In Theory

Tamsin Grimmer’s
new book
Nurturing Self-Regulation in
Early Childhood: Adopting an
Ethos and Approach by Tamsin
Grimmer and Wendy Geens.
The authors explore how young
children develop self-regulation
and offer practical guidance on
helping them to manage their
feelings and behaviour. They
consider the skills, attitudes
and dispositions children need
to be able to self-regulate and
how their wellbeing and selfesteem can affect their ability
to do this.
Grimmer and Geens show
how schools and settings can
adopt an ethos where selfregulation permeates their
whole provision.
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Co-regulation
There is an important supportive role for
adults working with young children
Imagine this scene: you are starting
work a little later today because
you have to attend an inset course
this morning. You rush to get the
children ready for school, and your
twelve-year-old realises he has a
food technology lesson and needs
to bring in all the ingredients for a
Victoria sponge. You manage to find
everything he needs, thinking, “I
guess I won’t have omelette for lunch
after all.” Then there’s a scream as
your younger child has spilled cereal
milk all over a clean uniform and the
floor. You manage to clean it up, pour
more milk on the cornflakes and find
another uniform. The phone rings as
you are leaving the house and your
elderly neighbour asks you to buy
some groceries because she has had
a fall and cannot leave the house. So,
after walking the children to school,
you pop into the shop and get the
bits needed. When you finally arrive
at the training, you are five minutes
late. After the start of the day, that’s
pretty good going. Unfortunately, you
are met with a sarcastic remark from
your manager who says, “What time
do you call this?” The comment does
not go down well. You feel your blood
pressure rising, and you leave the
room. Your friend rushes after you
and calms you down, saying that you
look upset. She asks you about your

morning. After a few more minutes
and with a strong cup of coffee inside
you, you re-join the training, smiling
and much calmer.
We all have days like this.
Sometimes things happen beyond
our control, and emotions get the
better of us. At this moment, we
are dysregulated. That is, we feel
stressed, out of sorts and not ‘OK’.
As Dan Siegal would put it, we have
‘flipped our lid’, and the downstairs
brain has taken over. In other words,
we are in ‘freeze, fight or flight’ mode.
We cannot think rationally until we
have calmed down. Generally, we can
do this quickly. In the example above,
our friend helped us to do it. She
acted as a co-regulator, helping us to
regain that sense of calm.
Young children have times when
they are dysregulated too, and they
do not yet know how to deal with
these powerful feelings. They need
us to co-regulate them, to coach
them ‘in the moment’, and help
them to feel calmer. We do this by
becoming attuned to their emotional
states, and then acknowledging and
validating their feelings. Labelling
what they feel and why can also
be useful, as many children do not
know what these feelings are and
how they should respond. Wondering
is a useful technique. For example,
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