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SELF-REGULATION
LIFE’S CONTINUOUS JOURNEY

BY SARAH BROOKS

SESSION OBJECTIVES

1. Define and understand stress and its impact on the body and brain

2. Be able to identify stressors across the 5 domains

3. Get an idea of the 5 steps of self-regulation

4. Learn some possible strategies for self-regulation

WHAT IS SELF-REGULATION?

• Self-regulation is the ability to 
recognize when one is stressed and 
reduce those stressors allowing them 
to achieve once again a state of calm
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STRESS

• Stress is our body’s response to a stressor that causes energy 
depletion

• The body reacts to these changes with responses from the 
physical, emotional, social, cognitive and prosocial domains

STRESS

• Stress causes the Limbic System within the brain to turn on

• When the Limbic System is activated by stress it goes into 

fight or flight by triggering the release of Cortisol and 

Adrenaline to the body

• Our neocortex (the thinking brain) shuts down and the 

limbic system works to protect our bodies

• When the stress goes away, the limbic system shuts down 

and our neocortex comes back online 

STRESS

• Limbic resonance is a feature that comes to us from the caveman 
ages, just like our reptilian response

• Limbic resonance is like our brain’s Bluetooth that connects us to 
the brains of those around us – if the other brains around us are 
stressed, our brain will be stressed as well

• Helpful when there is a wild animal and we don’t want to have to 

spell it out 

• Not so helpful when we are going about our day and there are no 

real threats to our safety
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STRESSORS
WHAT ARE THEY?

• Any type of stimulus that triggers an alarm in the Limbic System causing a behavioural or 
emotional response

• Includes:

• Cognitive

• Biological

• Emotional

• Social

• Prosocial

COGNITIVE DOMAIN OF 
STRESSORS

The Cognitive Domain includes any stimuli that affects 

the cognitive functioning of a person

BIOLOGICAL DOMAIN OF 
STRESSORS

The Biological Domain includes any stimuli that affects 

their physiological functioning
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EMOTIONAL DOMAIN OF 
STRESSORS

The Emotional Domain includes all stimuli that affect 

emotional functioning 

SOCIAL DOMAIN OF 
STRESSORS

The Social Domain includes all social interactions and 

their impact on the person

PROSOCIAL DOMAIN OF 
STRESSORS

The Prosocial Domain of stressors includes difficulties 

with behaviours that are intended to promote social 
acceptance and friendships
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STRESS DETECTIVES
• Stress detectives are those who, instead of reacting, search for 

the cause of the behaviours – the stressors (hidden and overt)

• Hidden stressors – those stressors that are not immediately 
apparent

• Overt stressors – those stressors that are more easily 
identifiable

CASE STUDY #1-ERIC

• Be a Stress Detective!

• Write down some of the possible stressors in the chat

ERIC

• Eric is a student in Grade 4. He moved to the school when he was in the first grade. He had a 
great year.  His difficulties began in Grade 2. There were many changes in teachers throughout 
the year leaving the whole class very dysregulated. He was often found yelling, wandering the
classroom and simply ignoring his teachers’ requests. Since his grade 2 year, Eric’s behaviours 
have escalated. Now in Grade 4, Eric swears frequently, yells out in class and sabotages 
everyone’s learning. He makes racist remarks to his teacher, calling him names on a regular 
basis.  The class needs to be removed from the room multiple times a month due to his 
violent outbursts-throwing materials, flipping chairs and desks. It is near impossible to remove 
him from the room once he is seen starting to escalate and often his behaviours go from 0-60 
in the blink of an eye.

• What could be the stressors in Eric’s life?
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CASE STUDY #1- ERIC

• Stressors can be found in all the 5 domains

• Biological – loud voices, bright lights, uncomfortable seating, temperature of the room, 
etc.

• Cognitive – boredom, too many tasks, being put on the spot, etc.

• Emotional – feeling lonely, conflict, being kicked out of class, change of routine, feeling 
unwelcome, etc.

• Social – lack of friends, crowded classroom, confrontation, new teachers, etc.

• Prosocial – other people’s stress, other people’s strong emotions, injustice, guilt, etc.

