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ABSTRACT
Before students are able to be successful with academic demands they must be able 
to regulate their own emotions. Seven kindergarten students at a Title One school 
outside of Washington, DC participated in a small-group intervention in order to in-
crease their ability to regulate their own emotions. The curriculum for this group was 
created based on the neurological implications of how the brain processes emotions.

I t’s too hard!,” Abagia, a kindergarten student groaned as I listened to my co-
teacher introduce a new reading activity. “I can’t do it! There is no way! I quit!” 
She hadn’t even started the task yet, and knowing her abilities, my co-teacher 

and I were very confident she would have absolutely no difficulty accomplishing the 
task once she began. It was getting her to begin the task that was going to be chal-
lenging. We dismissed the students to their seats by calling out their shirt colors, and 
as “pink” was called Abagia groaned with agony. “OH NO” she moaned, “I’ll NEVER be 
able to do this.” She sat at her table and picked up her pencil to write her name. By this 
time her anxiety was in full swing and as she wrote A her pencil wobbled. Suddenly 
she was banging her hand into her head, “stupid, stupid, stupid” she cried. My co-
teacher and I looked at each other. This was a typical morning with Abagia.

 Like many of the students at our school Abagia is a second-language learner 
who entered the United States a month before she began kindergarten. We have no 
idea what she experienced in her war-torn country, or exactly what her day-to-day life 
was like in the five years before she entered our building. Our job now is to teach this 

“
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smart, quick-witted yet anxiety-filled five-year-old to read, count, add, and subtract. 
Soon after meeting Abagia, however, we realized that before we could teach her any 
new skills we would need to help her override her anxiety. No matter how capable 
she is, there was no way she could achieve academic success in kindergarten if she 
could not use self-calming strategies to work through frustrating situations. 

 This is true for many of the students I work with at my diverse Title One 
elementary school, located just outside of Washington, DC. Before we can begin to 
teach content we need to ensure that our students are available for learning. To reach 
Abagia as well as seven other kindergarteners who also showed difficulty with emo-
tional regulation I created an early morning social skills group using the structure for 
morning meetings described in the Northeast Children’s Foundation’s, Morning Meet-
ing Book (Kriete, 2002). I relied heavily on my understanding of brain development, 
the regions in the brain that processes emotions, Gayle Macklem’s (2010) book, Prac-
titioner’s Guide to Emotional Regulation in School-Age Children, as well as other texts 
dealing with emotional regulation in order to create a curriculum and a procedure 
for working with these seven students. Like most interventions in education the in-
tervention did not solve all of Abagia’s difficulties, yet it gave her and the six others a 
firm base in coping with their emotions in order to allow them to be available to learn 
in their general education kindergarten classrooms.

Understanding Emotional Regulation

 The term emotional regulation rarely finds its way into conversations on ed-
ucation policy, school reform, or even best teaching practices. The pressing focus on 
academic demands leaves many teachers, principals, and policy makers overlooking 
the importance of imbedding the teaching of emotional regulation strategies into 
the curriculum. This leaves our youngest students, like Abagia, without methods for 
coping with their emotions, making it even more difficult for them to process aca-
demic information. 

 Gayle Macklem (2010), an educational psychologist, defines emotional 
regulation as how people are able to control which emotions are experienced, how 
and when they feel the emotions, and ways they express these emotions, both con-
sciously and subconsciously. Emotional regulation comes into play not just in how 
a person expresses emotions, but in how a person is able to navigate through one’s 
day, what stimulus he or she will attend to, how one interprets a situation, how one 
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responds in situations, and in one’s general functioning. In an academic setting poor 
emotional regulation can affect a child’s ability to learn new material, interact with 
peers and adults, begin and complete tasks, and take tests. Poor emotional regulation 
can be seen in a child’s impulsive behavior, procrastination, and difficulty with flexible 
thinking. 

