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Self-Reg:  What is it and why is it important?

Education professionals all over the world are experiencing a huge increase in 
student  stress, challenging behaviours and mental health concerns and are 
looking for ways to effectively support students and families.  We often feel under-
prepared to deal with these areas. Educators are feeling stressed and concerned.
In the last few years there have been some amazing discoveries that are 
transforming the way we look at stress, behaviour and brain development that 
help  us understand how to reduce the stress that both adults and children feel on 
a daily basis.   Self-Reg helps us build school communities that provide both 
educators and students  with the experiences they need to create happy and 
healthy learning and working environments.

With Kim Smith
Kim@self-reg.ca
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Making Connections
Choose one of the quotes below and think about:
Why the quote mean something to you?
What experiences have you had that support the quote?
How it applies to the work you do, need  or want to do?
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Where Are You Starting From?
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Find more information about the basics of Self-Reg Here

What is Self-Regulation and why is it important?
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Why is Self-Regulation Important?

For ChildrenFor Adults - Parents and Educators

● Children who can self-regulate tend to be more successful in 
school and in life. They can learn in a variety of social 
contexts and develop cognitive skills needed for academic 
learning and problem solving.

● By understanding children’s stressors we can learn to support 
children’s healthy development and address the root causes 
of many behaviour problems.

● They are able to recover from unfamiliar situations faster and 
easier.

● They know what will help them to feel calm and comfortable 
in most situations and they can access these strategies on 
their own.

● They are able to think through possible consequences and 
consider alternative actions that would be more appropriate.

● They are able to build and maintain strong and positive 
relationships with others.

● They are able to create safe and comfortable learning 
environments for children.

● They understand and support behaviour problems that arise 
in an empathetic way, recognizing stressors that children may 
be experiencing.

● They are more likely to be flexible and able to adapt to 
changes and challenges.

● They use a variety of positive strategies to deal with difficult 
people and situations.

● By being calm and regulated they are able to co-regulate with 
children which helps them feel safe and supported in the 
classroom, at home, in the community.

● They are less likely to become ill.
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What are some examples of self-control that you may see in yourself, a family member, a student?

An example of Self-Control is eating only healthy food every day of the week except for the weekend when you over 
indulge in unhealthy foods. 
An example of Self-Reg is eating a balanced healthy diet on a regular basis with favourite foods incorporated in a moderate 
way. 
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Heart rate and breathing are slowed while 
metabolic recovery are enhanced functions 
(digestion, cellular repair and growth and the 
immune system). In this state a child is not 
only calm but is also most receptive to 
restorative activities (sleep, resting, chatting)

Optimistic and resilient, seeks out / enjoys 
social interaction, does not shy away from a 
physical or cognitive challenge.

Can sustain concentration - a whole body 
phenomenon, In this flow state the 

sympathetic (energy-producing) and 
parasympathetic (energy-restoring) 

processes are balanced, enabling the child to 
stay immersed in an activity.

In this state a child is prone to resist anything 
that promotes rest and restoration. They are 

often driven to pursue a stimulus-rich activities 
in order to produce dopamine and adrenaline 

and thereby counter their fatigue (further 
depleting energy reserves).
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Where might each example fit into the matrix?

● curled up in a cozy chair reading a good book
● playing an online  video game
● playing tag at recess with a group of friends
● working on a new math concept
● waiting for the lunch break because you’re hungry
● waiting in line to go into the school at the beginning of the day
● riding the bus to school
● riding the bus home
● a fire drill
● writing a test first thing in the morning
● having a disagreement with a classmate after lunch
● working on a preferred task
● playing basketball on the school team after school

As we move through the chart, add to the chat which quadrant you think an activity would fit
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Exploring Your Own Energy Levels

When do you have lots of energy?
• what does that look like, sound like, feel like?

When is your energy depleted?
• why might this look like, sound like, feel like?

What do you do when you are depleted of energy?
• What happens if you keep going?

