This discussion guide covers seven education-themed blogs
in Dr. Stuart Shanker’s The Self-Reg View Of blog series.

The Self-Reg View of:

Literacy

December, 2016 | https://self-reg.ca/2015/12/02/dr-stuart-shanker-self-reg-and-literacy/

Reflect
The nature of reading has changed in the past 20 years, particularly for younger people and
particularly so with respect to reading of print. What has been the reading experience of young
people you know? Do they have the same kind of relationship with books that you did when you
were young? What do you make of their online or screen-based reading experiences?

Different Kids. Different Relationships with Books.
Jamal loves books! He discovered science fiction at age 10, starting with the Star Wars series of
novels. Now he’s into Terry Pratchett. Sometimes his parents worry about getting Jamal’s nose out
of his books and into his homework. In fact, they sometimes use reading for pleasure as a reward.
They tell Jamal, “You can read your science fiction book when your math homework is finished.”
On the other hand, Jamal’s sister Nadya does most of her reading on various devices. She doesn’t
hate books, but she rarely reads novels and does most of her reading on social media sites and
click-bait articles about celebrities. Mom and Dad wish they could get Nadya to read one-tenth of
the number of books her brother reads.
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Discussion Questions
Question 1. Research by the British educational publisher Pearson suggests that most of today’s
children stop reading for pleasure by age 11. Share your experiences with reading for pleasure in
the young people you know. Do those experiences match Pearson’s findings? What differences do
you notice between young people who read for pleasure and those who don’t?
Question 2. Dr. Shanker writes: Before are children turning from reading, not simply because
there is something else that they find more entertaining, but also because reading in order to
obtain a reward undermines the very pleasure of reading?”
Have you ever offered rewards or other enticements for reading books? If so, why did you start
doing that? How well did the rewards work in getting more kids to read? Do you think there is any
place, in today’s world, for offering rewards for reading?
Question 3. Dr. Shanker wants today’s students to learn that, rather than being “a penance to be
endured,” reading can be an important strategy for recovering from stress and bringing yourself
back to calm. What can teachers and parents do to instill the attitude that reading is a relaxing
pleasure, something that helps people recover from stress, rather than being a source of stress?
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The Self-Reg View of:

The Critical Importance of
the Fifth Domain
https://self-reg.ca/2016/06/23/self-reg-view-critical-importance-fifth-domain/

Reflect
A lot of people are talking about the need for empathy these days, including, several years ago,
President Obama. It’s safe to assume that most people think it’s important. How do you think
empathy develops? Do you think it’s an innate human trait? Can it be taught? Can empathy be
derailed?
Some Self-Reg learners have expressed a bit of confusion as to why empathy, which seems
inherently social, is not part of the social domain of Self-Reg. Some people have wondered why
prosocial and social can’t be rolled into one domain. Have you ever wondered about that? If so,
share your questions and thoughts. On the other hand, if the difference between the social and
prosocial domains is very clear to you, share your thoughts and understandings about that.