 Three regions of the brain, the amygdala, the orbitofrontal area of the pre-
frontal cortex, and the hippocampus, all play a role in how emotion is processed 
(Gazzaniga et al., 2009). When one is presented with an environmental stressor the 
amygdala receives information indicating a threat. As Gazzaniga notes, the amyg-
dala reacts by triggering both an automatic response of an increase in heart rate and 
blood pressure, as well as a behavioral response. A child can experience two types of 
reactions when met with fearful stimuli. If the child is reacting to previous memory he 
or she personally experienced the amygdala takes over due to its conditioned nature. 
A previously experienced threat will cause a child to react from experience. However, 
children can also react to a stimulus with fear or anxiety if they have been taught that 
the stimulus is a threat. In this situation the hippocampus memory system triggers 
the emotional response, signaling the amygdala to react and decide how to express 
the emotion. A child’s prefrontal cortex controls the child’s emotional recovery time, 
and is able to override the amygdala’s reaction to a threat, giving the child control 
over inappropriate behavioral responses. 

Importance of Emotional Regulation

 Research shows that a child’s emotional and behavioral regulation in pre-
school is a predictor of a child’s social and academic competence in kindergarten (Bu-
lotsky-Shearer, Dominguez, Bell, Rouse, & Fantuzo, 2010). Emotional regulation can 
be taught to children by directly teaching them strategies. This is particularly success-
ful at times of school transitions, such as when entering kindergarten as well as the 
transition to middle school. Interventions have been found to be the most successful 
before age seven, although children are able to develop new skills after this time as 
well (Macklem, 2010). 

 Most children develop emotional regulation in the preschool years as they 
begin to develop language that allows them to label and express their own emo-
tions as well as the emotions of others (Macklem, 2010). However, a child’s tempera-
ment plays a large role in the development of emotional regulation, as does a child’s 



LEARNing Landscapes  |  Vol. 5, No. 1, Autumn 2011160

Ann-Bailey Lipsett

interactions  with his or her parents and his or her caretakers (Kagan & Snidman, 
2004). A child’s background including the family’s socioeconomic status and the fam-
ily’s ability to handle and cope with stress all play a role in a child’s development of 
emotional regulation (Dearing, 2010). A child’s previous experiences influence how 
the child’s hippocampus reacts to environmental stressors (Macklem, 2010). The hip-
pocampus determines how a child will react depending on past experiences and as-
sociations stored in the child’s memory. This hippocampus reaction leads to context-
dependent emotional learning. Most likely, Abagia’s background conditioned her 
hippocampus to react with heightened awareness and distress when presented with 
a novel situation, or in a situation where she is not guaranteed success.

 Primary teachers can support the development of emotional regulation by 
simply talking about emotions, labeling them, and discussing and modeling strate-
gies for coping with these emotions (Macklem, 2010). In her book, Macklem com-
ments that this is true for parents as well. A child’s interactions with parents and teach-
ers have the greatest impact on a child’s emotional regulation due to the amount of 
time they spend with these caretakers.

Emotional Regulation in the Classroom

 It is essential for teachers to understand the role emotional regulation plays 
in a child’s academic achievement and functioning in the classroom. Teachers have 
the power to create a positive classroom climate that allows for social and emotional 
skills to be taught alongside academic skills (Kauffman, 2005). However, most educa-
tors are not aware that teaching social-emotional skills will improve academic per-
formance (Macklem, 2010). Simply managing classroom behavior in a manner that 
limits conduct problems is not enough to produce a change in children’s emotional 
regulation.

 In the early years it is particularly important for teachers to develop posi-
tive relationships with their students. These early relationships in school predict 
whether or not an individual will be able to self-regulate, develop relationships, and 
take different perspectives (Macklem, 2010). When children are presented with what 
they perceive as a stressful situation they experience a rise in cortisol. Prolonged or 
frequent rises in cortisol levels can damage hippocampus cells, impacting a child’s 
long-term memory and ability to store new information for long-term retrieval. Re-
search shows that children who experience poor relationships with their teachers in 
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early grades are more likely to form fear-conditioned responses towards teachers and 
school within their amygdala that leads to automatic negative behavioral responses 
(Macklem, 2010). These automatic, neurological reactions developed early in a child’s 
schooling will lead to task avoidance, weak cooperation in the classroom, and chil-
dren who are less likely to be self-directed.  Children who experience a trusting rela-
tionship with a teacher in the early years are more likely to engage freely in explora-
tion, which gives them an appropriate base for learning academic and cognitive skills 
(Goldsmith, 2007). A study published by the National Research Council and Institute 
of Medicine (2000) found that children’s relationships with their teachers in the early 
grades impacted how students viewed their school experience through eighth grade. 
This is particularly true of children who have poor relationships with their parents 
(Macklem, 2010). 

