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TMC CALENDAR
April 1

30-Day Self-Reg Challenge
“Spring Refresh”

April 11

#TMCTalks 7:30 EDT

April 20

Dr. Shanker
Elementary Teachers Federation
of Ontario, Student Well-Being
Conference Toronto

May 1

Self-Reg Game Based Learning Starts

May 3

Foundations Courses Start

May 17
K-12 Institute, Towards Thriving
Students, Halifax

May 18

Face-to-Face Seminar, Stress
Management vs. Breaking a Stress
Cycle Halifax

July 5

Foundations Courses Start

July 9-12
SRSS 2018, Trent University,
Peterborough, Ont.

For eSchool start dates, visit
www.self-reg.ca/calendar

Editor’s note
Reframing Motivation | John Hoffman, TMC Voices Editor
I remember one epic struggle with motivation
from childhood. At about the age of eight I
became fascinated by classical music. My hero
was Mozart. I wanted to be like him, and, as far
as I could tell, that started with piano lessons.
So I asked my parents to enroll me. At first I
was enthused and highly motivated to practice.
I enjoyed the process. I did really well and my
teacher had an intuitive grasp as to how to
keep me motivated. She let
me move ahead quickly and
didn’t harp on drill or perfect
technique. Then that teacher
moved away. My new teacher
was much more into drill,
technique and perfection. I
spent months playing the same
pieces over and over again.
Guess what? I started to hate
practicing and soon wanted
to quit. So my parents, who
wanted me to keep going, tried
bribery—five bucks every time I passed a piano
grade. That kept me at the piano, but only for
a year or so. Even money couldn’t motivate me
to push through the drudgery of practicing the
same pieces over and over and over again. I
walked away and didn’t touch the piano for five
of six years. I don’t play it now.
But, I did go back to music in my late teens,
because I wanted to play the guitar. Later I got
hooked on bluegrass music and developed a
hunger to learn mandolin and fiddle. I practiced
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a ton—every day—and got to be good enough
to play professionally for 15 years. I still play
music today, and sometimes I even get paid for
it. More importantly, I love it! And motivation,
from within, definitely was a key to getting to
where I am with music. Another crucial factor
in maintaining that motivation was finding
ways to enjoy the incremental improvements
and little successes that happen as you learn
an instrument. Those two
factors, plus the kick one
gets from making music with
people, enabled me turn the
negative stress—the daily grind
of practicing—into positive
stress often enough to keep me
going.
We’re reframing motivation in
this issue of TMC Voices, from
a number of Self-Reg angles.
Stuart Shanker uses the red
brain, blue brain analogy
to reframe the challenges of unmotivated
teenagers. Susan Hopkins shares a story about
how Self-Reg helped her reframe an apparent
motivation problem in a more helpful way.
Our community chimes in with some thoughts
about how and why Self-Reg motivates them.
We’ve also got some exciting TMC news to
share, and we introduce you to Liz Shepherd,
who is definitely one of the unsung, but highly
motivated, behind-the-scenes heroes of TMC.
Enjoy!
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GAME-BASED LEARNING
2018 SELF-REG

Our Game-Based Learning program helps young people
learn Self-Reg basics through an engaging series of videos
and activities. Teens enter the “noir” world of a Stress
Detective working tirelessly to identify the sender of a
mysterious gift that is stressing out people all over town! All
learning in this 14-module program takes place within an
online “map” the learner navigates using a personal avatar.
It’s fun! It’s informative! It’s Self-Reg!
Game-Based Learning is a great way for teens to learn about
Self-Reg!

INDIVIDUAL AND CLASS GROUP REGISTRATIONS
AVAILABLE.
F O R M O R E I NF O RM ATION V IS IT OUR WE BS ITE .
https://self-reg.ca/self-reg-game-based-learning-adolescents/
Editorial Board

Organizational Leadership

Contact

About TMC

John Hoffman,
Managing Editor

Stuart Shanker

info@self-reg.ca

Susan Hopkins

@self_reg

The MEHRIT Centre was
formed in 2012 to work
towards a vision of calm and
alert students, educators,
and families flourishing in
physically and emotionally
nurturing environments.

