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Upcoming
events
Winter 2015

From the Executive Director:

Mar 3 / Course: Self-Reg Foundations Full
Program (Cohort 4)

Learning Self-Reg: A Blessing and a Curse

Mar 7-9 / Keewatin-Patricia District School
Board eScan - Dr. Shanker & Linda Warren (Kenora)
Mar 8 / Webinar: Self-Reg & The Declining
Resilience Epidemic
Mar 9 / #TMCTalks Twitter Chat: The Spring Thaw
Mar 15 / Students at Risk Conference - Susan
Hopkins (Calgary)
Mar 15 / Webinar: Self-Reg & The Truancy Epidemic
Mar 30 / Reaching and Engaging Today’s
Learner - Dr. Shanker (North Bay)
Apr 19-20 / Self-Reg Institute - Lethbridge, Alberta
May 6 / NBTA Elementary Council Day
Moncton - Dr. Shanker (Moncton)
May 19 / 5th Annual Todd Ouida Children’s
Foundation Conference - Dr. Shanker &
Susan Hopkins (Montclair State University,
New Jersey)
Jul 18-22 / Self-Reg Summer Symposium
2016 - Trent University, Peterborough
Nov 2016 / Self-Reg Institute - Ontario
Tentative / Self-Reg Institute - Australia

By: Susan Hopkins (PhD, MEd), Executive Director of TMC

Okay, so “curse”may be overdoing it a bit. But it’s not untrue. A running theme through
our Self-Reg Foundations program discussion threads is that once you begin to learn
deeply about Self-Reg, it starts to haunt you. You see it everywhere, in everyone,
including yourself. The 5 Steps of The Shanker Method™ seem so simple when you see
them on a slide at a presentation: (1) Reframe, (2) Recognize the stressors; (3) Reduce
the stress; (4) Reflect; and, (5) Respond. In a way it is that simple once you begin to
understand self-regulation in it’s original neurobiological (brain-body) definition. Yet it all
sounds way more linear than it is and, really, we see most folks go straight to asking for
the strategies.
What I have noticed from the Foundations courses is that Dr. S’s oft-quoted words like:
“it’s a process not a program; or, “Self-Reg is NOT the same as self-control, it’s what
makes self-control possible,” begin to hit folks like a bag of hammers. Maybe that’s
a less than “ideal” metaphor Self-Reg- wise, but there is no doubt that we hear over
and over again about those light bulb moments. In my own ever-evolving learning I
find myself sleuthing for hidden stressors in every situation where before I was working
downstream to look for strategies to “cope” or suppress whatever child behavior I was
hoping to not have to “live” through again.
This edition of our newsletter celebrates contributions from some of our Self-Reg
Foundations Program learners. Our first cohort will finish in June and be certified in
person (or virtually) by Dr. Shanker at our second annual Self-Reg Summer Symposium
at Trent University, July 18-22. Seeing as Foundations was born out of our community’s
feedback to our last symposium, that is a very important milestone and we are just
thrilled about it and eager to show what these Self-Reg pioneers are learning.
This edition also features our regular contributions from Dr. S, Dr. Brenda Smith-Chant
and John Hoffman, our newsletter editor, who also happens to be in our first foundations
cohort. If you have an idea for our May 2016 edition of the newsletter, let us know!

Learn more about these and other events at: http://
www.self-reg.ca/learn/events

March, 2016
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Feature Article:

By: Dr. Stuart Shanker (D. Phil), CEO of TMC and Distinguished
Research Professor of Philosophy and Psychology, York University

Meeting the Complex Needs of
Syrian Refugee Students
Shortly after the Liberals won the
election, Prime Minister Trudeau gave
a speech at Canada House in London
in which he argued passionately that:
“We have a responsibility — to
ourselves and to the world — to
show that inclusive diversity is a
strength and a force that can vanquish
intolerance, radicalism and hate.”

Editorial Board:
John Hoffman, Managing Editor
Letitia Calver and Dylan Doyle,
Associate Editors
Organizational
Leadership:
Stuart Shanker
Susan Hopkins
Executive Director
Contact
info@self-reg.ca
@self_reg
The MEHRIT Centre
www.self-reg.ca
About TMC
The MEHRIT Centre was formed in 2012
to work towards a vision of cakm and
alert students, educators, and families
flourishing in physically and emotionally
nurturing environments.

When I read this it instantly took
me back to 1971. I was just starting
university and I remember listening to
his father, Pierre Elliott Trudeau, say
very much the same thing about the
untold benefits of multiculturalism.
It’s a vision of Canada that stirred
me then, just as it stirs me now. But
“inclusive diversity” doesn’t just
happen on its own, as the result of
legislation or the best of intentions.
It takes hard work, at multiple
levels, as a crop of new permanent
residents find housing, jobs, health
care, a place in new and utterly alien
communities, and, of course, schools
for their children. And nothing stirs me
quite so much as the effort that I see
teachers across the country making to
meet this challenge.
It’s the job of our teachers and school
administrators to assimilate a large
number of children and teens who
may have been traumatized; or
who have complex needs that were
never addressed; or who have never
been to school; or whose education
was severely interrupted; or who
are poised to graduate without
nearly enough credits. And many of
these new students will have only
a rudimentary grasp of English,
much less a clear understanding of
Canadian customs and conventions.
The response of school boards
across the nation to this daunting
challenge has been nothing short
of inspiring. Wherever you look,