Promising Approaches for Improved Results

 Teachers can and should play a vital role in teaching and coaching children 
through learning and using strategies to help with emotional regulation (Rimm-
Kauffman et al., 2009). Children are able to learn to control their emotional reac-
tions by using the prefrontal cortex (Macklem, 2010). An emotional reaction can be 
reversed through practice and training when the prefrontal cortex is able to over-
ride the initial response within the amygdala. Children who would otherwise react to 
stimuli with fear or aggression are able to use their prefrontal cortex to react calmly 
and effectively. If a child’s prefrontal cortex is activated during a stressful situation 
the child is more likely to recover quickly from negative emotions and stress. Once 
teachers understand their role in helping children gain control over their emotional 
regulation they are able to begin making steps within their classroom to help their 
students succeed. 

 Teachers need to have an understanding of the importance of labeling and 
discussing emotions, knowing how to react to temper tantrums, and need to have 
a variety of classroom-friendly cognitive behavioral therapy practices that can be 
used to teach strategies. Research shows it is essential these strategies are taught and 
practiced in the child’s main classroom (Macklem, 2010). When emotional regulation 
strategies are taught in the classroom students are more likely to show improved be-
havioral control, peer social skills, and a decrease in withdrawn or off-task behaviors 
(Wyman et al., 2010). 
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Discussing Emotions in the Classroom
 Teachers can facilitate a child’s understanding and control of one’s emotions 
simply by helping children label their emotions, identify what makes them angry, and 
learn strategies they can use when they experience particular emotions. By teaching 
children to label and identify emotions and emotional strategies teachers are able to 
help children respond to environmental stimuli with their prefrontal cortex instead 
of their amygdala. This gives children the ability to override the automatic fearful re-
sponses developed in the amygdala, leading to a decreased reaction time. 

 One technique that teachers can use to facilitate discussions about emo-
tions is people watching (Macklem, 2010). Observing others from a distance or even 
watching sitcoms and labeling people’s emotions can help children to identify dif-
ferent emotions and emotional reactions. Discussing why people react in different 
ways and determining whether or not their reactions are positive or negative will 
open the door to conversations about how a child can identify and regulate his or her 
own emotions. This will also help children begin to take other people’s perspectives.  
Classroom teachers should frequently identify their own emotions, the emotions of 
characters in books, as well as help children identify their own emotions. By teach-
ing “feeling” words and using them regularly teachers are able to give children the 
language they need to begin to own their emotions, allowing their prefrontal cortex 
to override their amygdala. Once children are able to identify their own emotions as 
angry or happy they can begin listing what causes them to experience these emo-
tions. This allows children to become increasingly self-aware of how they interact in 
their own environment. 

 Once children are able to identify their own emotions as well as events that 
lead to these emotions they are ready to begin learning coping strategies. Helping a 
child to distinguish between the emotion and the action will begin to help the child 
feel control over his or her emotions. Children need to understand that it is alright to 
be angry when a friend takes their toy but that it is not alright to hit (Macklem, 2010). 
Teachers can identify problem-solving strategies to help children determine the best 
course of action once they feel angry. Creating prompt cards with these strategies 
on them, as well as rehearsing the strategies, will give children specific replacement 
behaviors for the negative actions, and will also aid their understanding of how they 
can control their actions and emotions. These strategies tie in the role of the hippo-
campus, creating memories the child can rely on in order to react to environmental 
stimuli.
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 Children also benefit from learning their own physical symptoms that are 
associated with their emotions. For instance, they may need direct instruction on how 
their body becomes tense when they are angry or how they have difficulty concen-
trating when they are worried. This can be done in correlation with intensity charting 
(Macklem, 2010). 

Reacting to Strong Emotions in the School Environment
 Children without strongly developed emotional regulation are more likely 
to act out in the classroom. Teachers need to understand the causes of the acting-
out behavior as well as ways they can interact with the child to promote emotional 
regulating strategies (Crowe, 2009). A frequent strategy used by teachers is time-out, 
where a child is placed in a chair in the back of the room or in the hallway away from 
stimulation and the class. This strategy is often beneficial for the teacher and the  
other students, but sends a message of rejection to the child in time-out. In situations 
where a child with high anxiety and poor emotional regulation is placed in time-out 
away from anyone to help him or her regulate emotions, the child is likely to feel over-
whelmed and frustrated (Goldsmith, 2007). This can lead to violent and destructive 
behavior. Instead of using time-out, teachers can utilize a time-in approach where 
they place the children in closer proximity to them. This allows the child to feel the 
adult’s presence when he or she is calming down, aiding in his or her regulation. In 
the classroom this can be done by placing a chair closer to the teacher in the front of 
the room, yet slightly off to the side so that the child feels the teacher’s presence but 
is not the center of attention. 

