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	 Introduction

Summary

The introduction begins by contrasting some common educational understandings of self-
regulation with a more foundational scientific concept of self-regulation, which Dr. Shanker 
summarizes as the ability to understand, monitor and modify: energy level, emotions, attention, 
social interactions and prosocial thinking/behaviour. This is the basis for Dr. Shanker’s five-domain 
model of self-regulation:
•	 	the biological domain
•	 	the emotion* domain
•	 	the cognitive domain
•		 the social domain
•	 	the prosocial domain

Dr. Shanker presents six critical elements to self-regulation, all of which are related to recognizing 
and dealing with stressors that interfere with energy levels and the ability to be calmly focused 
and alert. He also outlines some of the key scientific research that underscores his model of self-
regulation.

Discussion Questions

Question 1. Dr. Shanker notes that, in education circles, the term self-regulation is often used to 
refer to metacognitive abilities like setting goals, monitoring one’s own progress and reflecting 
on personal learning strengths and weaknesses. The concept of self-regulation Dr. Shanker 
presents is based on brain science: the functioning of neural systems, along with capacities and 
understandings that develop early in life and which lay the foundation for metacognitive abilities 
and learning.

* Dr. Shanker’s terminology has changed. The emotional domain, as it is referred to in this book, is now called the emotion 
domain. That term will be used throughout this discussion guide.
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Think about the conceptions of self-regulation that you have been exposed to during your 
education and professional development. Discuss how Dr. Shanker’s five-domain model 
challenges or broadens your understanding of self-regulation and how it affects your thinking 
about children’s development and learning.

Question 2. Self-regulation involves five interlinked domains: biological, emotion, cognitive, social 
and prosocial. 

Think of students you have worked with. Discuss behaviours you have seen that would be 
examples of optimal and/or weak self-regulation in the biological and emotion domains. Share 
your observations about how problems in the biological and emotion domains can affect students 
in the cognitive domain.
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		  Chapter 1 

	 The Biological Domain

Chapter Summary

Chapter 1 outlines key attributes of the biological domain, which include physical health, healthy 
daily routines, physical activity, and various aspects of maintaining energy, including the role 
the nervous system plays in regulating energy levels. Dr. Shanker uses a driving analogy (gas 
pedal, brakes etc.) to illustrate differences in children’s ability to regulate their arousal level. He 
says, “A child’s ability to make changes to his or her arousal level quickly and easily so it matches 
the energy needed to calmly and efficiently deal with the task at hand,” is a key factor in self-
regulation.

Understanding the biological domain can help teachers interpret a child’s behaviour. Dr. Shanker 
outlines biologically based reasons why a child might be hypo or hyperaroused. He also discusses 
research on the development of self-regulation in infants, introduces the concept of the interbrain 
and stresses the importance of optimal regulation for adults. 

The chapter uses a case history to illuminate one teacher’s experience with classroom applications 
for enhancing self-regulation in the biological domain including:
•	 	reducing visual and auditory distractors,
•	 	predictable daily schedules,
•	 	seating changes and use of adaptive seating,
•	 	physical activities, fidget toys and other strategies to help children restore energy balance 
		 (up-regulating and down-regulating),
•		 using Alert Program® to help students understand their energy levels,
•	 	learning to observe children’s energy levels throughout the day and make adjustments in  
		 practice that help children to down-regulate or up-regulate.

Discussion Questions

Question 1. Dr. Shanker notes that optimal self-regulation is not simply matching one’s energy 
levels to the demands of various situations. “It also requires a child to match his or her energy 
levels to meet the demands of a situation in a maximally efficient manner.” (p. 5).
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Have you had a student who seemed to have to work harder than others to be able to 
concentrate, listen and remain calmly focused and alert in learning situations? What in the 
student’s behaviour or demeanor showed you that they might be working harder than others to 
stay calmly focused and alert? How was the student impacted by having to work harder and burn 
more energy in the biological realm?