volunteer welcome committees are
being formed and PD sessions are
taking place to help schools prepare.
Programs are in place to help these
students and their families not just
adjust, but thrive.
Self-Reg can, and must, play a
significant role in this process; for it
teaches us that a student’s greatest
need – all students’ greatest need – is
to feel safe and secure: emotionally as
well as physically. Practices are being
rolled out to reduce the anxiety that
the majority of these students will be
feeling. Simple things, like arranging
for each new student to have a
Canadian “buddy,” can do wonders
in terms of making a student aware
of and feel included in upcoming
school events. But feeling emotionally
safe often requires more. It requires
understanding, patience, and all too
often, help in self-regulating.
The reality is that a large percentage
of these children and teens will be
coming to school with a “kindled”
limbic alarm. Their greatest immediate
need is to have this alarm turned off,
so as to make the vital switch from
“Survival” to “Learning Brain.” There
are all sorts of very simple things
we can do to facilitate this shift: for
example, the sorts of “classroom
makeover” techniques that our SelfReg teachers are reporting to be
highly effective (just look at some of
the threads in our Twitter and online
forum exchanges); or self-regulating
practices woven seamlessly into the
fabric of the school day. But really, the
first step is for everyone to understand
the importance of reframing
behaviours that might seem irrational,
or even “unappreciative.”
What we have to bear in mind as
we work hard to support these
students is that fight-or-flight so often
continued...

Continued: Meeting the Complex Needs of Syrian Refugee Students by Dr. Stuart Shanker
results from a kindled limbic alarm.
So things like outbursts, shutting
down, bolting, a general feeling of
unhappiness or negativity, or for that
matter, seemingly irrational responses
to friendly overtures all need to be
reframed. All of our students and
staff need to understand this basic
principle, as much for their own
benefit as for the well-being of this
new addition to the Canadian mosaic.
The real secret to vanquishing
intolerance, radicalism and hate is
the ability to stay calmly focused and
alert in the face of great stress. And
that begins with recognizing and
responding effectively to the great
stress that this humanitarian effort
entails for everyone. This is the secret
to rendering inclusive diversity a
genuine strength and not just a duty.

Learn with us online forums
:

Self-Reg Portal Plus (Portal Plus) is an innovative approach to Self-Reg learning and collaboration.
Be part of the growing Self-Reg community
Learn from short videos regularly posted by Dr. Shanker, the TMC Self-Reg specialists and most
importantly—others in the Self-Reg community.
Features: Stay up-to-date with the current Self-Reg research and Self-Reg information. | Access tonnes
of great examples of the Self-Reg work of others in schools and communities across the nation and
beyond.| Access Portal Plus from your smartphones, tablets, desktops and laptops. | Receive new SelfReg content every week.
NEW feature Fall 2015: Participate in the Portal Plus Discussion forums. Ask and answer questions or
just follow the conversations.
Annual Memberships
$79/user + HST for 1 user
$199/site + HST for groups of 2-5 users
$499/site + HST for groups up to 15 users
$1,499/organization + HST for groups up to
100 users, multiple sites, single organization
Learn more: www.self-reg.ca/learn/portalplus/
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The Everyday Process of Research

By: Dr. Brenda Smith-Chant, Research Director of SRI & Associate Professor of Psychology, Trent University
I didn’t realize it, but I have been a researcher all my life.
I don’t mean “adult life.” The roots of being a researcher
have always been part of my daily experience. You may
think this made me sort of odd child-scientist. But actually,
research is a fundamental way we all explore our world.
Understanding how we engage in research on a daily basis
is an important part of how we apply the science of selfregulation into our personal and professional lives.
Research is useful to all of us. It is a way to answer
questions and to gain a better understanding of our
experiences. For example, I conducted a very systematic
research study at my home over the past few years. The
problem was serious. My spouse, Eric, loved my mom’s
lasagna but did not like mine. Let’s just say this is a sore
point for me, as I taught my mom how to make this
lasagna. I needed to figure out what was wrong. Research
was the process to answer this question.
Step 1 of the research process is observation. Any research
begins with observing the situation carefully. The idea is
to develop a really good description of the phenomena
at hand. I carefully observed Eric and his reaction to both
lasagnas. He definitely ate more of my mom’s lasagna
when it was served. He also made more spontaneous
verbal statements like “This is amazing!” and, “Can I have
more?” I also carefully took apart each lasagna, trying to
identify the differences. I used all my observational skills
and realized that there were some differences between the
two dishes — mainly, Mom used twice as much cheese.
Armed with this knowledge, I was ready for Step 2 of the
research process: developing a “model,” or an explanation
of the phenomenon that allows us to make predictions. A
good model accounts for all of the observations and can
be used to make predictions about the role of the key
factors—in this case, the cheese.
Now I could move to testing my hypothesis (Step 3 in the
research process). I set up an experiment where I served a

lasagna made with double the cheese, just like Mom’s.
My outcome measures were the amount lasagna Eric ate
and his verbal assessment of yumminess. I waited for the
positive results with great excitement, but it didn’t work
out. He still didn’t like my lasagna. I was disappointed, but
this setback was just an expected and necessary part of the
research process.
My explanatory “model” needed work because something
was missing. I went back to step one and looked for other
aspects that may account for Eric’s lasagna preference.
Over time and experimentation, I started to develop a
better “model” of Eric’s lasagna behaviour. It wasn’t just
the cheese. It was also my mom’s hand with the spices
in her sauce (because my mom doesn’t work from a
recipe and so replication is challenging). I realized that
his preference was also related to the garlic bread she
always served and that he knows she makes it just for him
on special occasions (an important subjective factor). I
am, over time, gaining a better understanding of Eric’s
preferences and how to influence his lasagna experience.
Eventually, I hope to understand his lasagna preferences
enough so that I can hear the words, “This is as good as
your mom’s,” from him one day.
The process I outlined somewhat irreverently here mirrors
the research process for the science of self-regulation,
whether we are trying to understand the principles
of applying self-regulation across an entire school, or
individually trying to understand how to best support a
specific child (or ourselves). We cannot miss steps. We
need careful observations, we need to make predictions
and test them out, but most importantly, we need to
notice when our predictions don’t work out and start the
research process back at Step 1. As daily researchers, we
are actually open to the idea that research is iterative and
ongoing. Each return to Step 1 offers a new opportunity to
learn something more.