 How a teacher talks to children during times of heightened emotions is criti-
cal. A teacher who uses distraction techniques (“Here’s a sticker!”) will manage the 
behavior in the short term but will not help the child regulate emotions in the future. 
Instead a teacher can use language that promotes self-regulating such as, “It’s time 
to calm down. You can think of something else” (Goldsmith, 2007). A teacher can also 
use problem-solving language such as, “Ask him if you can use it when you are fin-
ished.” 

 When a child is upset it is essential to match a teacher’s reaction with the 
child’s temperament. Punishing overly anxious children in a punitive manner will only 
lead to further exciting them, and will not aid the student in calming down (Kagan & 
Snidman, 2004). For particularly anxious children it is important not to push them into 
situations where they do not feel comfortable—and equally important not to protect 
them from those same situations (Macklem, 2010). Instead a teacher can scaffold the 
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child’s exposure to the situation, allowing the student to know the teacher is there to 
support him or her, but that it is the child’s job to manage the situation. Highly anx-
ious children will react best when they are in new situations where they feel safe yet 
are encouraged to take risks. 

 Teachers conferencing one on one with an upset child need to use eye-
to-eye techniques along with simple, non-threatening language (Goldsmith, 2007). 
They should acknowledge the child’s emotion and offer strategies while maintaining 
a respectful physical distance. During this time teachers should monitor their body 
language, how they vary their facial expressions, and their tone of voice (Kauffman 
et al., 2006). Their conversations should be absent of judgment of the child and the 
behavior but instead should describe the behavior and end with briefly summarizing 
the conversation for the child (Crowe, 2009). 

Reaching Abagia: Applying Emotional
Regulation Teaching Practices

 In hopes of giving Abagia strategies to regulate her own emotions, I formed 
a morning social skills group. Seven children in three different kindergarten class-
rooms were identified as needing emotional regulation strategies. Although research 
shows that interventions are best conducted in the child’s main classroom, due to 
the academic demands and scheduling conflicts this was not possible at this time. 
Each teacher filled out a questionnaire on how the child reacted when upset, how 
frequently the child became upset, how long it took the child to return to task after 
being upset, and the type of language the child used when upset (Appendix A). Each 
teacher also identified a goal he or she would like to see the child accomplish. For five 
of the students teachers noted that they would like the child to use words or phrases 
to express emotions instead of grunting or pushing other children, while two were 
given goals to react to situations with the appropriate emotion. 

 The children attended a half-hour small-group session every morning for 
three weeks. Each session began with a brief morning meeting following the struc-
ture recommended by Responsive Classroom in order to build community and trust 
among the group members (Kriete, 2002). The morning meetings consisted of the 
children sitting in a circle, taking turns greeting one another using appropriate eye 
contact and language. Following the structured greeting group rapport was built 
through giving each student an opportunity to share something he or she was  
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excited about or to answer a question of the day. The meeting ended with a short  
activity or game designed to help the children feel comfortable and have fun with 
their group members. After the morning meeting the group transitioned to the 
planned focus activity for the day.

 The first week students created a common language by labeling emotions 
of characters in books, animal pictures (from The Blue Day Book for Kids, Grieve, 2005), 
and in themselves. They also worked to identify emotional triggers and distinguished 
between different degrees of emotions (e.g., a little sad, really sad, a little angry, really 
angry) while reading Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day (Voirst, 
1972). The students modeled emotional reactions for one another and labeled each 
emotion. I spent time with the classroom teachers to make sure they understood the 
language that was being used in the small group so that it could be carried over into 
the classroom. I also spent time in each classroom throughout the day to apply the 
same language from the group to situations that arose in the classroom. 

