
23/06/2017

1

The importance of self- regulation for wellbeing 
and learning

Dr. Janet Rose, Principal of Norland College and  Louise Gilbert, Bath Spa University, UK         

www.norland.co.uk louisegilbert.ec@outlook.com@NorlandHead @ EmotionCoachUK Website: https://www.emotioncoachinguk.com/

Supporting children’s capacities to regulate stress

Brain regions and circuits 
associated with learning have 

extensive interconnections with 
deeper brain structures that 

control the developing child’s 
Stress Response System

Rose and Gilbert 2017 Adelaide

Developmental … Experiential… Ongoing 

http://www.norland.co.uk/
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Learning requires an ‘ongoing balancing act’ 
between 2 important systems

Social engagement  

system

Stress Regulation 

System

Homeostasis = Regulation
The continuous autonomic adjustments to balance the bodies internal 

environments to changes in external conditions

©June 2017 Rose and Gilbert, UK 

Life-long quest to calm our neural defense systems by detecting 

features of safety
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So what happens when the fight-flight system is activated 
by real or perceived threat/stress ?
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On of the roles of the vagus nerve is to return all bodily functions to 
‘normal’- when the real or perceived threat/stress is over

nerve

Reduces 
Awareness to

threat

Reduces 
startle

response

Reduces 
stress

hormone
release 

Reduces 
blood 

pressure

Reduces
Heart rate

slows
blood flow

Reduces
blood

sugar levels

Slows
break down
of protein,

mobilization
of fats

Reduces 
awareness 

to 
environment

The Vagal 

response When you need to 
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Vagal Tone: How well your fight/flight response and vagus
nerve are balanced and work together to regulate 

emotional responses which inform behaviours

©June 2017 Rose and Gilbert, UK 

Vagal Tone
and

Learning

Higher responsiveness:

• Respond quicker, process 
information faster, concentrate 
better 

• More appropriate and effective 
responses to stimuli

• Return faster to a resting state

Lower responsiveness:

• Respond and process information 
not as quickly, less able to 
concentrate.

• Less appropriate and effective 
responses to stimuli 

• Difficulty returning to a resting 
state

©June 2017 Rose and Gilbert, UK 
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“The most important capacities that develop in the early years are self-
regulation and metacognition – being aware of and in control of one’s own 

cognitions, emotions and behaviours” (Whitebread and Bingham, 2012) 

Supporting Learning  

An educational goal and an educational necessity:  
Self-regulation

The ability to adapt your physical, mental and emotional state so that 
you can focus on and adapt to the demands of a task or situation, resist 

distractions and persist even when things gets challenging

©June 2017 Rose and Gilbert, UK 
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Learning skills
Executive Function

*Executive Function clip (5min)

Effective Executive Skills

better academic performance, problem-
solving skills and reading comprehension

better interactions with peers

higher levels of intrinsic motivation, self-
worth, perceived competence, self-efficacy 
and moral conduct

fewer behaviour problems

lower levels of psychopathology (e.g., 
depression)

Rose and Gilbert 2017 Adelaide
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Metacognition
Feedback is a key to learning 

Internal feedback

Metacognition 

thinking about thinking 

External feedback

Theory of Mind 

your perception of the other
©June 2017 Rose and Gilbert, UK 

Emotional Regulation

©June 2017 Rose and Gilbert, UK 

“The attunement of emotional states is essential for the 
developing brain to acquire the capacity to organize itself 
more autonomously as the child matures” (Siegel, 2012:311) 



23/06/2017

8

Lessons which take into account impulse control
working memory and mental flexibility help pupils focus on the 

academic demands of the curriculum- by supporting the “HOW” of 
learning- to enable the mastering of the “WHAT”

Rose and Gilbert 2017 Adelaidehttp://developingchild.harvard.edu/key_concepts/executive_function/

Learning is stressful!

Learning itself is a stressful experience:

• We have to tolerate not knowing

• Ask for help when needed

• Tolerate making mistakes/being wrong

• Accept that others can do that you cannot 
yet do

• Persist when tasks get difficult

• Focus when tasks are undesired (Geddes, 2006)

Rose and Gilbert 2017 Adelaide

Learning can generate positive stress, tolerable stress or toxic stress

http://developingchild.harvard.edu/key_concepts/executive_function/
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STRESS and LEARNING

POSITIVE

TOLERABLETOXIC

Toxic Stress 
Windows of intolerance 

Constant activation of the body’s stress response systems 

due to chronic or traumatic experiences in the absence 
of caring, stable relationships with adults, especially 
during sensitive periods of early development, can be 
toxic to brain architecture and other developing organ 
systems

Connections in the brain are reduced and lost through 
toxic stress

Less connections means it is more difficult to utilize the 
brain capacity and learn effectively
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Schools and the ‘stress optimal’ brain

• Toxic learning stress (child gives up) = is ‘stress toxic’ 

• Positive learning stress (child rises to the challenge) = is ‘stress optimal”

and

• Tolerable learning stress (adult scaffolds to support learning) = becomes
‘stress optimal’

Children need stress optimal learning environments to achieve their 
potential.