Learning Together
Personal insights from participants in TMC’s Foundations courses
Currently, we have 22 enthusiastic learners enrolled in our Self-Reg
Foundations 3 online course. Some of them kindly offered to share personal
insights and “aha moments,” based on what they have learned from the course
material and their interactions with fellow learners.

In one of the videos in TMC’s
Foundations 2 course, Dr. Shanker
refers to an experience early his
clinical training when he asked the
late Dr. Stanley Greenspan, if they
should adapt their therapy to the
capabilities of a child with a limited
IQ. Dr. Greenspan pointed out that
you simply never know what a child’s
learning potential is because that
learning curve constantly changes
as we reduce the stresses on the
child. One of the learners in our
Foundations course shared a personal
reflection on this idea. The writer’s
name has been kept anonymous to
protect the privacy of an individual.

This video reminded me of a
conversation we often have at
my workplace about parents. The
conversation often starts with “Who
knows what it took for that parent
to get out their door and arrive at
our centre?” We simply don’t know
what it is like to be that parent. By
asking that question we are reminding
ourselves to be forgiving of a parent
that we might otherwise consider
needy, bossy or uninvolved. It just
might be that coming through our
doors for an hour or two is the best
part of their day. And now we have
the opportunity to reach them, to
connect with them and support
them. We shouldn’t assume we know
what they are capable of. One of
the parents I often think of started
coming to our centre as a teen mom.

She would arrive wearing worn out
track pants and a messy top, looking
tired and ready to throw in the towel.
Sometimes she would need to go out
for a smoke. Sometimes she would
take a nap, leaving her child in our
care. Normally, that is against our
policy. But we didn’t know what it
took to get herself to us. We just knew
that she needed those five minutes
alone or that 20-minute power nap.
She’d tell us how she had been up
late studying for her GED (high school
equivalency), or that she was fighting
with the baby’s dad or not getting
along with her mom.
Time progressed and she had
two more children and married an
abusive man. It would have been
easy to pigeonhole her and imagine
a negative trajectory for her life. But
the other part of her story is that
she continued to study, work hard
and build a supportive network of
friends. Now she is a successful
businesswoman. She owns her own
home and has built herself a career
that allows her the freedom to work
around her children’s schedules.
As I take the Foundations course I am
learning about the positive impact
that Self-Reg has had on my life, and
on the lives of the children I work with.
We can use that same mindset with
parents and families. You simply never
know what a child is capable of, nor
do you know what a parent is capable of.

Cathy Lethbridge
Question: Does a school board
embrace Self-Reg more quickly when
principals are advocates?
Cathy: I don’t know that principals are
any more powerful as advocates than
others when it comes to something
like promoting the value of SelfReg. I’m fortunate to be a school
principal, and building a shared
vision is part of my responsibility.
But at the same time, I don’t believe
that any person, merely by the title
they hold, has more influence than
another person. I don’t believe in
hierarchies. Influence can come in
the most interesting ways One of
the biggest advocates for Self-Reg in
our school is one of our educational
assistants. She just gets it. She has
no formal training in Self-Reg, but
she knows how to be a detective to
figure out what works with each child
with whom she works. She wouldn’t
be able to name the five domains and
she wouldn’t be able to fully explain
the five steps but she does both all
the time in real time, boots on the
ground. She is an excellent early
adopter – open-minded, passionate
and resilient. She passionately talks
about what we do and she has shared
what we do with local colleagues,
a colleague in another board and a
principal visiting from Australia as well
as our Superintendent and Director.
Passionate advocates like her are
very important.
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Learning Together continued…
Personal insights from participants in TMC’s Foundations Courses

Self-Regulation: The Missing Piece
Carol L Perry, MA, RCC
I wish I knew then what I know now: a phrase that
echoes repeatedly as I embark on this journey into the
fundamentals of self-regulation. When The MEHRIT Centre
offered a Self-Reg Foundations course taught by Dr. Stuart
Shanker, led by Dr. Susan Hopkins, I knew I had to be in
that first cohort. Almost half way through the course I am
delighted with the content as well as the camaraderie
within the members of the cohort. The exchange of ideas
is compelling, inspiring and humbling.
For the thirty plus years that I worked in public education
as a teacher, counsellor, and administrator I knew the
foundational importance of relationships. You could often
find me on my soapbox preaching about connection.
To have maximum impact you must know your students.
As much truth as there is in building relationships,
hearing stories, and making connections, there was still
a piece missing. Why were humans still melting down?
No matter how much I cared, no matter how much love
and compassion I brought to my work, the puzzle was
incomplete.
Enter Self-Regulation: my missing piece. It isn’t magic, yet
it is mysterious. It isn’t a quick fix but a life long endeavour.
In a nutshell, Self-Reg is the practice that restores us to
calm, whether up or down regulating, so that we can do
or be what we are meant to do or be. Virginia Satir, widely
regarded as the mother of family therapy, had as a goal
to “become more fully human.“ That is what I see as the
ultimate trajectory of Self-Reg. It brings us to the place
where we can lean into all the possibilities we have within.
Doing Self-Reg is the link to transformational change. This
is the missing piece.