Question 2. According to Dr. Shanker, adults who work with and care for children need to pay 
attention to their own self-regulation. “The better we can remain optimally regulated, the better 
we can help a student to achieve optimal regulation.” (p. 10)

Consider this statement with regard to your own experiences of stress as a teacher and your best 
and worst days at school. What affects your own level of self-regulation in the classroom? What 
strategies have you used to reduce stress or recover your positive energy, even if you didn’t think 
of it in those terms at the time?

Question 3. “For a number of years, educational programs such as Reggio Emilia have asserted that 
children concentrate better in a classroom with a reduced number of visual distractors.” (p. 12)

Traditionally, most primary classrooms have been set up to be a visually stimulating environment, 
with posters, artwork, student work and decorations on the walls. Does Dr. Shanker’s (and 
the Reggio Emilia) approach to lowering visual stimulation challenge your current ideas about 
classroom visual environments? Have you observed students who seemed to be distracted by 
visual elements of your classroom’s set-up or décor?

Question 4. In a case history, Dr. Shanker describes the strategies used by Grade 1 teacher “Doris” 
to enhance students’ self-regulation in her classroom, including strategies she used to support 
children whose internal “engine speed” was too slow or too fast. (p. 18)

Contrast Doris’ strategies with more traditional discipline-based strategies teachers have used 
to settle students down or get them back on task. How well have discipline strategies worked for 
you in managing students who were hyper or hypoaroused—especially your more challenging 
students? Have you tried any of the methods that Doris uses? How have those methods worked 
for you?
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		  Chapter 2

	 The Emotion Domain

Chapter Summary

The attributes of students who are well regulated in the emotion domain include: emotional 
resiliency, the ability to modulate strong emotions, and the willingness to experiment, learn and 
create. Regulation in this domain is closely connected to the other four domains. Dr. Shanker 
explains that prevailing wisdom about how to help children develop emotional strength goes back 
as far as Plato. He outlines Dr. Stanley Greenspan’s theory of emotional development, which, in 
contrast to the emotional strength model, focuses on children’s ability to communicate emotions 
purposefully and the regulating role of parent/caregiver relationships and interaction.

The chapter also discusses the role that positive and negative emotions play in learning and Daniel 
Goelman’s work on emotional intelligence. It offers ideas for working with parents on children’s 
emotional learning and explores classroom applications for emotional learning via a case history 
in which Dr. Shanker helped a teacher develop an emotional learning curriculum, drawing from 
several existing resources (websites, yoga, journaling and the SNAP (Stop Now and Plan) program). 

Discussion Questions

Question 1. “We cannot ignore the emotional dimension of student’s behaviour if we want to 
maximize their potential for learning.” (p. 28)

Discuss your professional observations and experience of the relationship between emotions and 
learning. How do positive emotions such as curiosity, interest, enjoyment and satisfaction affect 
children’s energy for learning? What about negative emotions like anxiety, shame and sadness?

Question 2. “… working on self-regulation in this [emotion] and other domains should not be seen 
as a separate item in the curriculum. Everything you do… offers an opportunity to enhance self-
regulation: and the more self-regulation is enhanced, the more successful that learning is going to 
be.” (p. 33)

Share your ideas for ways to embed building and supporting emotion self-regulation into various 
aspects of curriculum and daily schedules.
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Question 3. “Kyle,” the teacher whose work is profiled in the classroom applications section, used 
several approaches for teaching students emotional awareness and understanding.

Share your experiences around structured emotional learning in the classroom, both through 
lessons you might have developed and through prepared programs such as Roots of Empathy, 
Second Step or SNAP (Stop Now and Plan). How did the students respond to structured emotional 
learning programs? What impact did emotional learning have on students who were having 
the greatest difficulty regulating their emotions? Discuss the difference between cognitive-
based emotional learning and Dr. Shanker’s ideas about building students’ capacity for emotion 
regulation.
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		  Chapter 3

	 The Cognitive Domain

Chapter Summary

Children’s functioning in the cognitive domain includes attributes such as the ability to focus 
(and switch focus), considering other perspectives, planning, logical thinking, time management 
and various metacognitive abilities. While the cognitive domain is closely related to executive 
functions, Dr. Shanker focuses on some of the more basic cognitive functions, particularly 
attention and how stressors in various domains affect children’s ability to focus and shift their 
attention. 