A Parental Dilemma
If there is one thing Luc wants for his children, it’s for them to become kind, caring people. “I don’t
care how smart they are, or if they are the best hockey players in their school,” he says. “All those
achievements mean nothing to me unless my kids show concern and caring for others.” So Luc
is excited when he sees his children showing other people and treating them well. But he is also
quite disturbed at times by the way his kids treat each other: teasing, put downs, sibling rivalry,
even bullying.” Sometimes he gets mad and yells at them when they mistreat each other. But he
knows that won’t help. “They’re not going to learn to be nice from having me yell at them, that’s for
sure,” he says. But at times he’s not sure what else to do.
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Discussion Questions
Question 1. A teenaged boy, profiled by Dr. Shanker in this blog, had been involved in a number
of troubling outbursts at his former school. He writes: “But over time it became clear that the
outbursts were due, not to innate antisocial tendencies but rather, a mix of sensory issues (e.g.,
he was highly sensitive to noise and crowds), a slew of strong negative emotions (fear, anxiety,
low self-esteem, sadness, anger), low frustration tolerance, an entrenched negative bias, and poor
mind-reading/mind-displaying skills.”
Do these observations resonate with problems experienced by children you have known? Share
your experiences and observations about children whose seemingly anti-social outbursts were
related to stress. What were the stressors for that child? Were you or others able to find ways to
reduce those sources of stress or mitigate their impact? If so, how?
Question 2. Dr. Shanker says the turning point for this came when he made some new friends
at a sports camp and started hanging out with them when school resumed in September. This
helped draw the boy into fun, healthy activities and provided him with a lot of social engagement.
The idea of hanging out with the “wrong crowd” or the “right crowd” has been around for a long
time. But it’s not always easy to engineer who kids’ friends are. Discuss your experiences of trying
to influence a teenager’s choice of friends or peer group.
Question 3. Peers are very, very important to teenagers. However, while friendships and social
interaction are very important sources of support and self-esteem for adolescents, peer relations
can also be a source of significant stress at times. Discuss your experiences of trying to support a
teen who was experiencing stress in peer relationships. What did you do to try to support them?
What strategies were the most successful?
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The Self-Reg View of:

Schools as “Self-Reg Havens”
May, 2016 | https://self-reg.ca/2016/05/31/self-reg-view-schools-self-reg-havens/

Reflect
A haven is a place of refuge and safety. Think back to your childhood experiences in school. Did
your schools feel like a safe haven? If not, what was it that made you feel unsafe? If your school did
feel like a safe haven, share the qualities of the environment, the teachers and/or the community
that contributed to that feeling of safety. Were there some aspects of school or environments
within the school that felt safer than others?

Different School, Different Vibe
Amanda was so relieved to be teaching at a new school. “The old school was all about procedures
and compliance,” she says. “And that applied to teachers as well as students. I always felt like
someone was looking over my shoulder and I could tell the students felt that way too. With some
students I felt like I was in a constant battle and power struggle to get them to behave. I felt like I
didn’t have a way to establish relationships with them.”
Already, things feel better at the new school. Discipline is not so reactive and the teachers don’t
have so many procedures to follow. “Everybody feels more at ease and we have more emotional
space for building relationships,“ Amanda says.
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Discussion Questions
Question 1. Dr. Shanker argues very strongly that draconian disciplinary measures and zerotolerance policies do not increase students’ and teachers’ feelings of safety in schools. Discuss
your experiences with strict discipline and/or zero-tolerance policies in schools. How did those
policies and practices affect the students who were the sources of the most discipline problems?
How do zero-tolerance policies affect teachers?
Question 2. Dr. Shanker writes: “The key to establishing a positive student-teacher relationship
is that both has to feel safe in the other’s presence.” Discuss this statement with respect to your
experiences with students in whose presence you found it difficult to feel safe or who didn’t seem
to feel safe in your classroom? What was it that made it difficult for the student and you to feel
safe together? Share experiences where you and a student were eventually able to feel safe in
each other’s presence? What made the difference?
Question 3. A key feature of a Self-Reg Haven is that educators have learned to shift from
looking at problem behaviours with a self-control (How do I stop this?) frame of mind to a more
non-judgmental mindset characterized by puzzlement and openness. The self-control/discipline
model has been part of education for many years. How difficult is it (or will it be) for you to
make this shift from coming up with the right in-the-moment disciplinary response to apparent
misbehaviour to asking yourself, “why is this student behaving the way she is? And why now?” Has
learning Self-Reg changed the way you do discipline?
Question 4. Learning and adopting Self-Reg must be a voluntary journey, not mandated, says Dr.
Shanker. Share your experiences about how you came to be on a Self-Reg learning journey. What
kind of direction and support (if any) did you get from your principal or school district? Are other
teachers in your school learning Self-Reg as well? How do you share your learning journey with
them? How do you talk about Self-Reg with colleagues who remain committed to the self-control/
discipline model of behaviour management?
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Do High School Students
Need to Learn Self-Reg?
October, 2015 | https://self-reg.ca/2015/10/29/do-high-school-students-need-to-learn-self-		
			reg-by-dr-stuart-shanker/

