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Resource Article
Knowing colors, shapes and letters
has long been the traditional way of
thinking about school readiness. For
many people, this is still a primary
frame of reference. However, the
ability to self-regulate has gained
increasing importance with regard to
school readiness. In their article,
‘School
Readiness
and
SelfRegulation:
A developmental
psychobiological approach’, Blair
and Raver (2015) review the
literature on self-regulation and
examine how self-regulation allows
for engagement in learning.
Kindergarten teachers were early
identifiers of non pre-academic skills
as being important to preparedness
for school. In the early 1990s a
national survey asked what skills
Kindergarten teachers thought to be
crucial to classroom readiness, they
noted physiological state (e.g., well
rested, nourished), communication
skills (e.g., following directions,
verbal communication), attention to
task and teacher, enthusiasm and
curiosity, being sensitive to other’s
feelings, and not being disruptive
(Heaviside & Farris, 1993). Only a
handful of teachers noted skills such

as counting, knowing the alphabet,
colors, shapes or ability to use a pencil
or paintbrush. Teachers knew that
school readiness encompassed more
than early academic skills; it rested on
other,
multi-dimensional
ones.
Success in the classroom depended in
large part on the ability of a child to
self regulate.
The give and take between emotion
and attention in response to
environmental stimulation is at the
crux of self-regulation.
This
transactional process is influenced by
our biological make-up, arousal/stress
responses as well as by hormone and
adrenal producing and releasing
mechanisms. These interactions cause
changes in neural activity affecting
behavior, which in tern affects learning
(both positively and negatively). Blair
(2014) developed a model which is
useful
in
understanding
the
architecture and information flow
(both feed-forward and feedback) of
self-regulation.
The individual
characteristics of Gene (on the
bottom),
Physiology,
Emotion,
Attention, and Executive Functioning
(at the top) have a continuous flow of
information between and among
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Resource Article (continued)
themselves. This is also overlapped and influenced
by the contextual factors of family and school,
which would encompass environments in which
the child spends the bulk of time, such as child
care.
Understood in this way, we can see how the
combination of environment and neuro-chemical
goings on of those children living in poverty places
them at exceptional risk with regard to selfregulation and, ultimately, school readiness.
Children living in poverty often have less access to
high quality child care and fewer opportunities for
experiential learning. Additionally, living in poverty
can expose children to higher degrees of
physiological stress such as inadequate nutrition,
medical care, and possibly inconsistent sleep/rest
schedules. These unfortunate conditions combine
to directly impact self-regulation and can lead to
both poorer performance and negative behaviors
in the classroom.
A number of preschool based programs are
attacking this problem head on. They emphasize
self-regulatory skills in their curriculum with the
ultimate purpose of fostering school readiness.
The REDI (REsearch based, Developmentally
Informed) project has language and literacy as a
focus.
It promotes interactive reading and
conversation between teachers and children. The
Chicago School Readiness Project (CSRP) includes
30 hours of teacher training in classroom strategies
(e.g., rewarding positive behaviors and redirecting
negative behaviors).
Additionally, classroom
consultants work one-on-one with children
displaying the most challenging behaviors. The

Tools of the Mind program was set up to address
the needs of children who are considered to be at
risk.
This program is designed to bolster
reflective
thinking
through
structured
sociodramatic play and cooperative activities with
classmates. Results from these programs are
encouraging and include such benefits as
increased vocabulary, increased orientation to
task, growth in reading, increased social
competence, fewer internalizing behaviors (being
sad or withdrawn), fewer externalizing behaviors
(aggressive/disruptive behaviors), and, for
children living in poverty, a positive effect on
physiological stress responses (decrease in
salivary cortisol) as well as an increase in
classroom engagement.
How do we parley this knowledge about selfregulation and school readiness into practical
recommendations for our families? We can share
this information with parents and community
partners (see ‘On the WWW p. 6 of this KIT).
Topics for home visit discussions could include:
self-regulation, infant/toddler stress reactions,
engaging children with books, use of emotional
language/talking about feelings, promoting
pretend play, how to foster social interaction
skills, and behavioral strategies (e.g., rewarding
and redirecting). Parents can be encouraged to
observe their children’s self-regulation skills and
discussions could follow. Additionally, we could
consider focusing on infant-toddler selfregulation as a topic for public awareness in the
form of informal talks, informational tables set up
at events, and discussions with child care
providers to include physicians.