 Once the group was able to label emotions we turned our focus toward 
how to react with appropriate emotional responses to situations. It had been noted 
that one of the students hit herself when angry, whether or not it was because she 
lost a crayon or she made a mistake on a paper. The group spent time each morn-
ing practicing tension-relieving practices such as tensing and relaxing arm muscles, 
doing wall pushups, and letting out deep breaths of air as though blowing bubbles. 
The group developed its own language for these activities so that the children were 
able to be prompted easily to apply these strategies when upset. The group read the 
book Chicken Little (Emberley & Emberley, 2010) and created a hierarchy of emotions 
from “the sky is falling” to “it is a beautiful day” (Macklem, 2010). The following day 
the group listed a range of activities that cause them to have emotions (playing with 
friends, not having anyone to play with at recess, losing a crayon, a hurt toe, an angry 
mother) and applied these reactions to the hierarchy chart in order to identify the 
appropriate emotions for each situation. (The group unanimously felt that having an 
angry mother was far worse than a hurt toe or sitting out at recess.) These exercises 
were intended to strengthen the connection between the amygdala’s perception of 
environmental stressors and the prefrontal cortex’s ability to control the reaction to 
the stressor. Close communication with the classroom teachers continued, as well as 
opportunities to carry over the language used in the small-group setting into the 
classroom. 

 In the third week the students role-played situations they viewed as stressful 
in order to practice using appropriate words and phrases in their emotional reactions. 
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They were then given tasks that would allow them to practice using these strategies 
(e.g., they were given difficult puzzles so that they could practice what to do when 
work seems too hard and were given a game where the teacher won so they could 
practice what to do when they lost a game). By practicing these situations it is hoped 
they developed both a memory in their hippocampus of what to do in a similar situa-
tion, as well as a plan in their pre-frontal cortex that would help override any immedi-
ate reaction their amygdala would otherwise signal.

 During this project I found that in order to have a long-term impact on stu-
dents’ ability to regulate their emotions the focus must be not only on the students 
themselves but also on the communication between me and the classroom teacher.  
Educating the classroom teachers about the importance of teaching emotional regu-
lating strategies, how to support these strategies in the classroom, and how to re-
spond to difficult behaviors most likely will have a greater impact on the students 
than the small-group intervention itself. This communication was supported through 
frequent e-mails between the group leader and classroom teachers, opportunities to 
model language and strategies for the teachers, an informational packet explaining 
how to support emotional regulation in the classroom (Appendix B). 

 In the future I would like to create voice threads with the students in order 
to increase this common language across settings. The voice threads would be devel-
oped during the sessions and posted onto the school’s on-line student newspaper for 
both parents and classroom teachers to view so that all adults who work with the chil-
dren would be on the same page. Typically, when children publish voice threads they 
are excited to share their video projects with their teachers, peers, and parents. This 
ensures that their parents and teachers hear the language that had been introduced 
and would be able to coach their children in emotional situations to react appropri-
ately. Due to scheduling conflicts and end-of-year testing we were unable to publish 
the voice threads we created this year.

Results
 Anecdotal records show that all seven students appeared to increase their 
use of language in regards to emotions and were able to give examples of appro-
priate reactions for particular situations. However, whether or not they will continue 
to use this language once the group is no longer meeting is currently unknown as 
this group was conducted toward the end of the school year. In her classroom I ob-
served Abagia becoming upset and then stopping herself, looking around the room 
for me, verbally labeling the strategies she needed to use, applying them, and moving 



LEARNing Landscapes  |  Vol. 5, No. 1, Autumn 2011 167

Supporting Emotional Regulation in Elementary School:
Brain-Based Strategies and Classroom Interventions to Promote Self-Regulation

on. She began seeking me out throughout her day to tell me when she used these 
strategies in the classroom. Although there were certainly times when her frustration 
got the best of her, the fact that she now has the language to express how she feels 
and the understanding that she can control her emotions and her environment is 
essential as the first steps in building her ability to regulate her emotions indepen-
dently. Continued coaching as well as praise for when she uses these strategies will 
help her continue to make progress in regulating her own emotions. Other children 
in the group began to use simple words or gestures to express frustration instead of 
grabbing toys from other students, or withdrawing from peers. One girl in particular 
became especially savvy at naming her emotions and would tell her teachers that it 
was a “move to Australia day” when upset. 

 In the future I would like to repeat this small-group intervention again us-
ing a more formal data collection process that would note spontaneous emotional-
regulation language use in the classroom before and after the intervention. Next year 
I hope to increase communication between classroom teachers and parents through 
voice thread and on-line publishing. 