Dr. Shanker outlines research that shows how focusing attention takes energy, and that focus 
problems often occur when children’s energy is drained by stress or the effort of sustained 
attention. Dr. Stanley Greenspan’s work showed that auditory processing difficulties, and other 
problems related to processing sensory information, often play a role in attention problems. 

Classroom applications that build children’s core abilities related to attention (such as recognizing 
patterns and inhibiting impulses) include traditional games such as treasure hunts, jigsaw puzzles, 
obstacle courses and Simon Says, along with specially developed software and interactive dance 
games. Other strategies to enhance cognitive self-regulation include:
•	 	building students’ awareness of the kinds of situations they find challenging and what they can 
		 do to stay focused
•		 collaborative and self-selected learning opportunities
•	 	adaptive strategies for students with auditory processing and expressive language disorders

The chapter concludes with a case history describing Dr. Shanker’s work with a teacher and a 
parent couple to address the problems a nine-year-old boy was having in the cognitive domain.

Discussion Questions

Question 1. “It cannot be sufficiently emphasized that attention is an active, goal-directed 
phenomenon in which the student takes in and processes many different kinds of information, 
and then plans and executes his or her actions accordingly.” (p. 48)
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In his more recent work, Dr. Shanker refers to the roots of cognition in terms of the way various 
senses take in and process different kinds of information. Share your ideas and questions about 
how difficulties with taking in and processing sensory information could cause problems in 
attention and focus. 

Question 2. Dr. Shanker discusses evidence that socio-dramatic play builds children’s capacity for 
attention and impulse control. Then he asks, “What about the children who have difficulty with this 
type of [socio-dramatic] play? These are the children who most need and would most benefit from 
this type of play experience. The nature of adult intervention is critical.” (p. 50)

Have you worked with children who had difficulty with dramatic make-believe play? Can you see 
how stress might have been a factor? Discuss strategies that could be used to support students 
who find dramatic play stressful. 

Question 3. “Focusing attention is taxing, and more so for some children than others.” (p. 52)

Can you recall a student who seemed to have to work harder to pay attention and stay on 
task? What behaviours or body language have you seen that gave clues that the child’s energy 
was depleted? What strategies did you use to help? How well (or poorly) have discipline and 
motivational strategies worked with this student? 

Question 4. Part of the teacher’s strategy for helping “TJ” with his learning problems was to 
work with his parents. Does this chapter give you some new ideas for how to work with parents, 
especially those whose children are having problems in the cognitive domain?
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		  Chapter 4

	 The Social Domain

Chapter Summary

The social domain comprises attributes like understanding and responding to the feelings and 
intentions of others, effective communication and listening, and the ability to repair breakdowns 
in interactions with others. Social self-regulation is the root of social intelligence, which is a 
combination of emotional skills, mind-reading skills and communication skills. Regulation 
problems in the biological and emotional domains can cause problems in the social domain. Dr. 
Shanker cites research and uses examples to show how the development of social self-regulation 
is highly dependent on co-regulation, a process in which two people are socially and emotionally 
in sync with one another. 

Various classroom applications for social self-regulation are discussed including:
•		 collaborative learning opportunities
•	 	being aware of and addressing signs of social stress in students
•		 building students’ understanding and vocabulary around social interaction and relationships
•	 	connecting/working with parents 
•		 social-emotional learning programs such as Reaching In Reaching Out and PATHS 
•	 	using teachable moments to promote understanding of others’ experiences and feelings

Discussion Questions

Question 1. “Children who have difficulty with self-regulation often find it very difficult, if not 
impossible, to develop and exercise social skills… No doubt, you can think of children in your 
classroom who exhibit such behaviour.” (p. 75)

Think about a student who has difficulty in the social domain. What signs have you seen that 
suggest the student might also be having difficulties in the biological and emotional domains?
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Question 2. Dr. Shanker describes ways in which children co-regulate, that is, try to up-regulate or 
down-regulate each other in various situations. (pp. 78-79)

Think about examples of co-regulation you have observed in students. How has co-regulation 
affected relationships and climate in your classroom? What differences have you seen in children’s 
ability to co-regulate? How have you tried to help students who had difficult with co-regulation?

