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SELF REGULATION 

Summary from The Development of Self-Regulation and Executive Function in Young Children 
 by Megan M. McClelland and Shauna L. Tominey in zero to Three; Nov. 2014 

 
Self- Regulation is the ability to think and to plan before acting.  It is both developmental and learned.  

The child’s temperament and experiences impact the child’s rate and ability to learn these skills.  It is a 

process that develops over time. 

Self- regulation includes three cognitive components (called executive function):  

1. Attention (the ability to focus, ignore distractions, and switch attention) 

Such as: hearing a story read while sitting in a group of children in a room of distractions; to pay 

attention to a child asking her something, when she is thinking about something else 

2. Working memory (to hold and process information mentally- remember instructions, rules) 

Such as: remember to wash hands, then sit down at the table; to pick up toys and know where 

they go 

3. Stopping impulses (after stopping an impulse, the child must also choose another response) 

Such as: to not bite another child when feeling frustrated, but say, ”stop it” instead  

These three components are integrated. Children with strong self-regulation abilities tend to be more 

socially competent than their peers, have fewer behavior problems, and get along better with other 

children and teachers. Even children who experience multiple risk-factors, such as living in poverty, 

experiencing maltreatment, or living with a depressed parent are more resilient and successful in school 

and life if they have self-regulation. 

WHAT HINDERS LEARNING SELF-REGULATION 

• Unpredictable or chaotic situations When the child does not know what to expect, or is not 

included in the planning and preparation for changes, the child may become stressed. These 

changes may include a new or rearranged child care environment, change in the regular 

routines, or moving to a new house. Unpredictable or irregular routines such as at bed time, 

diapering, drop off / pick up time, or meal times can cause a child to lose their ability to 

maintain self- control.  

• Inconsistent relationships. If the people they depend on, are harmful, unpredictable or become 

unavailable, the child’s alert system is triggered.  Children learn to distrust others. Maintaining a 

consistent and caring person in the child’s life, while other relationships are changing, can help 

ameliorate this. 

• Many transitions, without the child’s understanding.  Transitions are often stressful for a child.  

When a number of changes happen in a child’s life (a new baby is born, a stable parent is not as 

available, regular bedtime or breakfast routines change, etc.) the child looks for stability. During 

these times, the child may need more time to process information or make transitions, so being 

rushed may trigger reactions as well. 

Children under these conditions don’t feel safe. They seek to gain control over their lives in different 

ways: getting angry, regressing, hiding or running, shutting down, over-reacting, or clinging to what is 

familiar. Sustained stress causes children’s brains to maintain a high alert state, which effects their 

ability to focus, sustain attention, sleep, focus, learn, or form relationships. 
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WHAT HELPS CHILDREN DEVELOP SELF-REGULATION: 

• Secure attachment between a child and at least one parent or caregiver. These adults are 

engaged with the child, are responsive to children’s individual differences, and adapt to the 

needs of the child. When that person is there consistently, the child has a stable base and feels 

safe to express feelings, explore, rest, and learn. 

• Opportunities to develop critical thinking.  Some ways to do this include:   

o provide clear choices, all of which are acceptable, to encourage the child to make 

choices and feel empowered and safe.   

o explain the reason behind your actions and decisions in a way that matches the child’s 

developmental ability.  (as compared with saying, ”because I said so”). Using charts, 

labels, calendars and other ways to visually explain and help the child see and 

remember, is also beneficial. 

o Describe what you are doing and explain the reasons. 

o Prepare children for transitions before starting a new activity or changing the 

environment; let them be part of the decision making.  

o Practice and model self-regulation such as waiting for your turn, stating how you feel 

while staying in control, putting away electronics to focus on the person you are with, 

waiting until after dinner to eat the dessert you bought. 

• Playing self-regulation games with the children such as those that require turn taking, and 

waiting for your turn (such as Red Light/Green Light, or Duck, Duck Goose)  

• Understanding and providing safety when they are out of control.  When a child has a temper 

tantrum or in other ways shows they cannot regulate themselves, it is important first for the 

adult to recognize the reason for the behavior (exhaustion, hunger, over-stimulation, fear, etc.)  

rather than assuming it is about the adult. The child often feels angry, helpless, and scared that 

they are out of control (as adults often do!). The caring adult can provide a calm voice and 

manner, safety so the child does not hurt herself or others, and check in to see what might be 

helpful, as the child moves through the emotional wave.  Expect the child to be very tired 

afterwards. 

WHAT CHILDREN DO TO SELF- REGULATE 

o Self-soothing behaviors, thumb sucking, having a familiar blanket, etc.  

o Talking to themselves including narrating what they are doing, or what has happened using 

words, sounds, or gestures.  This can be soothing, focusing, and a way to practice and learn. 

Imitating adults and recreating situations they have experienced, especially new ones.  This is 

seen in their play and in conversations with others. Older children might make charts or write 

notes, imitating tools teachers and other adults use. These behaviors help them remember and 

integrate self- regulation skills. 

o Consciously focusing such as humming to stay focused in a distracting environment.  Gestures 

or movements also help focus (such as making chewing movements while making “food” with 

play dough) 
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TOOL: Self Regulation 

 

SMALL GROUP: 

1. Read summary on self-regulation 

2. Discuss examples of how children you know, have shown they have learned self-regulation skills 

3. As a group discuss what you can (or have done) to support the development of self-regulation of 

the children in your program throughout the day. 

4. Determine how you will share what you learned from this activity, back to the large group 

To support child’s development of Attention 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To support child’s development of Working Memory 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To support child’s development of Impulse control 

 

 

 