Consider these questions on your own, then, if you are comfortable,  find someone to share your thinking with.
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SEEKS Balance, SEEKS Safety
Triune Brain

Red
Blue
Gray 
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Stress Responses
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You may  also see:
● boredom
● daydreaming
● not listening
● clumsiness
● not being able to move 

through a task

You may also see:
● controlling
● inflexible
● demanding
● yelling
● unable to follow rules
● lonely

You may also see:
● needing to be first
● bumping into people
● avoiding tasks
● sillness
● baby talk
● hiding under tables

You may also see:
● socially withdrawn
● quiet 
● compliant
● passive
● neutral expression
● unable to make a 

decision
● head on the table
● low mood
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Neuroception - Stephen Porges
For traumatized children and young people, the best option is to stay alert to danger and consider any change, even 
positive change, a possible threat.  They live in a constant state of vigilance and heightened alarm

Children who have been traumatized 
may show the following behavior

• Running away
• Crying, yelling, swearing
• Hitting, kicking and other aggressive 

behaviour
• Damaging materials – personal belongings 

and classroom supplies
• Lying, stealing
• Impulsivity
• Avoidance of activities, tasks, people
• Peer conflict
• Triggered by minor issues
• Unable to follow even simple instructions
• Quiet, withdrawn
• Self-harm

Children who have been traumatized  
may have difficulty:

• With any kind of change including classroom 
transitions

• Knowing and expressing their feelings
• Reading and responding to social cues
• Being adaptable and flexible
• Trusting adults
• Using a variety of strategies to calm themselves
• Building and holding on to relationships with 

others
• Making meaning from their experiences
• Understanding that there may be consequences 

to their behaviour
• Looking to or planning for the future – they are 

very much focused on the present
• Consolidating learning due to memory issues
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Think of an example when you might have experienced 
fight, flight or freeze.
What do you remember?
How did you feel during and after the event?

Think of example of a child who you saw experiencing 
fight, flight or freeze.
What did you see?
What did you think?
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We feel stressors in 5 Domains:
Biological
Emotion
Cognitive

Social
Prosocial

We see and show stress behaviour 
as a result of the stressors we 
experience.
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EXAMPLES OF STRESSORS TO REDUCE
Loud noise, crowds, too much visual 
stimulation, not enough exercise, 
exhaustion, junk food, allergies, 
headaches, illnesses, smells, being cold, 
hunger, etc

Strong emotions, both positive (over-
excited) & negative (anger, fear).

Difficulty processing certain kinds of 
information, recognizing patterns, a 
challenging task, not understanding 
something

Difficulty coping with other people’s 
stress; sense of injustice, empathy is an 
“expensive” emotion.

Difficulty picking up on social cues, or 
understanding effect of behaviour on 
others, working in groups, having to sit 
close to someone, sharing, etc.
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We can experience stress in one or all of 
the domains at the same time.

For example, if it is too loud in the 
classroom and that bothers us then we 
may become irritable and not be able to 
complete a task (biological, social, 
cognitive)

Our brain reacts to these stressors.
We may see or show behaviours that fall 
into the fight, flight or freeze categories.  
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The Paradigm Shift of Self-Reg
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21st Century Stressors - Gluckman
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Most of the time we don’t know what it feels like to be calm.
What are you signs of over stress?  How does stress show in your behaviour?

What are the signs in your body when you are calm?
What are ways that we can teach children what it feels like to be calm?  
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What Does Calm Feel Like to You?
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Find more information about the Five Steps of Self-Reg Here
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The Five Practices of Self-Reg

Trauma based behaviour will shift in intensity when a proactive and intentional approach is developed 
and implemented across multiple settings, based on a child’s individual needs.
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• Move beyond the behaviour to the 
roots

• Reflect: Why and why now?
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Reframing:
● Think of a child’s behaviour that was concerning
● Describe the child’s behavior 
● Reframe the behaviour

Reframing
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• Recognize when something is a positive 
stress and when it is a negative stress: 
for this person at this moment. 

• Be able to see when a child is caught in 
a stress cycle, and why.
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Recognizing Stressors
Stress in the Five Domains

Children may experience stress in any or all of the five domains.  Some examples are:

Biological:  tired, hungry, cold, hot, sick, loud noises, crowds, strong odours

Emotion:  new or confusing emotions, strong emotions

Cognitive:  too many instructions to follow, having to concentrate for long periods of time, 
abstract information

Social:  interpersonal conflicts, confusing social situations, being the victim or witnessing 
aggression

Prosocial:  having to deal with other people’s emotions, guilt, moral ambiguity, being asked to 
put the needs of others before your own

THE MEHRIT CENTRE

2024 SELF-REG SYMPOSIUM: WIRED
SELF-REG.CA  | #SRSS2024 

Recognizing Stressors
Hidden Stressors
Sometimes our environments are so stressful but we consciously 
block out the stressors.  
However, deep in our brain the mammalian and reptilian areas 
are keeping track of all of the stress and figuring out how to deal 
with it.