Meaghan Trewin,
Associate Editor
Letitia Calver,
Creative Director
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The MEHRIT Centre
www.self-reg.ca

Teens and
Motivation:
Are we
focusing on
the wrong
part of the
brain?
By Stuart Shanker

In some ways, Janus would be the perfect symbol for Self-Reg. Partly, because Janus
was the god of beginnings and transitions; but mostly, because Janus’ two faces were
supposed to represent looking to the future and looking to the past. We might say
the same thing about the “Triune Brain.”
The Blue Brain is constantly looking to the future: in a positive way, when we’re
optimistic and enthusiastic; and in a negative way, when we’re consumed by worries
and intrusive thoughts. In both cases we are thinking about what might happen, for
better or for worse.
The Red Brain is focused on the past: sometimes, the really distant past, as when
we are governed by reptilian responses. (Spot a snake and our subcortical response
is the same as our arboreal prehuman ancestors.) But more often, the Red Brain is
reacting to our personal past: the positive and negative experiences that we have
undergone and the associations we have formed.
Historically, we’ve looked at the question of how best to motivate a teen as strictly
a Blue Brain matter: creating or augmenting the sorts of desires that inspire
perseverance, or persuading a teen to stick to a challenging task. But Motivation
Intensity Theory teaches us that motivation is more about the assessment of
difficulty than the size of the reward. Changing the difficulty of a task while keeping
the size of the reward unchanged has a huge impact on motivation, whereas
manipulating the size of the reward while keeping the task fairly difficult has little
impact (Gendolla, Wright & Richter 2012).
But what sort of “mental operation” is involved in the assessment of difficulty? That
is where the Red Brain comes in. The answer is that we don’t compute whether or
not to undertake a difficult task (the classic view of homo economicus); but we do
remember. We remember how it felt to push really hard for a sizeable reward,
and how it felt to push really hard for a measly one. Or rather, our limbic system
“remembers” the reward/effort calculus.
The first part of what the limbic system actually “remembers” is the experience that
produced a feeling of being energized, euphoric, sedated (a surge of dopamine,
serotonin, oxytocin); or tense, on edge, depressed (a flood of cortisol, epinephrine,
norepinephrine). Any cue associated with the experience is enough to get one of
these neurochemical waves started. And once started, they are very difficult to arrest
(the essence of any sort of addictive behaviour).
The second part of what the limbic system “remembers” is the effort side of the
equation; or rather, when blood glucose dropped precipitously, making it necessary
to dip into energy reserves (hence the rise in cortisol). While the limbic system may
be primitive, it isn’t stupid. Just as it “remembers” experiences which required huge
effort and minimal reward, so too it “remembers” experiences where there was no
effort but maximal reward.
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CONTINUED: TEENS AND MOTIVATION: ARE WE FOCUSING ON THE WRONG PART OF THE BRAIN?

“motivation is more
about the assessment of
difficulty than the size
of the reward.”
This latter phenomenon accounts for one of the major problems
we are now having with teens. The big challenge for anyone
trying to motivate a teen these days is that organizations like
Dopamine Labs have figured out how to skew the equation so
as to sell a product (and yes, there really is a Dopamine Labs,
which promises App designers techniques to “lift engagement
and revenue up to 30% by giving your users our perfect burst
of dopamine”). Why push yourself when you can get all the
dopamine you can handle with just the swipe of a screen?
What we are really confronted with today is the emergence of
what I think we should be calling Demotivation Intensity Theory
(otherwise known as “Behaviour Design”). The commercial goal
of this new “science” is to reduce the difficulty of an activity to
the point where it is more difficult to stop than to keep going.
The perfect example is the way streaming services show a few
seconds of the next episode in a TV series immediately at the
end of the show you’ve just watched. With your interest and
attention already engaged, it takes effort to turn the program
off, and before you know it you are “binge-watching”.
The same point applies to any of the “triggers” that grab a
child’s attention—for example, a pip or a vibration that signals
a new message has just come in—in much the same way that
random “hits” keep one glued to a slot machine. But then, why
expend effort to achieve a goal when you can get the same
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neurochemical payoff with no effort at all?
That’s actually the problem with the Janus metaphor: the
fact that the two faces are posed in opposite directions,
not even looking at let alone talking to each other. But the
traffic between Blue Brain and Red Brain is so intense that it
resembles the control tower at Hartsfield-Jackson International
Airport in Atlanta. The Blue Brain is forever insisting: “Do this
to experience a surge of endorphins.” And the Red Brain is
responding: “Why bother when it’s so easy to get the same
result without breaking a sweat?” The present is a function
of this dialogue between future and past, and when it gets
strongly tilted in one direction or the other, that’s when we
need to start worrying.
If what we’re after is the long-lasting benefits of self-motivation,
we are going to have to help teens themselves start thinking
in Triune terms. Tina Rosenberg’s Join the Club is a riveting
account of how it was positive peer pressure, and the
hostility that teens felt when they realized they were being
manipulated by tobacco companies, that led to the success
of an anti-smoking campaign. I’m going to experiment with
something similar myself with my own teens, first, by getting
them to read Nir Eyal’s Hooked: How to Build Habit-Forming
Products. Well, I will try to get them to read it. The problem is, it
will take a bit of effort, not to mention an open mind.