Self- Regulation in Action – Tina Bergman
Many people ask me why I’m so calm in my classroom.
It’s simple. I am calm due to the influence of Dr. Stuart
Shanker and his concept of Self-Reg.
What does Self-Reg mean to me?
The key idea I have taken from Self-Reg is that, through
relationships, children, adults, teachers, and parents can
help each other become calm when stressors or conflict
occurs. We call this co-regulation. I might reach out and
ask, in a well moderated voice, “How may I help you?”
Then I listen deeply and take notes so I can help.
How is it done?
Step 1: Reframe the behaviour in terms of stress. It’s a
process. It may take time to identify the stressor. I think of
it like this: We become detectives, or “de-tech-tives.”
Step 2: The ‘de’ part of de-tech-tive. I begin with the

deconstruct – identifying whatever is the stressor is. That
takes a trusting relationship, paying attention to visual cues
and listening to get at what the hidden stressor might be.
Step 3: Reduce the stress by providing strategies to
reframe the stressor. The true answers lie within the
person themselves. I call this the ‘tech’ or technical part of
identifying our tools that we bring to the issue or stressor.
Step 4: Become Reflective. This is the ‘tive’ part of ‘DeTech-Tive.’ We are reflective as a partner of the person we
are helping. It’s important to acknowledge that our role is
facilitator. The person is the expert in recognizing their own
stress. That’s why it’s called Self-Reg. The truth behind this
process (not a program) is that the individual creates their
own success. We just help guide them along.
Step 5: Responding. We won’t always be successful in
recognizing the true stressor at first. Some stressors are
deeply hidden. But our attempt is still a positive step. The
idea is that the more we use the ideas of Self-Reg, the
better ‘de-tech-tives’ we become.There are no overnight
successes. This takes hard work, a deeply listening heart
and a caring soul.

The Magic of Not Knowing
By: Louise Lamont

We live in a world of duality where we use the language
of opposites to describe our experiences and phenomena.
In its essence and simplicity, the duality paradigm is
endless in its descriptions of light/dark, good/evil, black/
white, right/wrong, young/old, happy/sad, and life/death,
to name a few. Given this infinity of dual opposites, it is
understandable that our brain is designed to sort and
label, assess and calculate, as well as interpret either
which end of the spectrum, or which aspect of duality, we
are dealing with.

So let’s imagine this executive
aspect of the brain is the captain
of the ship. The limbic system is
sending signals for the captain to
interpret from the engine room
and the paleo-mammalian brain
has the job of sounding the alarm
regardless of whether there is a real
or perceived threat. In some respects,
we are constantly comparing the
data input from the internal and
external environments via the brain’s
interpreting networks and labeling
lens. These functions, although
helpful, can also be a hindrance.
How is this relevant to Self-Reg? If
we were to take the labels away we
could say, for example, that emotion
is the movement of energy and a
deluge of bio-chemical reactions
from some or all systems in the body,
including the brain. Imagine, for a
moment, just being present with a
nameless emotion and just letting it
be something to experience, observe
and be curious about until it passes.
Before children are even verbal, the
adults in their world are quick to name
their experiences and tell the child
what they are feeling. The child learns
to also label those experiences as
good or bad, often through the cues
of the adults.
If we take this further, we could say
behavior is a form of communication.

Being curious about the message a
behavior is trying to convey is, in my
view, far more helpful than labeling
it. Much of the time, the way we
describe behavior has little to do with
the other person. It’s more about how
behaviour makes us feel. So when
we describe a child’s behavior as
annoying, naughty, not nice etc., that
is usually more about our experience
than the child’s behaviour. Thus, we
risk missing the underlying message
the child is trying to communicate.
Let me tell you a ‘Bath Time Story’ to
illustrate some of what I am referring
to in the more abstract way above.
Our grandson and his younger sister,
to our delight, have been regular
visitors to our home since they were
babies. When they were around one
and two years of age, respectively,
they began to stay overnight. To
help them feel safe and secure
when they were away from their
parents, we established a series of
repetitive rituals when they were over,
particularly around bedtime when
they would feel more vulnerable in
realizing they were not returning to the
familiarity of home for the night.
The bedtime ritual generally began
with a bath, followed by a story to
be read in bed. Then we’d have a
bedtime chat followed by lights off
and a lullaby song, which was sung