Reflect
In recent years there has been considerable coverage of increasing stress and mental health
problems in high school students. For example, the Globe and Mail reported on a recent study
by Toronto’s Centre for Addiction and Mental Health, which showed that the number of students
with serious psychological distress increased by 40 percent between 2013 and 2016. Discuss this
finding with respect to your own experience of teenagers. Are you seeing more and more young
people dealing with significant mental distress? If so, why do you think that is the case?

The Far Side of Mick
Few people know that Mick takes anxiety medication and most of his teachers would be very
surprised to hear that. Outwardly, Mick appears to be one of the more successful students. His
marks are good, he seems to have lots of friends and he’s involved in various school activities. But
Mike feels constant inner turmoil. He finds social media and online interaction stressful, but he
also feels compelled to take part because that’s what everyone else is doing. He has no clue what
he wants to do after high school. But he feels much pressure because “a good student like him”
should be aiming for a high-level program, like sciences, law, engineering or even medicine. His
parents keep telling him to make an appointment with a guidance counsellor, but he hardly knows
the guidance teachers. So he keeps putting it off. Mick is hanging in there. His medication takes
the edge off his anxiety, but it’s still there. And he hates some of the side effects. Nobody has any
idea how much energy he is burning just to get through each day.
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Discussion Questions
Question 1. Dr. Shanker notes that while teachers serve as the primary Self-Reg resource at the
elementary school, “there are significant barriers to adopting the same approach at the secondary
school level, given the size of classes and the institution; the amount of movement from class-toclass during the day; and perhaps most important, the specialization that occurs at this level of
education.” Discuss these challenges from a Self-Reg perspective.
Question 2. Discuss the unique challenges of building and maintaining teacher-student
relationships and the Interbrain at the secondary school level. How have you been able to build
relationships with students who really seemed to need your support?
Question 3. Dr. Shanker says we need to teach Self-Reg to high school students. He writes:
This can be done in brief daily “self-regulation breaks”, augmented by science or health courses
on the nature of stress and its impact on mood, attention and behavior. Instead of relegating
this critical responsibility to a few Self-Reg “specialists”, every single teacher needs to learn
how to read the signs of stress-behavior and acquire the skills to help their students become
calmly focused and alert.” Discuss these ideas in terms of the responsibilities for curriculum and
assessment. What are some possible ways to teach Self-Reg within the curriculum expectations
for your subject? What ways have you found to embed “teachable moments” about Self-Reg into
your classes?
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The Self-Reg View of:

Music

January, 2016 | https://self-reg.ca/2016/01/03/dr-shankers-blog-on-the-self-reg-view-of-music/

Reflect
Many educators and parents see music as an important part of a holistic education. Indeed, most
private schools offer strong music programs to help attract students. Yet today’s (elementary)
schools are less likely to have specialist music teachers. And some music programs are being cut.
Discuss your experiences of the changing face of music in publicly-funded education. And share
your ideas about the positive role music education and activities can play in student engagement
with school and their overall well-being.

