
Emotional Regulation in Early Years 

Supporting children

with behaviours which communicate their distress
Presented by Sarah McLeod and Tracey Cook



Housekeeping

Microphones

Break out rooms and activities

GDPR rules

Timings

Look After Yourself



9:30-10:15 Introductions The Neuroscience Break

10:30-11:15: Activity Calming Techniques & The Legalities Break

11:30-12:15: Activity The Function of Behaviours and The Triggers Lunch

12:45 -1:30: Incredibly Fun Games Strategies, Resources & Support Options Break

1:45 – 2:30: Activity Emotional Regulation Clinic – Questions Restful times



Break-Out Rooms.

1. 
Introduce yourself.

Name, workplace and
one interesting fact about 

yourself.

2.
If you had one 

superpower, what 
would it be?



Today’s Aim:

•To develop effective practice to 
support children’s social, emotional 

mental health (SEMH) and 
therefore support Emotional 

Regulation within an Early Years 
environment.



Objectives
By the end of the session you will be able to:

Help to identify & understand complex  issues  associated with children 
with social, emotional and mental health difficulties

Identify how the environment in your setting impacts on children’s 
behavioural responses

Understand the importance of a whole-team approach to develop 
children’s self-esteem and encourage positive behaviour through the 

implementation of developmentally appropriate strategies. 



Emotional 
Regulation

We are NOT born 
with the ability to 
self-regulate, but we 
are born with ability 
to learn….



Self-regulation is developmental and closely attached to 
executive functioning and impulse control



Neuroscience

Click to add text

The Neuroscience Behind SEMH

Our Aim...
Through consideration of the 
neuroscience behind SEMH, be 
able to look beyond the 
behaviours, through a new lens, 
and help support the 
development of an effective self-
regulation system



Neuroscience

Click to add text



https://youtu.be/gm9CIJ74Oxw

Meet Dr Daniel Siegal …



Time to rest those eyes and hydrate…



Think about a time when you were at your absolute
‘best and worst’ version of you…’

What factors led to you feeling/being this way?



Share





https://parentswithconfidence.com/calm-
down-strategies-for-kids/

https://parentswithconfidence.com/calm-down-strategies-for-kids/


• Positive interactions, words, 
thoughts  and gestures

• ‘Wow you are trying hard to ….’; 
‘Look at your happy face….’

• Laughter (infectious smiles and fun)

• Kindness (stories, praise, reward)

• Feathers, pom-poms, heart stickers, 
lolly sticks, ‘calm space’, ‘feelings 
station’



The Legalities
Most recently, within the 2021 Early Years Foundation Stage 
(EYFS) reforms the term ‘self-regulation’ is seen for the first 

time
In Personal, Social and Emotional Development (PSED) we 

have seen the Sarah aspects of 'making relationships', 'self-
confidence and self-awareness', and 'managing feelings and 

behaviour' make way for the new ELGs of:
'self-regulation', 'managing self’, 

and 'building relationships'.



The Disability Discrimination Act 1995
The Equalities Act 2010 

Children with 
behavioural, emotional & 
social difficulties may be 
considered to have both 

SEN and a disability.

In line with DDA children 
must not be treated ‘less 

favourably’ and 
reasonable adjustments 
must be made for them.

Sets out duties that:



The context of change

SEND Code of 
Practice (0-25 yrs) 

2014

Children and 
Families Act  2014

Early Years 
Foundation Stage 

2014

National Curriculum-
The British values 

2014

SEND code of practice: 0 to 
25 years - GOV.UK 
(www.gov.uk)

Children and Families 
Act 2014 
(legislation.gov.uk)

Stat guidance template 
(foundationyears.org.uk)

Guidance on promoting 
British values in schools 
published - GOV.UK 
(www.gov.uk)

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/send-code-of-practice-0-to-25
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2014/6/contents/enacted
https://www.foundationyears.org.uk/files/2014/05/2014-EYFS.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/guidance-on-promoting-british-values-in-schools-published


Underpinning this change is:

UN Convention on the 
Rights of the

Child 1991 

The Equality Act 2010
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Time to rest those eyes and hydrate…



Functions of behaviour

Behaviour generally has three broad functions:

1. To obtain object/activity/person
2. To avoid an object/activity/person
3. To communicate feelings, needs and or    

be self-stimulating



1. What types of 
behaviour
have you observed in 
your setting?

2. What may have 
influenced the 
behaviour?



Share 



Influences on 
children’s behaviour

• Developmental 

• Physiological

• Transitions

• Home and Early Years 
Environments

• Attachments

• SEN, disability

• Safeguarding

• Adults' own behaviour





Behaviour is the symptom, not the cause



The hijacking of the Neocortex …





The hijacking 
of the 
Neocortex …

Safety versus 
Threat





Lunch Time



Emotional Regulation

‘Give children attention 
so they don’t have to 
seek it’