That’s when we need to be stress detectives
• Start looking in the domains
• Dig deep into specific stressors and their sources
• Understand that all of the domains influence each other so 

stress can show up in more than one domain
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Recognizing Stressors
When we recognize stressors we:
• Work hard to not become a stressor ourselves
• Look for patterns in behaviour
• Ask “Why and Why now?” 
• Are able to instill a feeling of emotional safety and security that children need to 

replenish their energy

The result of recognizing stressors is:
• Sensitive caring – recognizing signs of over stress and finding 

ways to calm
• A better understanding of behaviour patterns
• Being able to move to the next step of reducing the stressors

Add possible stressors to the portrait that you have started
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• Reduce whatever negative stresses you 
can and “dial down the tension”
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Reducing Stress
• When we reduce the stress we:
● Understand that environments have stressors to an individual’s self 

regulation and that they can be reduced.
● Understand that stressors in all of the 5 domains can be identified and 

reduced or removed. 
● Apply strategies to reduce or remove stressors in all of the 5 domains of 

Self-Reg. 
● Lowers the stress load experienced by self and others by taking action to 

reduce and remove identified stressors. This is part of the application of the 
5 steps of the Shanker Method of Self-Reg.

Strategy:  Do a stress walk throughout your school.  Look for spaces, activities, etc that might 
cause students and adults stress.  
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What can we do in our schools to help children regulate?

● Alternative seating - standing desks, wiggle 
cushions, yoga balls

● Noise cancelling headphones
● Therabands on chair legs
● Calm spaces in classrooms or in the school
● Listening to music
● Talking a walk
● Having a snack, getting a drink
● Using a timer to time a task or break
● Building in preferred activities into the day
● Using fidget tools
● Colouring
● Bring nature into the school or take students 

into nature
● Allow space for emotions - whatever they are
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What can we do in our schools to help children regulate?

Consider using spaces 
differently and using 
different equipment.
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What can we do in our schools to help adults regulate?
● Keep the school well organized and clean
● Follow timelines and communicate clearly and regularly
● Have appropriate resources available - in good shape, well organized 

and easily accessible
● Recognize and show appreciation often and in different ways (cover 

outside duty, give positive feedback, offer PD that they may be 
interested in, connect in a personal way)

● Respond to emails and questions in a timely manner
● Be visible in the halls, classrooms, playground, bus loop
● Work closely with students who may be struggling with stress 

behaviour 
● Support staff when they are dealing with difficult situations and 

difficult people
● Make meetings meaningful and focused 
● Organize, support staff social functions - when it’s allowed bring in 

food
● Recognize when someone is struggling and offer the support they 

may need
● Apologize when you need to
● Have a sense of humour
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• Reflect: on signs of an individual 
approaching the point of being 
overstressed AND the signs that you are 
approaching such a point.
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• Respond when balance is upset

• Help the person find opportunities to 
restore not just in terms of “what to 
do in the moment”, but also to 
establish well-being thinking, 
including self-nurturing, as second 
nature. 
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• Respond when balance is 
upset

• Help the person find 
opportunities to restore 
not just in terms of “what 
to do in the moment”, but 
also to establish well-
being thinking, including 
self-nurturing, as second 
nature. 
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Lakeside Public School is located north of Toronto and has a student population of approximately 375 students from Kindergarten to 
grade 8. There are 44 staff members, including 8 Educational Assistants.  
Approximately 30% of the students are identified as special education and receive focused programming.
The staff apply for and receive approximately $12,000 in grants for breakfast and snack programs.  
Many students exhibited explosive and challenging behaviour.  Frequently staff were injured by students and all teaching staff reported 
that they were not able to teach in creative and innovative ways due to behaviour issues in their classes.  There is poverty and health 
issues in the community and many families deal with food insecurity.
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Strategies used at Lakeside include:
● Reframing first - Why and Why Now?
● Calming activities provided in the office for students who come in 