Blair, C. & Cybele Raver, C. 2015. School Readiness and Self-Regulation: A developmental
Psychobiological Approach. Annual Review of Psychology, Vol. 66, pp 711-731.

PAGE

3

What do the data say?

What is co-regulation? Why is it important in the emotional self-regulation through connections with
reliable caregivers who soothe and model in the
development of children’s self-regulation?
process called co-regulation” (p.1). In essence, a child’s
Fogel and Garvey (2007) describe co-regulation as “a ability to self-regulate is influenced by their coform of coordinated action between participants that regulation experiences which in turn help them
involves a continuous mutual adjustment of actions develop mature regulatory skills (Bath, 2010).
and intentions” (p. 251). Perhaps more vividly, coregulation can be thought of as a “dance” with Very young infants have little ability to self-regulate,
necessary back and forth exchanges and adjustments rather they are dependent on their parents and
Yet, through warm and responsive
that can keep the dance going. Evans and Porter (2009) caregivers.
also noted that parents and children create an interactions, the infant learns that his/her needs will be
interplay of emotions whereby the emotions of one attended to and his/her ability to self-regulate, in the
can influence the emotions of the other by modifying form of waiting longer and self-soothing, gradually
their responses and adjusting their cues for expected develops. Everyday moments are critical for developing
and continued responses. Think of a playful interaction self-regulation. As the child grows he/she learns to
with a parent responding to the baby’s vocalizations wait and modulate his/her emotions in response to the
and in doing so the parent shows greater and greater varied experiences and interactions he encounters day
pleasure and excitement and the baby follows suite in and day out, provided of course that he/she has had
with increasingly joyful laughs and smiles. The parent’s ample supportive interaction experiences. Granted
feedback cues the child’s response for the next steps in there are struggles and emotional challenges along the
the dance. It is these types of interaction and feedback way, but with a history of positive co-regulation
loops that help create and define the co-regulation experiences and scaffolded opportunities to learn to
dance. Evans and Porter found a notable increase in overcome little struggles the child gains the complex
the time infants and parents spend engaged in the co- self-regulation abilities necessary to regulate emotions
regulation dance from ages 6 to 12 months adding to and impulses in order to successfully participate in
the child’s foundation for continued and future varied routines, activities, and relationships.
interactions and relationships.
Co-regulation is a difficult dance. The dance partners
As children move into early childhood they engage bring their own temperaments, emotions, and
with others beyond their familiar dance partners. This interpretations of the varied situations they encounter.
of course requires additional skills for responding to Think about a parent who is stressed after just learning
and anticipating the responses of others in the context about an unwanted job change; it can be difficult to
of their own emotions. The complexity of these self-calm before responding to the child who is
interactions is grand and varied and influenced by their screaming because his sister hit him yet once again.
earlier dyadic experiences (Granic & Lamey, 2002). The Pausing and adjusting emotions is very hard. Yet,
early co-regulation characteristics lay the foundation increased awareness about the critical importance of
for future interpersonal interactions and development co-regulation can help parents understand that aiming
of the child’s own self-regulation skills (Fogel & Garvey, for calm supportive responses can actually help build
2007). Bath (2010) reminds us too that “neuroscience their child’s critical and complex self-regulation
shows that humans develop their abilities for abilities.
Bath, H. I. (2010). Calming together: The pathway to self-control. eJournal of the International Child and Youth Care Network (CYC-NET). Accessed from: http://www.cyc-net.org/cyc-online/cyconline-mar2010-bath.html
Evans, Cortney A., & Porter, Christin L. (2009). The emergence of mother-infant co-regulation during the first year: Links to
infants' developmental status and attachment. Infant Behavior & Development, 32(2), 147-158.
Fogel, A. & Garvey, A. (2007). Alive communications. Infant Behavior & Development, 30, 251-257.
Granic, I., & Lamey, A. V. (2002). Combining dynamic systems and multivariate analyses to compare the mother–child interactions of externalizing subtypes. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 30, 265-283.
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Consultation Corner
Self-Regulation: The Connection to Early Learning and Brain Development
Claire Lerner, LCSW, Senior Parenting Advisor, ZERO TO THREE
Julia Yeary, LCSW, IMH-E®, Director of Military Family Projects, ZERO TO THREE
2-year-old Hunter gets at least 5 stories read to him
every night. His Mom and Dad sing the “A-B-C” song
to him every day and make time every day to play and
explore together, including lots of time for outdoor,
physical activity. They limit screen time and save their
money to buy educational toys. His parents really
want to make sure he does well when he starts
Kindergarten in 3 years.
Hunter’s parents are doing a great job of helping him
learn and building his language and cognitive skills—
key ingredients for healthy brain development and
success in school. But there is another critical skill
that is also essential for growing brains—the capacity
to self-regulate, defined as the ability to identify,
express and manage emotions. A growing and robust
body of research shows that children with a strong
capacity for self-regulation are more likely to succeed
in school (Yates et al., 2008). Children with higher
behavioral regulation “achieve at significantly higher
levels in emergent literacy, vocabulary, and math…
than those students with less behavioral regulation
growth” (McClelland et al., 2007, p. 955). This is
because the ability to self-regulate enables children
to handle their emotions in ways that help them be
good problem-solvers and reach their goals, an
important variable in school success. Picture a fifthgrader who gets frustrated with a math problem;
instead of falling apart, she is able to calm herself and
seek the help she needs to master this challenge. The
antecedents of this can be seen in Henry, a 2-yearold, who, when told he can’t use mommy’s scarf as a
cape, manages his frustration and is able to focus on
finding an acceptable alternative, such as an old
blanket. You can see how self-regulation, thought of
as a social-emotional or “soft” skill”—is actually a key
factor in cognitive functioning and school success.
There is nothing “soft” about self-regulation.