self-reg people

FIVE QUESTIONS

Self-Reg
People
Liz Shepherd | Resources & Services
Development Manager
Liz Shepherd has done just about everything at TMC over
the past two years. “I started as Susan’s EA and manned
client service requests,” says Liz, who graduated from Trent
University with a Master’s of Psychology in 2015. “Then I
added events to my plate, and a few other things. But along
the way we figured out I really enjoyed creating things.”
That led to Liz taking on a project management role, which
evolved into her current position as Resources & Services
Development Manager. She now works on the development
of many of TMC’s courses, resources and tools, while also
overseeing and managing client services and still helping
out with events from time to time.
Liz first connected to The MEHRIT Centre through Trent
University Psychology Professor Brenda Smith-Chant, who
is also Senior Researcher with the Self-Regulation Institute.
“I met Brenda when I was working on my Master’s at Trent,”
says Liz. “ I was in tears at the time actually. One of my exams
hadn’t gone to plan and I was really upset. Brenda had
never met me before, but when she saw I was upset she just
grabbed me and gave me a big hug.” (Dr. Smith-Chant is well
known for her nurturing of students.) Needless to say Liz
and Brenda soon became friends. So when Liz got an e-mail
from Brenda, asking if she wanted to be a part-time research
assistant with the newly born SRI, she jumped at the chance.
Liz’s most recent big project was TMC’s Game-Based
Learning Course, a project spurred by community requests
for learning tools to use with students. “I did some research
for a couple of months about what makes good game-based
learning,” Liz explains. “Then I met with Susan and our
videographers Aaron and Aidan. We sat at Susan’s kitchen
table, coffee in hand, and fleshed out an idea of a ‘Stressed
Detective’ on a mission to solve a series of recurring events
that were causing people to become stressed.” The end
product, which launched on the TMC website in January,
took ten months to create and countless hours of Liz’s time.
“I probably spent a few hundred hours on it in the end, but I
couldn’t tell you the exact number, she laughs.

Where are you from originally and what
brought you to Trent University?
I was born in San Diego, California, but moved to
Norton St. Philip, a little village in England, in my
early teens. (My parents were British and wanted
to move back.) I met my partner, Adam, during my
first week at university (Royal Holloway, University
of London). One time Adam went to a seminar held
by a Trent professor. She told him that Canada
offered funded Master’s programs. He came home
that day and said “Have you ever thought about
moving to Canada? Five years later, we have just
become Canadian Permanent Residents. “
What’s a personal stressor that you’ve
identified in the last year or two because of
your Self-Reg learning?
I know that I am crazy hard on myself, even
when I don’t need to be. I am still working on
self-compassion and accepting that I can’t please
everyone immediately.
What is the Self-Reg lesson that has been
hardest for you to learn?
That Self-Reg starts with you. Without being selfregulated yourself, you can’t help others regulate. I
often skip that first step.
What is your go-to strategy for restoring energy
and recovering from stress?
Hanging out with my partner Adam or sleeping.

We can’t wait to see what Liz comes up with next!
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Unmotivated
or Hooked?

The worrisome
pull towards
“just one
more” episode
By Susan Hopkins

The other night I “pulled the plug” on Netflix for good. It was an easy decision after
I used a Self-Reg lens to reframe a parenting problem I’d been struggling with for
several months. Here’s where it started:
“Siena turn off the TV.”
		