APPENDIx A

Date:
Student Name:
Teacher Name:

1. Is the child able to identify emotions of herself/himself or others?
 I.e.: Uses the language, “happy, sad, angry, mad” when looking at characters in 

books, or when talking about self.

a. Not that I have observed
b. Yes, but only about characters in books, not about peers or self
c. Yes, about peers or characters in books, not about self
d. Yes, when discussing self, characters, and peers
e. Only when discussing self

2. On estimate, how many times a day does the child become emotionally upset?

a. 0
b. 1-2
c. 3-5
d. 6+
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3. How does the child react when upset?

a. Uses loud grunts or one-word phrases instead of language (i.e., “HEY” in-
stead of “Excuse me, I was using that crayon”)

b. Withdraws from the group
c. Cries
d. Seeks adult attention
e. Other (please explain):

4. When you conference with the child is he/she able to use language to explain 
why he/she is upset? 

 (i.e., “I am sad because Jason will not sit beside me)

a. Yes
b. No

 If Yes, from your perspective is the child able to correctly identify what made 
him/her upset? (i.e., did Jason really not sit beside him/her, or did something else 
cause the child to become upset?)

a. Yes
b. No

5. Do the child’s emotional reactions seem age appropriate and match the situa-
tion?

a. Yes
b. No
If no, please give an example:

6. How long does it typically take for the child to return to work after becoming 
upset?

a. Returns immediately after adult redirection
b. 2-3 minutes
c. 5 minutes
d. Other (please explain):

7. Is there any other information you would like me to know about the child’s 
emotional reactions to stress? 

8. What would you like to see the child gain from small-group intervention on 
emotional regulation?
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APPENDIx B

Teacher Information Packet
Theory and practice behind small-group emotional regulation intervention

Emotional Regulation
 Emotional regulation can be defined as how people:

• control which emotions they experience
• how and when they feel emotions
• how they express emotions, both consciously and subconsciously

Emotional regulation determines how a person expresses emotions, navigates 
through the day, what stimulus he/she will attend to, how one interprets a situation, 
and how one responds to a situation.

In academic settings poor emotional regulation can affect a child’s ability to:

• Learn and retain information
• Interact with peers and adults
• Begin and complete tasks
• Focus on task at hand

In the classroom this behavior manifests itself in:

• Impulsive behavior
• Procrastination
• Difficulty with flexible thinking

(Macklem, 2010)
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Table 1
Three Regions of the Brain Play a Role in How Emotion Is Processed

Amygdala

Hippocampus

Prefrontal cortex

• Responds when perceives stimulation as a threat
• Triggers automatic response of increased heart rate and 

blood pressure
• Triggers automatic behavioral response based on previous 

experiences (conditioned response)

• Triggers a memory system response, telling the amygdala 
to react based on previously taught knowledge

• Determines reaction based on past associations stored in 
child’s memory

• Context-dependent emotional learning

• Controls emotional recovery time
• Can override or inhibit amygdala response to stimuli
• Anticipates future outcomes to plan emotional responses
• Training and practice gives logical response to stimuli as 

opposed to biological response
• Key factor in self-control and self-regulation

NEUROLOGICAL BACKGROUND

Emotional Regulation and the Classroom

 Early childhood teachers and parents play the greatest impact on a child’s 
development of emotional regulation due to the large amount of time they spend 
with the child as caretakers. Research has shown that primary teachers’ relationships 
with their students have a lasting impact on how children interpret school situations 
through the eighth grade (Macklem, 2010). This is particularly true of children who 
have poor relationships with their parents. Children who experience a trusting rela-
tionship with a teacher in the early years are more likely to engage freely in explo-
ration, which gives them an appropriate base for learning academic and cognitive 
skills (Goldsmith, 2007). Teachers can promote positive emotional regulation simply 
by talking about emotions, labeling emotions, discussing and modeling strategies for 
coping with these emotions (Macklem, 2010). 
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Strategies

Labeling Emotions

 Teaching children to label emotions, both the emotions of others as well as 
themselves, gives them language to use when processing emotional responses to 
stimuli. 

• Use a common language when discussing emotions.

• Encourage children to label emotions as a way to understand their role in 
reacting to the environment.

• Observe and discuss the emotional reactions of others. Discuss why people 
react in different ways and whether or not these reactions are positive or 
negative. 

• Identify your own emotions, the emotions of characters in books, and the 
emotions of the children in the classroom. 

