain’s main job is our survival!

Think of what affects your sensory systems?
Auditory

Visual

Tactile

What do you do for your self?
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Thank you to Brenda Whittam Neary for sharing this model.

Brain stem

Bottom Up

Top Down
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3 Main States of Regulation
!

Under stimulated!
Sleepy, lethargic, sluggish, spacey. Difficulties focusing.

"Just Right"
Calm, alert and focused. Able to play and learn

!Overstimulated
!!Hyper, overexcited, angry, worried, out of control. Difficulties focusing.

Making Every Brain The Best It Can Be

I am constantly on the lookout for 2 things:
1.activities that will help children understand that their are things they can do to make their 
brains and bodies work together more efficiently.  
2.activities that will help children develop their self regulation.

Try this:

Print the alphabet with your non-dominant hand.

Do some activities to get the 2 sides of your brain working together.

Print the alphabet with your non-dominant hand.

What do you notice?
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Techniques to Increase Self Regulation ‘top down’ and ‘bottom up.’

Using Brain Gym Activities to Promote Self Regulation
I am not a certified Brain Gym instructor but I have had great results when I have adapted Brain 
Gym activities to meet the needs of my children.  I build them in throughout the day and include 
them here in the hope you may find things you can do with your family.  The purpose of these 
activities are to help children do and be their best by moving and using both sides of their brains. 
Using both sides of the brain lets us acess our rational and emotional strengths.

• Water
• Helps maintain balance of neurotransmitters facilitating thinking
• Moistens air sacks in lungs helping blood to receive more oxygen.

• Brain Buttons
• Wakes up neurological pathways related to eye teaming
• Helps eyes to work together
• Put one hand over navel. Put thumb and forefinger of the other hand in front of eyes.  Move 

this hand down to just below collar bones.  Move thumb and forefinger in a circular motion.  
Move eyes in a horizontal line left to right. Breathe.  For really young children we just have 
then rub with all their fingers.

• Cross crawl /Crossovers/ Crossover Dancing
• Stimulates both sides of the brain at once, fun! Helps coordination, spatial awareness, binocular 

vision
• Any actions that involve using feet, hands and elbows to cross the mid line of the body.  March, 

dance, walk, have fun.  
• Have very young children lie on a mat or carpet and do X-overs on the floor.
• The muscles in our calves and thighs are the next biggest muscles to the heart.  When we move 

we get blood pumping to the brain which means the brain gets freshly oxygenated blood.
• Try cross overs for skip counting, math facts, the alphabet ... 
• Try Disco Spelling

•Vowels go up, consonants go down.

• Link Ups ups (The Brain Gym people call these Hook Ups.)
•Relaxing and energizing
•Promotes clam, self-esteem, attentiveness, deeper breathing, recovery from T.V. computer 
exposure.
•I do this with kindergarten children when they are sitting down.  Put tongue on roof of mouth 
and cross feet.  Put both arms out at sides at shoulder height.  Bring both hands together 
placing one palm on the top of the other hand. Move the top hand so that both palms are 
touching.  Lock fingers and turn hands in under the chin. I say, “Link up and look up!
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• Lazy 8s
• Connects left and right visual fields improving balance and coordination
• Helps eliminate confusion of direction of letters (b/d)
• Hold closed fist in front of body with palm down and thumb out. Use thumb to make 

horizontal (lazy) eights. Use eyes to follow the thumb. Repeat on other side.

• Double Doodles
• Activates eye hand coordination, helps establish handedness, Develops directional 

awareness needed to identify letters and numbers
! Hold both arms out at sides making identical patterns such as circles, loops and swirls. 
! Have children do double doodles in the air, on a white board, in sand or on paper.
! Try using pens of 2 different colors and do Double Doodle Art.
! End with Quiet Connections. Spread fingers and extend both arms out at sides.  Bring 

arms together very slowly until fingers almost touch.  I ask children to feel the 
energy and be reminded of all the brain power they have!

Strategies to Help Children Self Regulate and Manage Emotions

Hoberman Sphere
You can use a Hoberman Sphere to demonstrate breathing rate.  As you slowly pull the sphere out and 
push it back in breathing in and out in rhythm to the movement.

Sling Shot
Sling Shot is an excellent way to help children work through frustration and negative energy.                                 
Sling Shot-palms up, bend both arms so they are parallel to your body. 
Arms front-raise arms up so elbows are level with the ears.
Arms back-swing arms back so elbows are behind your back.
Happy hands-curl fingers as in a fist, place thumbs on top of index fingers.
Sling shot-repeat the whole process 3 times, quickly

Elevator
Children hold arms at sides and clasp hands in front of body.
Raise arms slowly to above the head as you breathe in.  
Breathe out slowly as arms come down slowly. 
Go up and down 2 or 3 times to be calm.  I show children the ‘secret elevator.’
They learn to ‘turn away from trouble’, breathe and do the elevator without using their arms. 