Save the Children



Strategies 
and 
Resources



To start … 

Sensory Check https://files.schudio.com/stnicholas/files/STLS/SENSORY CHECKLIST.pdf

ABC https://www.kelsi.org.uk/__data/assets/word_doc/0006/67704/ABC-

Chart-with-guidance.docx
Consider the 

‘Neuroscience’

Dr Dan Siegal’s Hand Model Brain https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f-

m2YcdMdFw
Consider Vygotsky’s Zone 

of Proximal Development 

https://www.nwea.org/blog/2012/the-zone-of-proximal-development-

zpd-and-why-it-matters-for-early-childhood-.

Consistency – Strategy Plan See possible format below

All about self-regulation https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/features/article/eyfs-best-practice-all-

about-self-regulation

https://files.schudio.com/stnicholas/files/STLS/SENSORY%20CHECKLIST.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f-m2YcdMdFw
https://www.twinkl.co.uk/resources/topics/ourselves-all-about-me/my-emotions
https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/features/article/eyfs-best-practice-all-about-self-regulation


ABC – observational tool



ABC – observational tool

An ABC chart is an observational tool that allows us to record information about a particular behaviour. The

aim of using an ABC chart is to better understand what the behaviour is communicating. 

I. Having recorded the behaviour on numerous occasions check for triggers or situations where the 

behaviour is most likely to occur:

II. It is also important to look at what consequences might be maintaining the behaviour:

III. Having identified the triggers for the behaviour and the consequences that may be maintaining the

behaviour you are now ready to develop a plan.



Sensory Checklist



The Environment 

Environment

Visuals https://www.twinkl.co.uk

Natural daylight/fairy lights/Calm 

Space

Reduce background noise

Reduce clutter

Accessible outdoor areas to release 

stressors

Ready, Set, Guava – Ready, Set, Gorilla-

Ready Set GO!

Safe/calm/relaxing space
https://www.thirdspace.scot/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/NAIT-Safe-Space-Guidance-for-

Schools-2020.pdf



Resources 

Name it, to tame it
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lQZX1IIAnLw–This is my happy face …

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lQZX1IIAnLw


Planning 

Resources Notes/Links/Resources

Visuals of expectations -
https://www.twinkl.co.uk/resource/t-m-286-good-sitting-cards

Sign, say, symbol
https://makaton.org/

Timers
https://www.sensorydirect.com/catalogsearch/result/?q=timers

Countdowns: 5-4-3-2-1 …

Bespoke Calm Down Choices

Cushions, blanket & comfort
https://www.thirdspace.scot/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/NAIT-Safe-Space-Guidance-for-Schools-

2020.pdf

https://www.thirdspace.scot/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/NAIT-Safe-Space-Guidance-for-Schools-2020.pdf


Consistency 

Green – Proactive 

(calm and relaxed)

Amber – Active 

(start to feel 
anxious/distressed/agitated)

Red – Reactive 

(incident/crisis/stressful situation)

Blue – Post Reactive Recovery 

(calming / relaxing)

Outward Signs Outward Signs Outward Signs Outward Signs

SUPPORT STRATEGY

STAFF RESPONSE

SUPPORT STRATEGY

STAFF RESPONSE

SUPPORT STRATEGY

STAFF RESPONSE

SUPPORT STRATEGY

STAFF RESPONSE



The Language 

Positive & calm

Firm and consistent 
Try to avoid ‘could you …?/would you…’

KISS – Keep it short & simple

Say, Sign, Symbol approach

Praise and reward



Explicitly teach… 

Emotions

Play sequences – scaffold the learning. Vygotsky’s 

zone of proximal development
Social skills – turn-taking games where the rules of 

engagement are clear and supported with visuals
Kindness Model, praise and reward

Turn-taking/ Games 5 incredibly fun activities 

video 
Model the tasks Make success guaranteed

Backward chaining strategies 



Resources 

Teaching Emotions
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lQZX1IIAnLw–This is my happy face …

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lQZX1IIAnLw


Practitioners

RULER Recognise Understand Label Express 

Regulate

PIMS techniques to support 

behaviours

Prevent; Ignore; Model; Scaffold

Intervene calmly, use simple 

language, offer options, scaffold 

solving the ‘issue’

‘HighScope’ approach

https://highscope.org/our-practice/our-

approach/

Co-regulate https://www.thriveapproach.com

Attune I see you feel ….