Two Kids, Wildly Divergent Musical Tastes
Jasmine is all about participation in school music. She sings in the choir, plays in the concert band
and takes part in the coffee houses put on by her student council. “Some days it feels like music is
the main thing that gets me out of bed and on my way to school.”
Music is important to Tyler too. But he’s mostly into punk and metal. The louder and raunchier
music is, and the more it makes adults uncomfortable, the better he likes it. But Tyler is not so big
on school music. He’s a good guitar player and he used to play bass in the school band. But he
stopped going to band last year. “Not cool, “ he says.
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Discussion Questions
Question 1. Dr. Shanker talks about research on the regulating effect of music. He writes, “But
then the question is: What sorts of music? A couple of features stand out: the music has to be
simple, slow, and soothing, with highly repetitive and predictable phrases.”
This type of music is not typically the kind of music that young people listen to.
How have you found ways to use slow, soothing music to help children down-regulate. Perhaps
you’ve also used livelier, punchier music to upregulate students. Discuss your experiences. What
music was most successful in helping your students as a group?
Question 2. In discussing the use and value of background music in the classroom, Dr. Shanker
proposes another way music can play a regulating role for students and teachers: “other than
looking at this issue in terms of the third step of Self-Reg—i.e., as some sort of ‘environmental fix’
to reduce classroom stress—it might be productive to look at it in terms of the fifth stage of SelfReg: i.e., as one of our “self-regulating” strategies, as dictated by the signs of escalating arousal
rather than a pre-fixed timetable. I am not referring here to the ongoing and extremely important
debate about the benefits of music education, but rather, the benefits of musical experience, both
passive and active.”
Share strategies you have used to help individual students use music experiences, (listening,
singing, playing instruments) to help themselves regulate.
Question 3. In his discussion of the regulating effects of music Dr. Shanker writes:
“Choral singing in particular has been shown to have a powerful effect: physiological, emotional,
social and even prosocial. The members of the choir enter into a shared arousal state, in part
because of their common breathing rate, in part because of shared attention, in part because
opioids and dopamine are released, and possibly because oxytocin (which promotes affiliative
behaviour) is produced.”
Choral singing is wonderful for the students who enjoy it, but the reality is that relatively few
students participate in choral singing. Share your experiences with other kinds of group musical
experiences that have had regulating and positive social impacts on students.
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The Self-Reg View of:

Kids Gone Wild
November, 2016 | https://self-reg.ca/2015/11/22/the-self-reg-view-of-kids-gone-wild/

Reflect
The idea that children need to play outdoors is nothing new. Generations of parents shooed their
children outside to “play until suppertime.” Now that we find ourselves in the position of trying to
bring back the outdoor, free-play aspect of childhood, we may find ourselves trying to encourage,
or even “make” children do something that was once taken as a given. What are some steps we
can take to make free outdoor play something children readily embrace once again?

Helping the Big Day Go Smoother
Single mom Deanna has stumbled on what seems like an usual strategy for making Christmas Day
go more smoothly: a picnic in the woods! “For years, we’d have all this excitement and energy on
Christmas morning and them meltdowns on Christmas afternoon,” she explains. “At first I thought
the kids were short of sleep and they needed naps.” So one year she tried to get them to have a
Christmas afternoon nap. That was a disaster. “They hated it,” she recalls. “Naptime dissolved into
a big battle. I didn’t know what else to do, so I packed them in the car for a hike in a nearby woods.
I took along some apples, crackers and cheese for snacks. The kids weren’t crazy about the idea,
but once they got out there they started running around and having fun. They felt free. I felt free!
We all felt better. Now we go to the woods every Christmas afternoon, if possible. It seems to give
us all the energy we need to get through the rest of the big day.”
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Discussion Questions
Question 1. John Ratey and Richard Manning’s book, Go Wild: Free Your Body and Mind from the
Afflictions of Civilization, is grounded in theory about the mismatch between the evolutionary
needs of the human body for movement and modern lifestyles which subvert that need,
Dr. Shanker says. Share your experiences and observations about children who may have
experienced the negative impacts of not getting enough physical activity and/or exposure to
nature settings. Think also of kids who seem to get enough exercise and exposure to nature. What
sorts of differences do you notice between these children in the following areas?
•		
Energy levels (biological domain)
•		
Emotional reactions to stress (emotion domain)
•		
Levels of focus and concentration (cognitive domain)
•		
Ability to read social cues (social domain)
•		
Empathy and concern for others (prosocial domain)
Question 2. Hidden stressors such as not enough sleep, junk food, unhealthy pastimes and
social experiences that impair, rather than enhance, growth, are affecting many children, says Dr.
Shanker. These hidden stressors may affect some children or people more than others. They can
also affect adults. What hidden stressors have affected you personally? How did you learn what
your hidden stressors were? Share the strategies you developed for reducing the hidden stressors
in your life.
Question 3. Dr. Shanker says what really inspired him to write this blog was the emphasis that
authors Ratey and Manning placed on neuroception. He writes: “There is a natural tendency to
focus on the role of the amygdala as the brain’s sentinel, constantly scanning the environment
for potential threats. But when [Stephen] Porges coined this term he laid equal emphasis on the
limbic system’s counter-regulatory role of scanning the environment for signs of safety.”
Discuss situations in which you walked into a new and perhaps uncertain situation, but quickly
felt very safe without really knowing exactly why. What was that feeling like physically? Where did
you feel it in your body and what did your body do in response? How did that feeling affect your
thinking?
Contrast that with situations where you felt unsafe. What was that feeling of not being safe like
and where do you think it came from?
Now think about situations where you could tell that a child felt unsafe and/or safe. What cues
alerted you to the fact that the child was feeling safe (or unsafe)? How did that feeling affect the
child’s behaviour and responses to social interaction?
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Ten Self-Reg Lessons Learned
September, 2015 | https://self-reg.ca/2015/09/30/10-self-reg-lessons-learned-by-dr-stuart-shanker/