In fact, self-regulation is a key component of
executive functioning—a set of skills that research
has shown to be critical to children’s ability to do well
in school and in all aspects of their lives. Executive
functioning is the ability to control impulses and
emotions, and to filter out distractions, so that we
can pay attention to the information we need to
process and use everything our brains already know
in order to think creatively to solve problems.
Remember little Henry above, who managed his
frustration at being thwarted (a big “no” to mom’s
scarf), stayed focused on his goal (playing Superman
with a cape), used information already stored in his
brain (other options that could serve as a cape), to
solve his problem (using a blanket instead.)
Children’s capacity for self-regulation is influenced by
their developing brains, and specifically, their
autonomic nervous system, which helps to control
the body’s state of arousal. It’s made up of 2
branches: the sympathetic nervous system,
responsible for the physiological responses such as
perspiration, heart rate, and states of alertness; and
the parasympathetic nervous system that helps to
control the body’s response to arousal by slowing
heart rate, respiration, and states of alertness (Siegel,
2012). The sympathetic nervous system is alerted to
“Pay attention! Something is going on here!” It is
responsible for the fight, flight, and freeze responses
we have all experienced to some degree or another.
The parasympathetic nervous system is the brake; it
says, “Slow down! It’s ok, no need to get excited.” It
helps return the body to a calm state. Babies borrow
their caregiver’s parasympathetic nervous system
during the first few months of life; their ability to slow
down their response doesn’t really begin to develop
until the second year of life and isn’t fully capable of
putting on the brakes until 4 or 5 years of age. (Siegel,
2012). The first few years of life require caregivers to
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Consultation Corner (continued)
let their child borrow their ability to calm as they
learn how to recognize what it is they are feeling and
ways to regulate their bodies and emotions.
What happens when a caregiver is not able to help a
baby calm, or put on their brakes? Prolonged
activation of the stress response system in the body
results in what researchers call toxic stress (Shonkoff
& Phillips, 2000), the kind of stress that can change
the architecture of the brain, weakening the
connections to higher level thinking. (Siegel, 2012).
Toxic stress is quite different than normative and
tolerable stress. Normative stress is a part of life—
such as starting at a new child care center or having a
new baby in the family. The brief increases in the
body’s sympathetic nervous system that are caused
by these kinds of life stressors are expected, normal,
and necessary for development as it helps us develop
strong coping skills and resilience. Tolerable stress
results in longer activation of the sympathetic
nervous system; however, with the support from a
trusted, attuned caregiver, the impact is buffered.
Deployment is a good example of tolerable stress.
When the homefront caregiver is able to support
their young child, lending their own ability for selfregulation to the child to calm the stress response
caused by the separation from the deployed parent,