until they fell asleep. When our
grandchildren first began to stay, it
would take them a while to fall to
sleep and they would awake several
times during the night. However, we
found that once this ritual was well
established they stopped waking
in the night and fell asleep within
minutes of the lullaby commencing.
Then, on one of their overnight stays,
when we went to start the bedtime
ritual our grandson (two at the time)
refused to get in the bath. When
we attempted to encourage him
to get in he became hysterical and
it seemed like he was in a state of
absolute terror. We reassured him he
could skip the bath, and I thought
to myself, “Lucky he wasn’t from my
generation or earlier as he would have
been told ‘don’t be silly’ and forced
in regardless!” The next morning we
tried again to encourage him into the
bath thinking his fear may have been
a one-off situation. But no, his reaction
was the same. I was totally perplexed
by this, as he had always enjoyed
bath time and found it soothing and
relaxing. I found my mind going to
worse case scenarios until I talked
some sense into myself and decided
instead to remain curious about our
grandson’s behavior and what his
underlying message may be.
This terrorized reaction to the mention
of the word bath continued for a few
stays. Then the next time I took hime
aside and asked him to help me help
his favourite teddy bear. I told him
I tried to give Ted a bath, but Ted
didn’t want one. I asked if he knew
why that may be so.
To cut a long story short he told me
it was because Ted was going to go
down the plughole! So Ted, me, and
our grandson all climbed into a dry
bath together so we could discover
why it was impossible for any of us to
disappear into the plughole. It’s hard
to describe the delight on this face as
he understood and raced to tell his
grandfather the good news! As Stuart
would say…. “You just never know!’
And I would add, “Go with the flow
and let it be so, because that’s where
you’re more likely to start to know!”
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Unpacking TMC’s Values

By: John Hoffman, TMC Writer and Newsletter Managing Editor

TMC developed a statement of values in 2015.
These values, which we see as living, breathing
statements that may evolve over time, tell
people what we stand for and provide an ethical
foundation to guide our behaviour as we engage in
our work and pursue goals. Value statements are
typically brief. They attempt to capture complex
ideas in a short statement. Therefore, they are
subject to a certain amount of interpretation, and,
possibly, misinterpretation. This is the first in a
series of short articles that will unpack our goals to
clarify their meaning.

Value #1 Self-Reg is a universal platform
(not a targeted intervention or a behaviour
management program).
This value is relatively straightforward. It means that SelfReg relates to all aspects of the work of caring for and
teaching children, and supporting the people who work
with children. In other words, Self-Reg is not just a tool
for understanding and working with children, classrooms
or schools with problems. Even though Self-Reg may be
very useful in those settings, it is primarily an approach
to understanding people, building relationships and
helping people and communities be their best selves
in various circumstances. And by calling Self-Reg a
platform rather than a program or intervention, we mean
that it is the foundation underlying everything we do
– communicating, working with people, remediation,
discipline, supporting mental health, addressing special
needs and building community.

Value #2. Shanker Self-Reg is a process not a
program.
What’s important here is that Self-Reg does not come
in a handy little package or manual that you open up,
learn, implement and then you’re done. Self-Reg is an
ongoing process of learning and growth about how we
can understand and support people, including helping
them with their problems in behaviour, mood, thinking
and learning. In other words, one of the biggest errors
we can make is thinking that we’ve “got Self-Reg” and
now all we have to do is use the method as taught.
In fact, the learning, readjusting and trial and error
probably never stop. That’s partly because people and
the situations they are in change constantly. Society and

the demands it puts on people, keeps changing as well.
The stressors that affect children evolve as well. Stressors
such as cyberbullying and responding to texts when you
should be asleep didn’t exist 20 years ago. What new
stressors might be affecting children ten years from now?
Children, and their self-regulation skills also change as
they grow and encounter new challenges, obstacles and
influences. Moreover, the science of Self-Reg is evolving
as new research emerges to enhance our understanding
of self-regulation and how it develops. Last, but not
least, Self-Reg itself will evolve as new people join the
conversation and contribute their unique knowledge and
experience about putting Self-Reg into practice. In other
words, if Self-Reg was a fixed program, it would be out
of date very quickly. The process is ongoing. It never ends.

Value #3 ALL people are capable of self-regulation,
no matter the age, stage or ability level.
This one can be taken at face value. The point is that
whether someone is old or young, highly educated or
uneducated, a prison inmate or a saint: regardless of
their IQ or state of physical or mental health, they are
capable of self-regulation on a meaningful and helpful
level. In fact, all people do self-regulate whether they
were taught to or not. However, everybody, even people
who happen to be pretty good at self-regulating, can
still learn more.

Value #4 Each individual, family, culture and
community holds unique Self-Reg expertise.
TMC has developed a model and method for
understanding self-regulation and teaching Self-Reg
strategies. But we did not invent self-regulation. In fact,
people have been self-regulating and co-regulating in
various ways for centuries. Understandings, expertise
and strategies about self-regulation vary from person to
person and culture to culture. We need to honour and
support the self-regulation knowledge and strategies
of different families, cultures and communities and be
ready learn from their expertise.

Self-Reg and Everything Else We Know
By: John Hoffman, TMC Writer and Newsletter Managing Editor
Attachment has been one of the big
ideas in child development over the
past 50 years. Attachment, which I’ll
define loosely as the emotional/social
bond that forms between parents
(or caregivers) and children, is widely
seen as the foundation for healthy
relationships and mental health
throughout life. Hard to argue with that.
Like self-regulation, attachment has
differing definitions and there is some
controversy in the field. But I think
most people would agree on this
core idea: children need to be able
to use adults as a resource for their
well-being, and as we would see it,
self-regulation. And, of course, adults
need to be able to be that resource
for children. This dovetails with the
Self-Reg concept of the interbrain,
the external brain that regulates
the immature child brain that can’t
regulate itself. In order for the external
brain to do its job, the two brains
have to be able to connect fairly
deeply. Attachment is the relationship
that enables the interbrain to work
effectively so that babies and toddlers
can feel the deep emotional and
physiological sense of safety which is
the foundation of self-regulation.
Attachment is a wonderful thing
when it’s working well. But it doesn’t
always work well. I think the Self-Reg
lens can give us a deeper insight into
attachment problems.
An example. A certain variant of the
serotonin transporter gene affects the
brain and nervous system’s ability to
deal with stress. As a result, people
with this gene variant are more likely
to experience negative impacts of
long-term stress such as negative
emotionality, anxiety and depression.
In a study by Grazyna Kochanska
and her colleagues at the University
of Iowa, toddlers with the “risky”
variant of this gene were more likely