“Okay.” Followed by nothing.

“Siena, are you watching the TV again?”
		

“It’s over in 15 minutes mom.”

“Siena, I said 1 hour a day.”
		

“I know mom, but … (fill in the ‘but of the day’ here).”

Those are just a few of my less than useful parenting nags from the last week.
Do you ever catch yourself slipping into this default mode, mixing a “poor
choice” disappointment tone with a bit of exasperated “do this now” child
directing? This, of course, never works, and when I am rested and reflecting
on my parenting, I never for a moment think it’s the way to go. But the words
just come out sometimes. Learning this Self-Reg stuff doesn’t mean you aren’t
human or that you won’t find yourself slipping back into a self-control mindset
from time to time, especially at the end of a long day.
The situation that led to my adios to Netflix began when my daughter found
her way back to her Netflix episodes for the third time yesterday. Nagging
wasn’t working. Neither were the expectations I set over and over again
about the time boundaries. I have never been very good at minute-watching
or policing the expectations and, the truth is, I just lose track of time. The
recurring pattern was me catching Siena back at the TV, glued to her latest
episode again and again.
Most of the time my parenting happens through the relationship that Siena
and I have— a million little conversations, a million ways of connecting, and
what Jean Clinton calls the “drip, drip, drip” effect. In teaching, I had a similar
approach to my classroom, and, honestly, I found it always worked. Why? Well,
because it’s not about what comes up, it’s about how you respond. This is the
co-regulation side of Self-Reg. Children learn to self-regulate by first being
regulated. Then it is through co-regulation that they develop the ability to
manage their energy and tension.
You might be wondering what does any of this have to do with motivation,
the theme of this issue of TMC Voices. The answer is that it had a lot to do with
motivation and yet, after a Self-Reg reframe, very little. I started out thinking I
had two motivation problems to address with my daughter. 
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CONTINUED: UNMOTIVATED OR HOOKED?

One was her lack of motivation to meet the expectations I
set around technology (painful to admit, but true). The other
was that I wanted her to be motivated to do something more
meaningful with her time, as I had told her numerous times
(another “oh ugh” on my part). That’s a classic self-control
mindset. It happens even to us Self-Reggers. But the real
issue was not motivation at all, it was the stress of an urge
manifesting as a compulsive draw to watch another episode
and another and another.
My decision to cancel Netflix was also partly influenced by
the ironic coincidence that I was reading a book about how
technology companies use behaviour design to create habits
that hook children (and adults) to their products. Suddenly
it dawned on me that my 10-year-old was a case example of
a “hooked” consumer (why had I not noticed before?). That
needed my attention, and the five steps of Self-Reg helped me
think it through.
1. Reframe the behavior: I thought Siena was not
demonstrating responsibility because she was not adhering to
my boundaries and limits on technology. I also felt she lacked
the motivation to change this bad habit. Why could she not see
it was harmful to her, and a waste of precious time, to want so
much time passively watching a screen?
And then the penny dropped. Netflix had hooked her. The
dopamine rush was pulling Siena to the screen the moment
she felt a little discomfort or boredom.

2. Recognize the stressors: The big one was that the
episodes were hooking my daughter into the experience, for
the “dopamine draw.” I also saw that she was more prone to
Netflix bingeing when tired, waiting on something or someone,
or bored, with free time on hands.
3. Reduce the stress: Once I understood the real stressors,
a lightbulb went on. I had been imposing limits on TV time in
an attempt to reduce the stress on Siena (and the negative
impacts on her energy and tension) caused by long viewing
sessions. But now it was clear that the most natural way to
lighten her stress load would be to cancel my subscription.
And that’s what I did.
4. Reflect: I knew that cancelling Netflix would be upsetting
for Siena. So I did it with her versus to her, as best I could. I
explained why I was making this choice, why it signaled love
and that it was not a punishment nor was it her fault.
5. Respond: I wanted to help Siena start feeling better as
quickly as I could. She got upset, and I soothed her, stayed
with her. She fell asleep (unusual and telling). Then when she
woke up, I spent some intentional extra time with her by the
fire. She was teary, and we talked about how sometimes it’s
normal and OK to feel sad. I stayed with her—no judgment
only support.
She was fine an hour later.