• Identify the stimulus that leads to an emotion.

• Identify and discuss physical reactions in children when they experience a 
particular emotion (tightened muscles, difficulty concentrating, and diffi-
culty making eye contact) so that they become aware of their own biological 
responses to stimuli.

• Create a hierarchy of emotions and discuss and label the difference between 
being a little upset and really upset, or a little angry and really angry. 

• Identify, model, and role-play appropriate reactions to stimulation.

 

Reacting to Strong Emotions in the Classroom

 How teachers respond to children’s behavior caused by poor emotional 
regulation has the ability to help or harm a child in the long term. Early childhood 
teachers have a significant impact on how children learn to regulate their emotions 
due to the time teachers spend with their students. 
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Table 2
Strategies for Dealing With Child’s Behavior

AVOID… TRY…

Time-out: Time-out sends a message of 
rejection to the child. Children with high 
anxiety and poor emotional regulation 
will feel overwhelmed and frustrated in a 
time-out setting. This can lead to violent 
and destructive behavior.  

Time-in: Placing the child in proximity 
to the adult. The child is able to feel the 
adult’s presence, which helps the child 
calm down and aids his or her self-regu-
lation (Goldsmith, 2007).

Distraction techniques: Offering chil-
dren a sticker when they are upset, or en-
couraging them to play with something 
else helps them in the short term but 
does not aid their ability to calm down 
on their own in the future.  

Language that promotes self-regula-
tion: When a child is upset use simple, 
direct language such as, “It is time to 
calm down.” “Think of something else,” 
“Ask him if you can use it when you are 
finished” (Goldsmith, 2007).

Banning a particular behavior: While 
our job is to keep children safe, simply 
telling them that they are not allowed to 
hit themselves when upset, kick a chair, 
or throw a pencil will not help them reg-
ulate this behavior in the future.  

Offer replacement behaviors: Explain 
to the child that he or she may tighten 
and release his/her muscles when he/
she feels angry, do wall pushups, or deep 
breathing exercises. These strategies 
should be taught when the child is calm 
and reasonable, and practiced frequently 
using simple language so when the child 
is upset the teacher may prompt him/
her with a one- or two-word phrase as a  
reminder. 

Punitive punishment for overly anxious 
children: Punitively punishing overly 
anxious children will further excite them, 
making it more difficult for them to calm 
down or learn to regulate their emotions 
in the future (Kagan, 2004).

Match your reaction with the child’s 
temperament: Use non-threatening 
simple language, your physical pres-
ence, eye-to-eye techniques, to help a 
child become calm (Goldsmith, 2007).  
Acknowledge child’s emotion, offer strat-
egies while maintaining a respectful dis-
tance. Monitor your own body language, 
tone of voice, and facial expressions 
(Kauffman, 2006).
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Table 3
Matching Adult Response to Child’s Behavior*

CHILD’S BEHAVIOR ADULT’S RESPONSE

Pre-tantrum
Frowning, sighing, pulling away, fussing
 

Respond with suggestions, label the feel-
ings, explain the cause of the feelings, of-
fer problem-solving strategies.

Whining, complaining, demanding Take a break, go for a walk with the child, 
encourage talking (just listen), offer to 
help find a solution, give an explanation, 
offer help.

Irritable, agitated Give choices, give close attention, help 
to relax if allowed, validate feelings, offer 
your help.

Tantrum
Arguing, yelling Stay calm, speak very softly if at all, re-

mind you are nearby and understand 
why the child is upset, indicate you are 
standing by to help.

Post-tantrum
Crying Help to relax, give positive assurance. 

Sad Support and reassure, remind the child 
that he or she can try again. 

Seeking out support Help to save face, offer options, begin 
problem solving, talk about how to make 
things better and how to deal with the 
emotions in the future.

Kicking, throwing Move away, out of sight if possible but 
make sure the child is safe, remain calm.

*Table taken from the Practitioner’s Guide to Emotional Regulation in School-Aged Children (Macklem, 
2010, p. 56).
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Note that the use of language with the child is mainly used in the pre-tantrum and 
post-tantrum stages. As the child’s behavior escalates limit your use of language 
while maintaining your physical presence. Rationalizing behaviors, exploring choices 
and problem-solving strategies can be done before and after a tantrum. If a child is 
in the midst of a tantrum excessive language may further stimulate the child and will 
not help the child become calm. 
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