to display poorer self-control at age
two and four than children with the
“unrisky” variant. However, this was
only true when of kids with the risky
gene variant had also been insecurely
attached at 12 months of age. In other
words, a healthy interbrain mitigated
the genetic risk (1).
But here’s the finding from that study
that really caught my attention: the
kids with the risky variant were more
than twice as likely to be insecurely
attached as kids with the unrisky
variant (55% vs. 25%). That finding
was more or less buried in the journal
article. But I think it’s very important
because it (and other research
as well) tells us that attachment
problems cannot be blamed solely
on deficient parents, as was often
the case in the past. What children
bring to the attachment table is just as
important. Some babies are born with
neurological differences that affect the
biological domain of self-regulation.
That can affect both parents’ ability to
understand their children’s needs (and
connect with the child) and the child’s
ability to understand and use what
their parents are trying to give them.
What’s amazing, and heartening,
is that a number of other studies
(including Kochanska’s) demonstrate
that parenting often prevails
over children’s biologically based
vulnerabilities. For example, a study at
the University of North Carolina found
“sensitive, responsive parenting”,
as researchers call it, seemed to
prevent a potential problem caused
by a risky variant of two dopamine
receptor genes. This problem had to
do with impaired functioning of the
vagus, a fascinating nerve that is part
of the physiological core of biological
self-regulation(2). The vagus quite
literally connects the heart to the face.
It does everything from regulating the

heart rate before and after stressful
situations to carrying signals to the
face and head nerves involved in
reading and expressing emotion
through our eyes, voice and ears (3).
So it makes sense that problems in the
functioning of the vagus can affect not
only the biological domain, but also
stress reactivity and functioning in the
emotional and social domains.
Another fascinating body of research
(biological sensitivity to context) shows
that kids who are born more reactive
to stress, can actually have better
outcomes than other kids when they
get the kind of supportive parenting,
that is enabled by a secure attachment (4).
But we can’t simply tell parents to be
more “sensitive”. That often won’t
work because it can be so much
harder to be “sensitive” with some
vulnerable kids whose needs may be
harder to read, not to mention the
dysregulating effect these kids can
have on parents (there’s research about
that too). In order to be sensitive, and
perhaps in order to even become
securely attached, both the parents
and the kids need to be regulated
first. Self-Reg can help us understand
these more challenging attachment
relationships brought on by biological
differences in children.
With respect to schools, we already
know that some vulnerable kids are
starting school with self-regulation
problems. But not only do these kids
have biologically-based problems,
many of them will also have impaired
ability to use adults as a resource
for regulation. Very challenging for
teachers. Self-Reg provides the best
model I’ve seen for understanding,
working with, and most importantly,
establishing relationships with these
vulnerable children.
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Who is Colouring For?
By: Aviva Dunsiger

chandelier that Darla Myers’ class
made out of recycled water bottles.
They wanted to use our empty water
bottles in a similar way.

I always start off my day reading through
tweets, blog posts, and newspaper articles
while enjoying a morning coffee or two. This
morning, I happened to catch this tweet from
fellow educator, Doug Peterson.

I’ll admit that when I saw that
subtitle, Coloring is Not Just for
Kindergartners, I thought back to a
staff meeting at my last school. In the
meeting, our principal, talked about
colouring. He specifically spoke
about colouring in maps — the bane
of my elementary school existence —
and the value in doing so. He got all
of us thinking about richer learning
opportunities beyond colouring ...
and I’m grateful for this.
In the last few years I’ve had a
“colouring awakening.” Have I had
students colour before? Yes. I’ll
admit it was usually a time filler. For
example, students would cut out the
coins for the math worksheet, and
then colour them in. An activity that
could take two minutes could now
stretch to 15 or 20 quiet minutes.
Quiet can be a wonderful thing.
But that staff meeting conversation
and my evolving learning has made
me start to question this kind of
colouring. Why not create a store and
let students purchase items with toy
coins? Why not photograph student
work and/or record student thinking
versus filling in a worksheet? What’s
the reason that students are cutting
out and colouring in coins, and do
they really need to do this to show
what they know? Does a worksheet
meet everybody’s needs, and what

might be a better option?
Now, while I stand by and believe
everything I’ve shared so far, I’ve
also been doing a lot of reading,
thinking, and conversing about self
regulation in the past three years.
Lauri Lee’s article is not suggesting
that colouring helps develop fine
motor skills or artistic abilities, but
instead, looks at the benefits for
self-regulation. Colouring calms
some people. It calms some adults
as well as students, which fellow
Kindergarten teacher Laurel Fynes
alluded to in a recent tweet. This is
likely the reason that I always found
colouring to be a “quiet activity”
for students. For those who enjoy
colouring, it probably helps them
selfregulate.
That was never my own experience
with colouring. I couldn’t stay in
the lines — ever. I had many maps
and worksheets thrown out by my
teachers because they were never
good enough, and just the thought of
colouring now, causes me stress.
I think, though, of a kindergarten
student of mine. Yesterday, she came
back from the holiday break, and
when she walked in the room, she
saw a table of empty water bottles
and two bins full of Sharpie markers.
Our class had been inspired by the

This student went right over to the
table, sat down, and focused intently
as she coloured the bottles. She
used various colours. She tried going
around in a circle as well as up and
down. She was calm and quiet, and
this is a student that often appears
up-regulated. During the day, when
she was feeling stressed, I noticed
her go back to this table and colour
another bottle or two. It calmed her
down. This wasn’t a colouring page,
and students were encouraged to
experiment with different types of
lines and designs, as well as create
patterns. But in some ways, it was just
colouring, and for this child, it was a
fantastic option for selfregulation.
Did it work for everybody? No. But I
think Peter McAsh has the best response
to that.