IMPACTS OF EXCESSIVE STRESS

• Although many negative behaviours are often associated with stress, this is not the only 
impact

• You could also see:

• Attentional difficulties

• Anxiety

• Depression

• And more

ATTENTION

• Children with attention difficulties are seen to lack motivation and effort

• A self-reg view of attention is geared around excessive stress

• Many children with attentional difficulties have sensory integration struggles which adds stress 
to their systems

• Children with attentional difficulties were often seen to lack motivation or effort

• A lack of motivation or effort, is a defensive mechanism- a way to cope with the stress

• When stress was reduced, student was motivated and quite eager to participate in the activity
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CASE STUDY #2- GRAHAM

Graham is an 11 year-old boy with ADHD.  When he is asked to perform a written task at 
school, he becomes very social. He wanders around the classroom, chatting with his peers, 
or he becomes withdrawn and avoids the task by playing with the materials in his desk. His 
teacher and the EA in the classroom both attempt to help Graham generate ideas. They 
discuss his weekend, full of a hockey games, a recent trip to Victoria, and many other 
activities he has participated in recently, but to no avail. By the end of the 30-minute writing 
period, Graham has only 2 sentences written. In Science class later on in the day, Graham is 
given an assignment to create his own version of the Mars Rover. He immediately gets to 
work researching the Mars Rover, getting as much information as he can and writing notes. 
When he gets home from school, he builds a first copy of his Mars Rover out of LEGO.  
The next day, him and a friend create a second, more detailed version of the Mars Rover.

CASE STUDY #2- GRAHAM

• Think about what stressors might be impacting Graham’s attention

• Remember to think about all 5 domains

• How is his journal writing different from his response to the Science assignment?

GRAHAM

Possible Stressors:

• Biological- noise, lights, visual stimulus, hungry, tired, aches in hand

• Cognitive- ideas flowing faster than he can write, negative self talk, worry that he is not good 
at writing, too many ideas/choices

• Social- distracted by friends, too many people in room, being judged by peers

• Emotional- worry that he is not good at this, embarrassed

• Prosocial- feeling unprepared, other people’s stress, injustice

• Others?
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ANXIETY

• Like stress, anxiety can be both positive and negative

• Some anxiety supports and enhances our performance- for 

example before a test, before playing a sporting event

• Symptoms of anxiety can include intrusive thoughts, perpetual 
worrying, “monkey brain”

• Physiological symptoms – stomach aches, headaches, feeling sick, 

dizziness, heart palpitations, faintness

• Too much anxiety depletes one’s energy stores not leaving 
anything left for learning or social activities

DEPRESSION

• Depression stems from a dysregulated stress system

• Prolonged, chronic, excessive stress causes hormones to be released into the bloodstream

• These hormones do not allow the limbic system alarms to be turned off so the prefrontal 
cortex is not able to process the worries and fears 

• The brain then becomes consumed by those fears leading to a constant state of chronic 
anxiety

• Difficult to get out of a depressive state as the stressors move from external source 

(workload, etc.) to internal stressors (hormones, cognitive thoughts, etc.)

THE MOVE TO SELF-REGULATION

• How do we become regulated? What can we do to find a self-regulated state? How do 
we help others become self-regulated?

1. Shanker’s 5 Steps of Self-Regulation

2. Mindfulness

3. Co-Regulation
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FIVE STEPS OF SELF 
REGULATION

1. Reframe the Behaviour
• Why is this behavior happening? Why now? Look at the behavior from a stress 

behavior lens rather than misbehaviour

2. Recognize the stressors
• Be a stress detective, looking for behaviors in all 5 domains- remember that there 

could be stressors in all 5 domains at the same time

3. Reduce the stressors
• Use strategies to help alleviate some of the stressors- remember that everyone 

responds to strategies differently and what works one time may not work the next

FIVE STEPS OF SELF 
REGULATION CONTINUED

4. Reflect

• Always look at different situations from a lens of stress behavior and think about 

how that situation could have gone differently

5. Respond

• Develop your own personal strategies for reducing stress and promoting resilience 

and restoration

CASE STUDY #3

Sally's mom never shows up for the parent meetings, Sally comes to school already 
agitated and with nothing but junk food to eat. Sally's mother doesn't seem to care 

at all about her daughter.

• Using the 5 steps of Self-Reg how could you support Sally and her Mom?
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SALLY AND HER MOM

• Step 1: Reframe 

• Sally’s Mom is under a lot of stress for various reasons. Maybe she is a single Mom who is struggling to make 
ends meet and is working multiple jobs just to keep food on the table for her daughter. Maybe she works 
evenings and so is not available. Sally would likely resonate her Mom’s stress, worried about her Mom and 
whether or not they will have enough money for food, bills and even rent.

• Step 2: Recognize the stressors-

• Biological – tired, hungry, lack of proper nutrition

• Social – lacking connection with each other, little time for friendships, jealousy 

• Emotional – irritable, depression, anxiety, fear of losing the house

• Cognitive – negative thoughts, constant worry, 

• Prosocial – feelings of injustice over situation, 

SALLY AND HER MOM
CONTINUED

• Step 3: Reduce the stressors 

• There are various strategies that can be put into place here. Some might include: 

• Seeking counselling, building relationships with teachers/support staff, making time for each other, getting 
some exercise, etc.