Question 3. “It is essential that we look at students through a different lens, to shift from thinking 
in terms of behaviour management to figuring out why we see certain behaviours and what can 
be done to help these students learn to self-regulate.” (p. 85)

Discuss the quote above. How might you respond to a student’s social difficulties differently if you 
looked at them in terms of self-regulation (and possible stressors) as opposed to teaching and 
enforcing the rules of social behaviour?
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		  Chapter 5

	 The Prosocial Domain

Chapter Summary

Key attributes of the prosocial domain include: empathy, honesty and the desire to do the right 
thing, along with the ability to co-regulate with others and put their needs/interests ahead of your 
own. This chapter examines the nature of empathy, its importance in the evolution of humans and 
the role of empathy in co-regulation. Dr. Shanker characterizes the prosocial domain as inherently 
stressful. He looks at the relationship between poor regulation in the prosocial domain and 
problems in other domains, along with the relationship between poor prosocial self-regulation 
and common school problems such as interpersonal conflict and bullying.

Classroom applications to encourage empathy and other prosocial behaviour in students include:
•		 using movies, novels and stories as teaching tools
•		 classroom practices that promote prosocial regulation in other domains
•		 structured programs such as Second Step and Roots of Empathy
•	 	discussing positive role models and empathy in animals

Discussion Questions

Question 1. Dr. Shanker says there is more to empathy than simply putting ourselves in someone 
else’s shoes. A large component of empathy has to do with emotions: understanding our own 
and others’ emotions, and also caring about the feelings of others and wanting to help others in 
dealing with their emotions.

Reflect on your personal experiences of emotions and empathy. How do your emotions affect 
your ability to feel empathic or engage in prosocial behaviour at any given moment? Do you find 
it more difficult to feel empathy towards people when you have trouble understanding their 
emotions or when you are dealing with strong emotions yourself?

Question 2. Dr. Shanker says prosocial behaviour is stressful. “What makes these prosocial 
demands stressful for children is the internal struggle that they often experience: the effort they 
must make to resist a selfish impulse, to put the interests of others ahead of their own.” (p. 102)
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Discuss the stress and demands of prosocial behaviour. Have you experienced these internal 
struggles yourself? Have you observed them in students? How could teachers and parents help to 
reduce children’s stress with respect to empathy and prosocial behaviour?

Question 3. “Discipline on its own is not enough to deal with a bullying problem. Everyone 
concerned—the teacher, perpetrator, victim and witnesses—needs to be sensitized to the 
emotions triggered in the situation, and to learn how to deal with them through self-regulation 
and co-regulation.” (p. 115)

Think about your school’s efforts to deal with bullying, including anti-bullying programs, discipline 
strategies and working with individual students involved in bullying incidents. Have these efforts 
included discussion of the emotions involved? If so, share your experiences. How was that done? 
What was the effect on the children involved and their parents?
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		  Chapter 6

	 Self-Regulation and Special Education

Chapter Summary

This chapter looks at how to support and enhance the social learning of children with special 
needs. Research shows that social learning depends on repeated social interaction experiences, 
which, according to Dr. Shanker, are difficult for many kids with special needs. Children who find 
social interaction stressful tend to shy away from it and therefore don’t get the social experience 
necessary for learning its nuances. The stress is often sensory stress in the biological domain, 
resulting from difficulty processing sensory information. Therefore the key to helping these 
children is a scaffolding approach with the goal of decreasing children’s stress load, so they will 
not only be able to engage in social interaction but will want to do so. Strategies such as reducing 
sensory stressors through classroom makeovers are discussed.