Learn Self-Reg with Dr. Stuart Shanker
No matter your journey, The MEHRIT Centre has a program that fits your needs!

FOUNDATIONS CERTIFICATE PROGRAM

Join learners from around the world. Study and reflect on the basic underpinnings of
Self-Reg theory and practice.
—

LEVEL 2 FACILITATOR CERTIFICATE PROGRAM

Gain a deeper understanding of the science and research foundations of Self-Reg.
Prepare to be certified as a trainer and facilitator in the Shanker Method®.
—

MASTER'S MODULES PROGRAM

Dive deeper into your Self-Reg learning. Design your own path by choosing modules
that fit your own background and interests.
—

R EG I S T ER T O D A Y!
www.self-reg.ca/online-courses-with-dr-shanker
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Self-Regulation in the News

Increased serotonin could ramp up
motivation by lowering the perceived cost
of putting in effort
Motivation may be less limited than
we think
Source: University of Toronto
“Self-control may be less limited than we often believe. In fact,
there may be no noticeable dip in our motivation and ability
to do something as long as we switch up tasks throughout
the day. While people get tired doing one specific task over
a period of time, we found no evidence that they had less
motivation or ability to complete tasks throughout the day.”

What motivates people changes during the
pursuit of goals, new research suggests

Source: psypost.com
“Our results suggest that a selective serotonin reuptake
inhibitor enhances performance by alleviating effort cost:
subjects who received the treatment achieved longer efforts
and hence higher payoffs, than those receiving a placebo.”

Holding infants – or not – can leave traces
on their genes.
Source: University of British Columbia, Faculty of Medicine
“The study showed that children who had been more
distressed as infants and had received less physical contact
had a molecular profile in their cells that was underdeveloped
for their age.”

Source: www.cbc.ca
“New research done by consumer psychology expert Olya Bullard
suggests when people embark on a new goal — like losing weight
— their attention tends to shift from a more positive outlook in
the beginning to fears of failure toward the end.”

New study shows there’s a positive side to
worrying

Catnapping could be the answer to better
baby sleep
Source: bellybelly.com.au
“The key here is to try and keep your baby’s sympathetic
nervous system (SNS) dialled down. When the SNS is dialled
down, the sleep regulators are able to function properly and
your baby’s body has nothing working to fight sleep off.”

Source: UCR Today
“It seems that both too much and too little worry can interfere
with motivation, but the right amount of worry can motivate
without paralyzing…Worrying the right amount is far better
than not worrying at all.”

Problem solving buffers the brain against
anxiety
Source: Psychologytoday.com
“Stimulating the problem-solving center of at-risk individuals’
brains seemed to protect them from the worst effects of
anxiety. A follow-up evaluation and brain scan of the study
participants seven months later confirmed the initial findings.”
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Learn Self-Reg
W I T H D R . S T U A R T S HAN K E R & T H E M E H R I T C E NT R E

Join us in Halifax, Nova Scotia
MAY 17 | SELF-REG K-12 INSTITUTE
Towards Thriving Students

MAY 18 | FACE-TO-FACE SEMINAR
“Stress management” vs. “Breaking a stress cycle”

Stay tuned for other dates! Our 2018 program includes events in:
Canada: Edmonton, Winnipeg, Victoria, Vancouver, Thunder Bay
United States: New York | Australia: Sydney | and more!

JOIN DR. SHANKER & TMC
FOR THE 4TH ANNUAL

SELF-REG SUMMER SYMPOSIUM
WH E N:

July 9 – 12, 2018

WH E RE :

Trent University, Peterborough Ontario

WH AT:

Join us as we focus the Self-Reg lens on three qualities that
are crucial to optimal child development and student success:
resilience, perseverance and motivation

SE LF - RE G ACTIVITIE S:

Water sports, yoga, nature walks, and more!