Reflect
Self-Reg is a learning journey. As one Self-Regger once put it, “with Self-Reg you’re never really
‘there’ because there is no ‘there.’ You’re always learning.” In this blog Dr. Shanker shares ten
lessons he has learned on his own Self-Reg Journey. Discuss what you have learned about Self-Reg
so far. Is there anything that you misunderstood at first? What has surprised you about Self-Reg?
What do you still feel you need to learn more about?

The Quiet Corner that… Wasn’t
Nancy loves to tell the story of the first time she and her early childhood educator co-worker
tried to create a quiet corner in their kindergarten classroom. It was an alcove with a small area
rug, a comfy chair, a computer with headphones, some books about different feelings and an
assortment of sensory/motor toys. They also added a pod chair with a hood that kids could pull
down if they felt overwhelmed by classroom stimulation. Funny thing though. The kids found ways
to use the pod chair as a toy. “They’d put toys in the chair and pull the cover down, and found
other ways to use it for imaginative play,” she explains. So the “quiet” corner became somewhat
of a social centre and one of the noisier parts of the classroom. After talking with the children, the
educators decided to keep the “unquiet corner” as is and found other spots in the classroom to
create quiet nooks.

Discussion Questions
We’ve chosen three of Dr. Shanker’s Self-Reg lessons as discussion points.
“Build a relationship: self-regulation is only made possible, and proceeds from a strong
relationship.” Discuss what this lesson means to you. Think about your experiences with
the importance of relationships in Self-Reg. How do those experiences confirm and put into
perspective what you have always thought about the importance of relationships, and how has
your thinking about relationships changed as a result of Self-Reg?
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“Don’t go too meta-cognitive: present the self-regulation concepts in ways children can fully
grasp, in their body as well as in their minds. Children need an embodied understanding
of what words like ‘calm’ mean for them.” Teaching and pedagogy have long been based in
cognition. In fact, some previous conceptions of self-regulation have been about metacognition.
Discuss what it is like to try to set aside cognition and focus more on the biological and emotion
domains. What is it like to try and teach children about self-regulation without using metacognitive
strategies?
“Expect the unexpected: Expect that what works beautifully for one child may have the
opposite effect on another, or something that has worked beautifully will suddenly stop
working for reasons that you may never understand.” Share your unexpected experiences
with Self-Reg. What worked better or more easily than you thought might be the case? What didn’t
work the way you expected?
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