Maybe with colouring, we just have
to stop pretending that it’s Art, and
instead explore its potential for self
regulation. Maybe those students that
need it most will choose a colouring
option when they need it, and for
others, it doesn’t have to happen at all.

Where The Rubber Hits The Road
By: John Hoffman, TMC Writer and Newsletter Managing Editor

The ups and downs of learning to do Self-Reg
Self-Reg is a wonderful thing, but
learning how to put it into practice
can be, well, messy. That’s no surprise.
It’s a learning process. And people
are often learning about Self-Reg in
relative isolation, without the support
of colleagues who are going through
the same learning journey. In this
space we will share some of the reallife experiences – the missteps, aha
moments and the lessons learned
– of educators who are learning
how to implement Self-Reg in their
teaching practice.
The meaning of process
For Susan Conklin, a special education
classroom and resource teacher in
northern Ontario, the watershed
moment was coming to grips with
the idea that Self-Reg was a process.
That’s something she says she didn’t
fully understand until she attended
the Self-Reg Summer Symposium last
July. “Prior to that, I burdened myself
with the pressure of needing to know
more and trying to pull everything
together before moving forward,” she
says. “For example, I used to think, ‘I
have to understand more about the
social domain or figure out what the
heck the prosocial domain is before I
can presume to know anything about
self-regulation.’”
At the Summer Symposium Conklin
came to the understanding that SelfReg was a process where you work
like a scientist using the framework
of the 5-step method and observing

carefully, and adjusting your theories
based on those observations. Conklin
says that was a vital shift, because it
helped her see that she could move
forward with Self-Reg without being
an expert. She says, “I finally felt
confident just to begin, and also to
draw children, parents, and colleagues
into the process working from where
people are at any given moment.”
The unquiet corner
One of Nancy Niessen’s bumps in the
Self-Reg road is actually kind of funny,
and rather sweet. One of the first
Self-Reg steps taken by this “Reggio
inspired” full-day kindergarten teacher
with the Hamilton-Wentworth District
School Board was to create a quiet
space where students could go to
withdraw. It was an alcove with a small
area rug, a comfy chair, a computer
with headphones, some books about
feelings and an assortment of sensory/
motor toys. She also added a pod
chair, with a hood that kids could pull
down if they really needed to get
away from classroom stimulation.
At first it seemed to work. Some
children were gravitating to the space
in the way she and her ECE partner
envisioned. However, to their surprise,
the “Quiet Corner” started to evolve
into one of the more noisy areas of
the classroom. Niessen explains. “The
kids love to play in the chair,” Niessen
says. “They put toys in it and pull the
cover down. So our Quiet Corner
became more of a meeting place. So

much for the pod chair as place to
decrease visual stimulation and get
away from the noise,” she laughs.
The teachers tried reminding children
that the corner was supposed to
be a quiet place. But the kids had
other ideas. At the time she was
interviewed, Niessen and her partner
were getting ready to “take the issue
to the kids,” that is, sit down and
discuss the situation with the children
and get their input. In the meantime
they’ve tried creating some other little
quiet nooks in the classroom.
Although the initial result of the Quiet
Corner was a surprise, Niessen sees
it as part of the process. “You think,
‘’OK, I’ve got my Quiet Corner. I’m
done,’” she says. “But this shows me
that, in a lot of ways, you’re never
done. We’ve talked about that in a
Reggio Study Group I participate in,
the fact that there is no “there.” The
journey always continues for all of the
learners in the class, both children and
adults.”
Thanks, Susan and Nancy for sharing your stories.
And we’d love to hear more. So much can be learned
from these types of “bump in the road “or “aha
moment” experiences. If you have a story to share,
please contact. john@self‐reg.ca. No material will be
used or published without the sender’s permission.
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Q & A with TMC’s
Linda Warren

the behaviour keeps happening in
spite of our efforts to influence it, is
one of the ways you can tell that it is
stress behaviour.

Linda Warren has been one of TMC’s Senior Self-Regulation
Consultants for the past two years. In that role, she has helped
to promote Self-Reg and train educators, starting in the Durham
District School Board, and now throughout Ontario and across
Canada. We asked Linda to share some of her key learnings from
those experiences.

What was it that pulled you into
Self-Reg in the first place?
It was hearing Dr. Shanker speak.
What he said about stress and
how it affects behaviour really just
resonated with me because it made
sense. I already knew from personal
experience that when I was stressed
in my life I wasn’t as good or effective
a person as I was when I wasn’t
stressed. So when he started talking
about all those domains it resonated
with me really clearly. It’s easier to
be kind or gentle when you’ve taken
care of yourself or when things are
going well. I had grown up with that
message. I had learned it at the knee
of my parents and grandparents. But
here was somebody who could give
the scientific explanation for why it
really was true that people have a
more difficult time when they are
under stress.
What were the major messages you
wanted to get across to colleagues
and other people you talk to about
Self-Reg?
I say that Self-Reg is really about
giving us an opportunity to look at
and understand behaviour differently
– better. We often think children
are misbehaving intentionally. But
most of the time it’s not intentional
on the child’s part because there is
something behind the behaviour.