BROWSE & REGISTER FOR EVENTS ON TMC’S WEBSITE!
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Headed for
Halifax!
Stuart Shanker and Susan Hopkins will
be in Halifax May 17 and 18 for two
illuminating Learn Self-Reg events.
On May 17, they will host a K-12
Self-Reg Institute: Towards Thriving
Students. Participants will learn the
basics of Self-Reg and explore the
science and practical implications of
the impact of excessive stress load on
students’ (and teachers’) energy, mood,
behaviour and learning.
The following day Susan and Stuart
will host a Face-to-Face Seminar:
Stress Management vs. Breaking a
Stress Cycle. This seminar presents
a broadened and potent view of
stress management that goes far
beyond adaptive coping to look at the
importance of managing energy flow
and recovering the energy expended in
dealing with stressors.
Both full-day (8:30 AM - 4:00 PM)
events will take place at
Dalhousie University.
For more information, including how to
register, visit the TMC website. 
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Summer is Coming! So is SSRS 2018

Game-based Learning Preview

Join us at Trent University, in Peterborough, Ontario, July 9-12
for our 4th annual Summer Self-Reg Symposium (SRSS). This
year we’re using the Self-Reg lens to take an in-depth look at
three attributes that are key to student success: resilience,
perseverance, and motivation. SRSS 2018 offers a variety of
learning opportunities, including keynotes by Dr. Shanker
and Dr. Jean Clinton, and breakout sessions led by various
members of the TMC team.

Want a sneak peek inside our brand new Game-based
Learning program for teens? Visit our YouTube channel and
watch our new video. Developer Liz Shepherd gives you
a preview of the program and how it works. Game-based
learning is a great way for teenagers to learn about Self-Reg
and how to be a stress detective!

This year we’ve added some new features such as small group
sharing and planning time, full-circle sessions at the end of
each day and Self-Reg Talks: short, entertaining research talks
related to Self-Reg. And, as always, SRSS builds in time for
calming and energizing personal Self-Reg activities such as
canoeing, yoga, nature walks, a gala dinner and our annual
Self-Reg bonfire.
The full-program is now available online. Check it out!
To register visit our website.

365 Days of Self-Reg Quotes
For each and every day of 2018 Dr. Shanker will be posting
a Self-Reg “Quote Graphic” on his twitter account. Follow Dr.
Shanker on Twitter @Stuart Shanker and use the hashtag
#Shanker365 to catch up on the quotes.
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community voices

Self-Reg and Personal
Motivation
We asked our Twitter followers to share some thoughts about how
Self-Reg motivates them and affects their levels of motivation.
Here’s what they tweeted.

• Self-Reg has been the best motivator to understand

my family and my students. I’ve also started to better
understand myself and how I can cope with stress.
Figuring that out has been the best thing that has ever
happened.

• Self-Reg guides me to stay aware of my emotional

barometer and to use strategies such as drinking water,
taking deep breaths and reading positive tweets to find
my calm place!
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• Self-Reg motivates me to take a pause and reflect before I

respond. Where is my stress level? Where is the stress level
of the other parties? Based on that information, what is
the best response?

• Self-Reg motivates me to separate wheat from chaff in our

family life. Finding sources of stress and evaluating costs
and benefits. We’ve eliminated extracurricular activities
that we felt we “should” be doing, and the reduction in
stress is palpable.

• The process of Self-Reg puts me in that ‘just right’ space to

learn, restore and take on challenges!

• I’m starting a book club at my school to explore Self-Reg

with my colleagues. We will be learning together how to
reduce our stress & help our students to manage theirs. I
sent the invitation yesterday...already 26 out of 35 staff
members have signed up!

• Self-Reg motivates me to pause and use ‘soft eyes’ with

my family, instead of getting defensive. Sometimes just
listening is what people need. I try to stay calm. Calm
begets calm.

• Self-Reg motivates me to learn about the diversity of

human nature. I just finished reading The Four Tendencies,
by Gretchen Rubin, and have been exploring the sources
of stress for each tendency. What’s calming for one is
stressful for another!

• Self-Reg helps us remember that to be present and mindful

is a journey, not a destination. Don’t be so hard on yourself.

• Remembering that most often we should focus on stress

overload, not the actual behaviour, and look for ways to
slow down, give self compassion, restore and regroup.

• Becoming a stress detective is so helpful for me and for

the addiction clients I serve. Awesome stuff!
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GROUNDING LIVING AND LEARNING IN SELF-REGULATION
WWW.SELF-REG.CA
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