Teachers can attune to pupils’ stress responses to help create optimal 
learning relationships and environments to support learning  

Stress and Survival versus Safe and Social 

Genetic predispositions   

Duration, intensity, timing and context of stress

Availability of Supportive Relationships 
©June 2017 Rose and Gilbert, UK 
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Caring and Daring: the safety/risk paradox 

©June 2017 Rose and Gilbert, UK 

Key practitioner role = developing a ‘see-saw’ of soothing  and  
or stimulating      Kohllrieser et. al., 2012 

Creating optimal learning environments …
The Golden Balance

The practitioner needs to be able to recognise

and adjust the learning environment, their 

relationship with the child and the  nature of their 
interactions to sustain a ‘golden balance’ to optimize every 

child’s learning. 
(Rose and Wood, 2016)

Cognitive self-regulation arises from  Emotional and 
Social regulation

A Safe, Secure brain is a Learning brain
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Promoting executive function by supporting self-
regulation 

Recognising:

Progressive, Responsive and Adaptive

“Cognitive self-regulation arises from emotional and 

social self-regulation” (Porges)

Requiring: 

Stimulating environments

“Safe but not too safe”(Fosha)

Supported by Safe and Secure Relationships : 

“Best possible steady (but energised) 

state”(Damasio)©June 2017 Rose and Gilbert, UK 

©June 2017 Rose and Gilbert, UK 

children need support and time to 

think, reason and calm themselves 

down. With consistent, supportive, 

emotional responses from adults a child 

can develop the essential brain 

pathways that, over time, support self 

regulation to better manage alarm 

states

To conclude: supporting practitioners to support children’s self-
regulation to facilitate learning 

Emotion Coaching: supporting practitioners to support children’s self-regulation and facilitate learning 



23/06/2017

13

Rose and Gilbert 2017 Adelaide

©June 2017 Rose and Gilbert, UK 

References and additional resources

Beckes and Coan (2011). Social Baseline Theory: The role of social proximity in emotion and economy of action. Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 5.12, 976–988.
• Coan, Schaefer and Davidson (2006). Lending a hand: Social regulation of the neural response to threat. Psychological Science, 17,1032–1039.
• Cozolino (2014) The neuroscience of human relationships. New York: Norton and Co.
• Damasio and Carvalho (2013) The nature of feelings: evolutionary and neurobiological origins. Nature Reviews Neuroscience, 14.2, 143-152
• Damasio (2000) The Feeling of What Happens: Body and emotion in the making of consciousness. New York: Harcourt.
• Fosha (2000) The Transforming Power Of Affect: A Model For Accelerated Change. New York: Basic Books.
• Geddes (2006) Attachment in the Classroom: the links between children's early experience, emotional wellbeing and performance in school. London: Worth Publishing.
• Gottman and DeClaire (1997) Raising an emotionally intelligent Child: The Heart of Parenting. New York: Simon and Shuster
• Gus, L., Rose, J., Gilbert, L. (2015) Emotion Coaching: a universal strategy for supporting and promoting sustainable emotional and behavioural well-being. Journal of Educational 
and Child Psychology, 32.1, 31-41.
• Hohner and Murphy (2016) The optimum context for learning: drawing on neuroscience to inform best practice in the classroom. Educational and Child Psychology, 33.1, 75-
90.
• Immordino-Yang and Damasio (2007) We feel, therefore we learn: The relevance of affective and social neuroscience to education. Mind, Brain and Education Journal, 1.1, 3-10.
• Kohlreiser et al (2012) Care to Dare. San Francisco: Wiley and Sons.
• NSCDC (2011) Building the Brain’s “Air Traffic Control” System: How Early Experiences Shape the Development of Executive Function, Harvard: CDC.
• Parker, Rose and Gilbert (2016) Attachment Aware Schools. In Noddings and Lees The International Handbook of Alternative Education. London: Palgrave.
• Rose and Wood (2016) The role of child development in early years and primary teaching. In Wyse and Rogers A Guide to Early Years and Primary Teaching. London: Sage.
• Rose, Gilbert and Richards (2015) Health and Well-being in Early Childhood. London: Sage.
• Rose, McGuire-Snieckus and Gilbert (2015) Emotion Coaching: a universal strategy for supporting and promoting sustainable emotional and behavioural well-being. Journal of 
Educational and Child Psychology, 32.1, 31-41.
• Siegel (2012) The Developing Mind: How relationships and the brain interact to shape who we are. New York: The Guildford Press.
• Siegel (2013) Brainstorm. London: Penguin.
• Siegel and Payne Bryson (2011) The Whole Brain Child. New York: Bantam Books.

Additional Resources
Metacognition and Theory of Mind slide show :       http://traceytokuhama.com/index.php?searchword=metacognition&searchphrase=all&Itemid=333&option=com_search

•Tronnick: Still face experiment https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hh_fW69QkqY

http://traceytokuhama.com/index.php?searchword=metacognition&searchphrase=all&Itemid=333&option=com_search
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hh_fW69QkqY