Chapter 6 also discusses the MEHRIT (Milton and Ethel Harris Research Initiative Treatment) 
program, a large study led by Dr. Shanker at York University. This program used a play-based, 
self-regulation therapeutic approach to enhancing the social development and learning of children 
with autism. The implications of the MEHRIT program for special education are discussed.

Discussion Questions

Question 1. “A critical reason why children with special needs find social encounters particularly 
stressful is because they have not fully mastered the use of these nuanced [nonverbal and verbal] 
tools, and hence shy away from the very experiences necessary to develop them.” (p. 124)

Have you observed students who seemed uninterested in or who seemed to want to avoid social 
interaction? How have you interpreted the reasons for this behaviour in the past? How does the 
idea that social interaction is stressful for these students change the way you think about their 
behaviour?
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Question 2. Some of the behaviours Dr. Shanker describes as self-calming have often been 
labeled as “self-stimming” in the past. “Instead of trying to extinguish the self-calming and 
other behaviours of children that are commonly perceived as problematic, what is required is a 
scaffolding approach that aims to decrease the stress load on these children in the short term, 
while increasing their ability to process larger amounts of information over the long term.” (p. 127)

Talk about your experiences with students who engaged in these behaviours. What function did 
the behaviour seem to serve for the student? Can you see how sensory processing problems 
played a role? What attempts did you or others make to reduce or eliminate these behaviours and 
did any of these strategies involve addressing sensory issues?

Question 3. “The more we attempt to teach students with special needs subjects without 
addressing their self-regulatory issues, the more difficulty they have in mastering the material and 
the more non-functional are the skills or concepts that they acquire … when we work on the roots 
of their self-regulation problems, we are helping them to realize their educational potential.” (p. 
133)

Discuss your initial ideas and questions about how to address self-regulation problems in 
students with special needs. Think of strategies you used in the past that may have addressed 
self-regulation even though you perhaps didn’t think of it in those terms. Where do you think is 
the best place to start in addressing the self-regulation problems of students with special needs?
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		  Chapter 7

	 Self-Regulation and 
	 Children’s Mental Health

Chapter Summary

A significant proportion of today’s children are affected by mental health disorders, and many 
others are affected by subclinical mental health issues. According to Dr. Shanker, mental health is 
closely related to self-regulation. In this chapter he outlines key attributes of mental health related 
to each of the five domains of self-regulation (biological, emotion, cognitive, social, prosocial).

Three case histories illustrate some of the approaches Dr. Shanker and his team have used to help 
teachers address self-regulation problems in students struggling with different types of mental 
health issues. Chapter 7 also looks at the mental well-being and self-regulation of teachers and 
describes a New Zealand initiative designed to help teachers address their own mental health and 
well-being.

Discussion Questions

Question 1. Dr. Shanker and Dr. Stanley Greenspan define mental health in terms of the 
development of people’s capacity to feel, communicate, relate and reflect. (p. 138)

Discuss your pre-existing concepts of mental health and wellness. How do Shanker and 
Greenspan’s ideas align with or differ from the way you have tended to define mental health? In 
what ways does their definition challenge or expand the way you think about mental health?

Question 2. Dr. Shanker says that self-regulation and mental health are closely related. 

Discuss ways that stressors in the five domains of self-regulation could impair students’ mental 
health. Thinking of a student with mental health problems that you have worked with, can you see 
how a high stress load was contributing to the student’s problems? Can you identify any of the 
stressors involved?
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Question 3. Self-regulation and mental wellness are very important for teachers as well as 
students, Dr. Shanker says.

Can you think of a time when your own mental wellness and stress levels have affected your 
ability to teach and respond effectively to students? Have there been instances when you were 
able to improve your mental wellness by identifying and addressing stressors that were affecting 
you? What was the impact on your relationships with students?
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