I also try to help people understand
that stress behaviour really is different
and if you look for the signs you can
see the difference. That gives you the
freedom to look at that behaviour in a
new light.
Another thing I say is that when we’re
looking at the behaviour of a baby or
preschooler or very elderly people we
understand intuitively that we have to
look at the big picture; that there is
something causing this behaviour to
happen. And that something is often
stress. But when people are between
the ages of say, 6 and 76, we stop
looking for the background cause. We
think people should be tougher and
do better. But we should be looking
at the role stress plays in behaviour
at all ages. When we do that it gives
us a chance to speak and treat each
other with much more understanding
and helpfulness, based on our
understanding of their stressors.
What were your biggest challenges?
The first and biggest challenge
for me is managing my own selfregulation — understanding when
I am starting to feel dysregulated,
and learning to recognize that before
it’s fully happening. And the next
is not slipping back into the old
mindset where I think, “This is not
stress behaviour because it keeps
happening.” But actually, the fact that

What have been the biggest
successes?
I love watching it expand. Wherever I
have been to present, do workshops
work with communities, I’ve seen
the community of people wanting to
learn about Self-Reg expand. People
listen to the ideas about how stress
impacts our behaviour and mood,
and then they start to resonate it with
what goes on in their personal and
professional lives. So people tell a
friend about Self-Reg and then their
friends tell a few friends and you can
see it expand.
The other thing I am really happy
to see is school staff, parents
and community partners working
together. The Durham Region Health
Department has been working with
with the School Community Councils,
sharing information about selfregulation. Everybody’s expertise is
coming to the table – Dr. Shanker’s
work, but also other information such
as the work on healthy eating and the
importance of play.
Is there anything else you want
people to know about why this work
is so important?
We’re changing the trajectory of
people’s lives, through self-regulation
and co-regulation. We’re helping each
other be the best we can be because
understanding Self-Reg breeds
empathy. When I talk to professionals
and parents I say, “Isn’t that what
we want for our kids? To build an
empathetic world where we care for
each other so we can be the best we
can be and do the best work we can?”

“I also try to help people understand that stress behaviour really is
different and if you look for the signs you can see the difference.”

Teach me to Dance
Cathy Lethbridge

The following poem is dedicated to children who are in the system as
foster or adoptive children. It also applies to our children of trauma who
have had similar experiences in their early lives but haven’t actually
been in the system.

I am a child of the system

synchrony

My neuroceptive alarm system

I don’t how to “dance”

Was set off so many times before I
was taken into care…and sadly after I
was in care as well.

I am a child of the system

So now a hair-trigger alarm system I
have
I can hear a whisper from the far side
of the house, classroom or school yard
because I have to be vigilant
My limbic system takes over and
becomes hypervigilant
My system is so mammalian…I have
so many reasons to fear
That’s where my negative bias comes
from
When I’m at school, the teacher yells
at me or she makes an angry face
My social arousal is so high
I lose it…I’m so in trouble
I am a child of the system
Co-regulation has to be bidirectional,
can’t be top down from the adult
But my birth mom didn’t know that,
and even some of my other “moms”,
“aunts”, “caregivers” didn’t know
that either…they just wanted me to
behave
I don’t know how to respond to a
rupture
I don’t know how to re-establish

My first “dance partners” were not
skilled dancers
My social arousal increases; I find it
harder to regulate; I get caught in
the stress cycle and I fall deeper and
deeper into fight or flight…or freeze
They call me bad. They say I’m lacking
in social skills
They’re right because right now I’m
incapable of social engagement
You have to help me flip my survival
brain back into learning brain
Aggression becomes my coping
strategy…maladaptive but it’s all I
have
Or maybe you will be lucky and I will
try to suppress my feelings…I will
become quiet, submissive, frozen
Or maybe I become victimized…
learned helplessness is mine
My maladaptive social behaviours
block me from the learning
experiences that I need for healthy
development

submissiveness but I come back to
your class every day…unless I’ve been
suspended
I eventually come back to class…that’s
what kicked dogs do, right?
I will come back to class…
If you will allow me
Sometimes you will not. You are
the rejecting, still face. I’ve met you
before in my birth home and in other
homes along the way.
I am in a learned helplessness state.
You think I’m being compliant. You
think you’ve won.
I am a child of the system.
Please reframe my behaviours. Help
me reframe my behaviours.
I want to learn in natural situations
within my capacity so I can begin
to learn the subtle aspects of coregulating
I do not want to be what I fear most
I am a child of the system…will you
teach me to dance?

My anxiety is so strong—I’ll either
fight, bolt or freeze
I am a child of the system
Teacher, you call me bad but
I respond with fight or with
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Strengthening
the Foundations
of Learning and
Well-Being:
The Alberta Self-Reg Institute
Lethbridge, April 19-20, 2016, Enmax Centre

REGISTER NOW!
Registration is now open for the
Alberta Self-Reg Symposium
in Lethbridge

April 19-20th, 2016
with Dr. Shanker,
the TMC team and
local Self-Reg experts.

F2F and
online courses
April 19th - May 20th

Keynote Presentations with

Dr. Stuart Shanker
What is Self-Reg and why has it
suddenly become so important?
(90 min)

Learn Self-Reg Institutes

Alberta

Strengthening the Foundations of
Learning and Wellbeing (90 min)

www.self-reg.ca/learn/tmcslearn-self-reg-institutes/