Give the feelings a name…

Be prepared for 

500 repetitions 

When little people are overwhelmed with 

their emotions, it is our job to calm



It takes a village to raise a child

Set aside time to talk, the parents are the experts on their child

Best Practice Guidance
https://www.kelsi.org.uk/early-years/equality-and-inclusion/best-practice-guidance-for-the-early-years

Early Years LIFT
When pre-school settings identify concerns about learning issues in relation to Special Educational Needs 
and Disability (SEND), for an individual child or a group of children, they should first use the Best Practice 
Guidance to identify what can be done to support the child’s access to the Early Years curriculum from 
within the settings own resources.

Home Start
https://homestartdover.org.uk/
Home-Start Dover District is a voluntary organisation that is committed to promoting the welfare of families 
with young children under the age of 11. We offer volunteer home visiting support to families with parental 
mental health issues, children’s behaviour and emotional issues.

Early Help
Dover - 03000 42 29 98 -DoverEarlyHelp@kent.gov.uk

For advice, support and guidance, you can get in touch with the Early Help District team 
by email or phone

Thrive
Based on established neuroscience, attachment theory and child development, the Thrive 
Approach provides training and an online profiling and action-planning tool to equip adults with 
the knowledge, insights and resources needed to develop the relationships that help children 
and young people to flourish and learn

Video Interaction Guidance
VIG involves being videoed by a psychologist in a safe supporting way and talking to the 
psychologist about short clips of positive and successful interaction that you find in the 
video. As a powerful, strengths based intervention it empowers parents.

Solihull
Across the UK and internationally, the Solihull Approach supports mental health and wellbeing in parents, 
children, schools, older adults and high stress workplaces through an evidence based model in trainings, 
online courses and resources

Boxall Profile
The Boxall Profile is an invaluable resource for the assessment of children and young people's social, 
emotional and behavioural development

http://www.kelsi.org.uk/support-for-children-and-young-people/early-years-and-childcare/equality-and-inclusion/special-educational-needs-for-early-years/best-practice-guidance-for-the-early-years
http://www.kelsi.org.uk/support-for-children-and-young-people/early-years-and-childcare/equality-and-inclusion/special-educational-needs-for-early-years/best-practice-guidance-for-the-early-years
https://homestartdover.org.uk/
https://www.kelsi.org.uk/special-education-needs/integrated-childrens-services/early-help-contacts/dover
mailto:DoverEarlyHelp@kent.gov.uk




Available for you all 
on DOVER STLS 
website:
The Emotional 
Regulation Support 
Strategies Checklist
Everything we have discussed 
on one piece of paper with 
space for all your expert 
techniques too



Time to rest 
and hydrate…



Break-Out Rooms.

1. 
Strategy Share

STOP, START, CONTINUE

2.
Recommend Resources



Idea Share & Questions …



Today’s AIM : To develop effective practice to support children’s 
social, emotional mental health (SEMH) and therefore support 

Emotional Regulation within an Early Years environment.



• GY STAFF RESPONSE · SUPPORT STRATEGY STAFF RESPONSE · SUPPORT STRATEGY STAFF RESPONSE

Resources

1. • Getting it right in the Early Years Foundation Stage: A Review of the Evidence 
https://www.early-education.org.uk/getting-it-right-early-years-foundation-stage-review-
evidence

2. • Development Matters https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/development-matters--
2

3. • Working with the Revised Early Years Foundation Stage Principles into Practice 
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Working-revised-Early-Years-Foundation/dp/B08M8GVWVX

4. • Thrive https://www.thriveapproach.com/thrive-training/?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIi-
3JtNCd9AIVZoFQBh0NUAD_EAAYASAAEgLtXPD_BwE 
https://www.facebook.com/ThriveApproach/

5. • Resources from Twinkl https://www.twinkl.co.uk/resources/topics/ourselves-all-about-
me/my-emotions

6. • Zones of Regulation https://www.zonesofregulation.com/index.html

7. • Five to Thrive https://www.flyingstartluton.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Five-to-
Thrive-Leaflet-new-branding.pdf

8. • Super Simple songs https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CMcyPwtLD9g

9. • Nursery World Self-regulation https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/features/article/eyfs-best-
practice-all-about-self-regulation

10. • Dr Dan Siegal’s Hand Model Brain https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f-m2YcdMdFw