A Breath of Calmness
A great calming activity adapted from yoga class. 
Hold both fists loosely in front of you. 
“Smell the flower, blow the bubble.” 
Do 3 times.

Thoughtful Conversations
The best ally a child has is a parent who will listen to their issues and help them find ways 
to develop their upsets and challenges
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4. Planning environments and routines that help children be calm, alert and focussed.

We take in information from our senses.
" Visual input: What you see
" Auditory input: What you hear
" Tactile input: What you feel through touching, or through your skin, etc.
" Olfactory input : What you smell
          Gustatory input: What you taste, such as when you eat or drink
          Vestibular input: What you feel when you are moving, such as your arms, legs or your body

When a child is overwhelmed by sensory input their responses may include:
" " Fight - anger, irritability, tantrums or explosive rages.
" " Flight - panic, running away or withdrawal.
" " Freeze - where a child is so overwhelmed that the child simply is unable to speak or move.

When a child is not getting enough sensory input their responses may include:
" " Lethargy, 
" " Clumsiness
" " Apathy
" " “Zoning out’

Things you might try with your family:

• Evaluating the effects of environments, colors, textures, sounds...
• Creating a ‘time in’ space

• Finding your child some fidget tools
• Investigating the use of balance balls, wiggle cushions
• Have your family drink water
• Try ‘self regulation friendly’ snacks.
• Movement opportunities indoors and outside.
• Limiting screen time
• Limiting the number of organized activities children take part in.
• Making sure that children have unstructured time to think, process and relax.
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5. Time to practice self regulation through self directed play.

Play Power All Day in All Grades
There are many possibilities to help children develop self regulation, relax, be engaged and deal with 
stress. One of the very most effective ways to learn and practice their emerging capabilities is within 
self directed play. Ensuring that children have time, open ended materials, choices of activities, 
playmates and support gives them the context they need to develop self regulation. Play is a forum 
for creativity, problem finding and solving, experimentation, language development and social 
interaction.  Children need daily opportunities to play both indoors and outside.  Natural and ‘found’ 
materials lead children to be more imaginative and creative, enriching the play and inviting creativity, 
exploration and problem solving.
Esteemed Canadian educator David Booth said, “Is this good use of children’s time?”  Ensuring that 
children have a sustained block of independent play time is the best investment we can make in 
learning!  During play we are engaged.  We test theories, try on roles, practice skills, learn to work 
with others, process information, experience success, feel joy and much, much more.  Giving children 
choice and allowing time for ‘struggles.’ and problem solving. 

6. Replacing praise with specific descriptive feedback so children know what is 
working. 

Rephrase the Praise
When we respond to children’s efforts by describing what we see happening rather than offering an 
opinion or a judgment (praising), it helps children understand and recognize what they are able to do.  
When they receive specific feedback, it also helps them focus on learning rather than on pleasing 
adults.
“Good job” sounds nice but it is not as powerful as a child hearing the specifics of what has been 
done well.
We make the shift from praise to specific feedback by using a few descriptive phrases that feel 
comfortable.  We use such comments as: 

-“When you came right away we got finished early and we’ll have time for…
- You hung up your jacket and put your back pack away.  Thanks, the hall looks so tidy.
- “Your organization and attention to detail made it very easy to read your project.”
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7. Giving children choices and time for ‘struggles.’ and problem solving. 

Choice Builds Better Brains
Choice is the best motivator.  Even small choices make us feel powerful.  Choice raises the serotonin 
levels in the brain.  Serotonin is the feel good chemical which also helps to set long term memory.

Scaffolding Struggles to Success
One aspect of self regulation is being able to handle difficult situations.  It takes self control on our 
part to listen to children’s issues and resist solving their problems.  When we give children time to try 
working out their own solutions (We can offer possibilities) they develop life long skills.

References: Books, Articles, Sites and Slides on Self Regulation
Tools of the Mind The Vygotskian Approach to Early Childhood Education Elena Bodrova, Debra J. Leong
*Developing Self Regulation in Kindergarten Elena Bodrova, Debra J. Leong
*Self Regulation, Calm and Alert Learning Stuart Shanker 
Developmental Pathways Scaffolding for Early Learners Stuart Shanker 
At Risk Children Who Display Self regulation Have Better Academic Performance G. Fernandez
Old Fashioned Play Builds Serious Skills  Alex Spiegel
PLAY Stuart Brown
www.psychologyfoundation.org/kidshavestresstoo
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Notes
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