and are upset (colouring, music, etc.)
● Alternative seating and desks
● Noise cancelling headphones
● Calming spaces and activities in all classrooms and specific 

classrooms in the school (quiet and active)
● Taking a walk and doing movement activities that are posted on 

the walls in the hallways (breathing, stretching, jumping)
● Timing tasks and preferred activities
● Using fidget tools and thera bands (around the legs of chairs to 

bounce feet)
● Healthy snacks in classrooms and in the kitchen that are always 

available
● Hot breakfasts
● Community room with extra shoes, coats, skates, etc.
● Scheduled wellness activities
● Outdoor activities (planned and unplanned)
● Extra help in small groups
● Options for recess (recess revival, character room, volunteering)
● Social groups (girls group, problem solving, etc)
● Therapy dog visits

Staff Learning:
● Book Studies (Self-Reg, Calm, Alert and Learning, Reframing 

Poverty, The Deepest Well,
● Self-Reg:  Shanker Method 101
● Self-Reg team - worked with specific students and mentored staff, 

organized wellness activities for staff and students
● Staff meeting learning each month
● Always be hopeful - we can support each student and each other
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NEW
SELF-REG BOOK

With decades of experience supporting students and EAs, and as a former EA herself, 
respected educational leader Kristin Wiens shares her wealth of knowledge in Self-Reg for 
Education Assistants. This book combines Kristin's personal stories, effective strategies, 
and professional expertise in Shanker Self-Reg®, offering an accessible and practical 
resource for EAs. It's designed to acknowledge and support the multifaceted roles EAs 
balance each day, enhancing their ability to make a meaningful difference. This accessible 
and practical guide is crafted specifically for EAs, recognizing the numerous roles they 
navigate and providing valuable insights to enhance their important work every day.

Noting a gap in  professional development tools, Kirstin’s packed resource provides:

• The Science of Self-Regulation: Understanding neurological and psychological 
foundations.

• Identifying Stressors: Recognizing and managing classroom stressors.
• Creating a Supportive Environment: Establishing a calm and conducive learning 

atmosphere.
• Practical Techniques: Implementing everyday strategies for student wellbeing and 

success.
• Collaborating with Teachers: Enhancing teamwork for cohesive support.
• Addressing Diverse Needs: Tailoring approaches for all students.
• Building Emotional Resilience: Helping students develop coping skills.
• Self-Care for EAs: Maintaining personal wellbeing while supporting students.

THE MEHRIT CENTRE

LEVEL 1 CERTIFICATE PROGRAM

In Self-Reg for Education Assistants, participants take part in 
a 12-module course delivered over three months. The 
course introduces the Shanker Self-Reg® framework and 
focuses on reframing behaviour, recognizing stressors, 
understanding brain–body states, and supporting 
restoration of energy, focus, and relationships.The
emphasis is on applying Self-Reg in everyday school 
contexts, with attention to learning, behaviour, and 
participation. The course is grounded in school-based 
practice and reflects the collaborative work of Susan 
Hopkins, The MEHRIT Centre and  Kristin Wiens.

SELF-REG FOR EDUCATION ASSISTANTS
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NEW
SELF-REG BOOK

Restoring Resilience provides answers to why our children and 
youth are struggling and strategies for building lasting and true 
resilience through Shanker Self-Reg®.

Stuart’s groundbreaking analysis of neuroscience research, along 
with practical examples and reflection tools, will help you to learn:

• How stress affects the brain
• How stress manifests in our minds and bodies
• How the to use the five steps of Self-Reg can build resilience
• The power and restorative impact of co-regulation.
• This book, along with The MEHRIT Centre’s course Enhancing 

Resilience in Children and Youth will give you the keys to finding 
calm in yourself and in children and youth, no matter how 
much stress comes your way.

Available Below:
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PERSONAL & PROFESSIONAL LEARNING
Individual Pricing Starting at $35 CAD | Group Pricing Starting at $600 CAD

THE MEHRIT CENTRE

2024 SELF-REG SYMPOSIUM: WIRED
SELF-REG.CA  | #SRSS2024 

79

80