the child’s stress is tolerable. But when the caregiver
is dysregulated, having a hard time handling his or
her stress, and thus unable to support and calm the
child, the child’s sympathetic nervous system stays
activated, resulting in toxic stress. This can have a
long-term, negative impact on the developing brain,
making it hard for children to focus, retain
information, and manage their impulses, thus
negatively affecting their capacity for self-regulation.
(Siegel, 2012). We will explore how parents and
caregivers support the development of self-regulation
in the next article in this series.
There is nothing “soft” about self-regulation. It’s
serious stuff, as it affects all aspects of a child’s
healthy functioning, not the least their capacity for
learning. The ability to manage impulses and
emotions, pay attention, and retain and use
information, help children solve complex problems.
This makes them successful both in the classroom
and on the playground, and enables them to
collaborate and work and play with peers (de la Riva,
2015). So up there with singing the ABC’s and working
on the 1,2,3’s, Hunter’s parents will be focused on
helping him develop strong self-regulation to ensure
success in not just school, but life.

Center for the Developing Child. (n.d.). Toxic stress. Retrieved from https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/
toxic-stress/.

de la Riva, S., & Ryan, T. (2015). Effect of self-regulating behavior on young children’s academic success. International Journal
of Early Childhood Special Education, 7(1), 69-96.
McClelland, M.M., Connor, C.M., Jewkes, A.M., Cameron, C.E., Farris, C.L., & Morrison, F.J. (2007). Links between behavioral
regulation and preschoolers’ literacy, vocabulary and math skills. Developmental Psychology, 43(4), 947-959.
Nugent, K., Keefer, C., Minear, S., Johnson, L., & Blanchard, Y. (2007). Understanding Newborn Behavior & Early
Relationships: The Newborn Behavioral Observations (NBO) System Handbook. Baltimore: Brookes Publishing.
Raver, C. (2003). Young children’s emotional development and school readiness. Social policy report, 16(3), 3-19. Retrieved
from https://www.researchgate.net/profile/C_Raver/
publication/242095521_Young_Children's_Emotional_Development_and_School_Readiness/links/54183f160cf203f155ada1d5/
Young-Childrens-Emotional-Development-and-School-Readiness.pdf.

Shanker, S. (2010). Self-regulation: calm, alert and learning. Education Canada, 50(3).
Shonkoff, J. P., & Phillips, D. A. (Eds.) and the Committee on Integrating the Science of Early Childhood Development,
National Research Council, and the Institute of Medicine. (2000). From neurons to neighborhoods: The science of early
childhood development. Washington, DC: National Academy Press.
Siegel, D. (2012). The developing mind: How relationships and the brain interact to shape who we are, 2 nd ed. New York:
Guilford Press.
Yates, T., Ostrosky, M., Cheatham, G., Fettig, A., Shaffer, L., & Santos. R. (2008). Research synthesis on screening and
assessing social-emotional competence. Center for Social-Emotional Foundations for Early Learning. Retrieved from
http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/documents/rs_screening_assessment.pdf.
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On the WWW
Self-Regulation Snap Shots are short two
page resources that focus on supporting
self-regulation at different ages from birth
through young adults. Each Snap Shot
provides a review of the literature as well
as evidence-based practices that support
the development of self-regulation. The
Snap Shots are useful for providers,
families, as well as caregivers and other
stakeholders supporting children’s
development.

There are six different Snap Shots covering the
ages 1-infants and toddlers;2-preschoolers; 3elementary age; 4-middle schoolers; 5-high
schoolers; and 6– young adults.
The Snaps Shots are available at:

http://fpg.unc.edu/resources/selfregulation-snapshots

Continuing Education
for KIT Readers
The Comprehensive System of Personnel exam online at www.edis.army.mil
Development (CSPD) is offering a continuing
education opportunity for KIT readers.
Upon successful completion of the exam,
you will receive a certificate of nonIn line with the focus on Helping Families discipline specific continuing education
Understand and Promote Their Child's Self- contact hours.
Regulation, readers are invited to receive
continuing education contact hours for reading
the monthly KIT publications (February
through June and completing a multiple-choice
exam about the content covered in these KITs.
KIT readers will receive the exam for this series
in July 2018. There is no need to register for
the CEUs.
Rather, if you are interested, complete the

Thank you for your continued interest in the KIT.