• Step 4: Reflect 

• This step requires both Mom and Sally to take a look at how things are going for each of them –
what could they do differently? Which strategies are working? It is also a way for the teacher 
working with Sally to think about how they responded to Sally and her Mom and what they could 
do differently to support both of them.

• Step 5: Respond 

• This step has all members involved following the steps and strategies set out for them/by them in 
the reflect step

MINDFULNESS

Mindfulness is the capacity to observe non-
judgementally, to be an objective observer. It is the 
ability to reframe the behaviours that are being 
displayed.

We become aware of the signals of our students. 
We become aware of our own reactions, our own 
automatic tendencies.
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CO-REGULATION

• The ability to give your calm to another allowing them 

to de-escalate 

• Use of voice, gestures and looks between two people that 

allows one to calm

IMPORTANCE OF CO-REGULATION

• Without co-regulation, self-regulation cannot occur

• Co-regulation occurs throughout the lifespan

• Adults, teenagers and children can be co-regulators

PERSONAL SELF-REGULATION

• Bigger than anything else is our own personal self-regulation
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SELF-REGULATION STRATEGIES

SELF-REGULATION STRATEGIES

• Everyone has different strategies that work for 
them

• No one-size fits all options

• Different strategies for each domain of stressors

BIOLOGICAL DOMAIN STRATEGIES

Strategies could include:

• Noise cancelling headphones

• Food

• Water

• Music through headphones

• Blankets

• Pain medication

• Weighted Blanket / Lap Pad

• Wiggle cushion or alternate seating

• Backpack with books

• Movement break

• Nap

• Change of position (standing desk, tummy 
time, etc)
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COGNITIVE DOMAIN STRATEGIES

Strategies could include:

• Use of positive affirmations

• Visual supports

• Use of audiobooks

• Use of speech to text 

• Use of an agenda or other calendar system

• To-do lists

EMOTIONAL DOMAIN STRATEGIES

Strategies could include:

• Journal writing

• Meditation

• Exercising

• Positive affirmations

• Talking with friends

• Counselling

• Getting enough sleep 

SOCIAL DOMAIN STRATEGIES

Strategies could include:

• Use of visuals

• Use of social stories

• Alternate seating at carpet time

• Deep breathing

• Meditation

• Social problem solving

• Positive affirmations
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PROSOCIAL DOMAIN STRATEGIES

Some strategies include:

• Random acts of kindness

• Joining a club

• Volunteering

• Giving a gift

FINAL THOUGHTS
• Self-regulation is for everyone, from the youngest child to the oldest 

adult

• Self-regulation is a process, not a quick fix

• Our brains are wired to respond to stress
• Stress can be both positive and negative

• Responding to stress is energy depleting and can become a stressor in itself

• Self-regulation is a life-long journey, we are always learning and 
adapting to our situations

Teachers of Inclusive Education of BC (TIE-BC) is a provincial specialist 
association of the BCTF.  For 46 years, TIE-BC has been hosting a 

conference for inclusive educators.   TIE-BC was first known as the 
Special Education Association (SEA) until the name was changed in 2017. 
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What can TIE-BC offer you?

Members who participate can apply 
for a grant to cover the cost of the 

book.  The TIE-BC professional 
learning coordinator hosts a blog 

that provides questions to consider 
and an opportunity to share 

comments on-line. 

Book Studies

TIE-BC supports chapters in locals 
around the province.  Chapters 

receive grants to support 
professional development events 

in locals.  Delegates from Chapters 
receive complementary 

registration at the Crosscurrents 
conference and assist with running 

the conference.

Local Chapters

TIE-BC provides a digital newsletter three times a year 
for members that includes reports from the executive 
and other information. Members are encouraged to 
share their ideas through writing for the publication.  
This is a place for members to share their research 
and their teaching strategies with others.

Digital Newsletters

The Crosscurrents conference is now held on the PSA day in October. This conference 
brings in speakers from around North America and BC to share ideas on best practice 

for making education accessible for all learners. Conference attendees also have the 
opportunity to visit the exhibitors that bring resources for inclusive educators together 

in one place.

This year marks our 46th annual conference! 



2021-04-16

16

Do I need to be an inclusive educator 
to join TIE-BC?

No way! In fact, we offer resources and support to 
our members that address behavior, mental health, 

complex health, inclusion and more! With the 
complexity of todays classrooms, it can be helpful to 
be a part of a supportive community that you can 

engage with in these areas.

Check out our social media!

http://www.tiebc.com

https://www.facebook.com/TIEBC/

https://twitter.com/TIE_BC

tie_bc

http://northstarpaths.com/contact-us/

For Visuals:  Kristin Wiens at;

Recommended Resources for extended learning

https://teachbcdb.bctf.ca/


