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Emotionally dysregulated students struggle to manage strong feelings such as
anger, frustration, anxiety, or sadness. When overwhelmed, they may cry, yell,
refuse to work, shut down, or act aggressively. These behaviours are often not
intentional misbehaviour but rather signs that the student lacks the skills to
regulate their emotions. Teachers play a critical role in helping students learn
these skills.

With supportive adults and a predictable classroom environment, emotionally
dysregulated students can develop better coping strategies and experience
greater success at school.

What is Emotional Dysregulation?

Emotional dysregulation refers to difficulty managing and responding to
emotional experiences in an appropriate way. Students who struggle with
emotional regulation may:

* Have intense reactions to minor frustrations

» Become overwhelmed easily

 Have difficulty calming down once upset

* React with anger, tears, or avoidance

* Struggle with transitions or unexpected changes
» Have trouble focusing when emotionally upset

« Exhibit impulsive or disruptive behaviour

These difficulties may be related to anxiety, ADHD, trauma, learning challenges,
or sensory sensitivities.

The Importance of Co-Regulation

Before children can regulate themselves, they need co-regulation: support from
calm, caring adults who help them settle their emotions. When a child is
emotionally overwhelmed, their brain shifts into a stress response. During this
time, reasoning, lecturing, or punishment is often ineffective. What helps most is
the presence of a calm adult who models regulation. Teachers can co-regulate
by:

» Speaking in a calm, steady voice

* Maintaining relaxed body language

» Acknowledging the student’s feelings

« Offering reassurance and support

* Giving the student time and space to calm down



Once the student feels safe and calm, they are better able to think, problem-
solve, and learn.

Create a Predictable Environment
Students regulate emotions better when they know what to expect.

» Maintain consistent routines

* Give advance notice before transitions
* Use visual schedules

* Prepare students for changes in routine
* Clearly explain expectations

Teach Emotional Awareness
Students must first learn to recognize and name their feelings.

*» Use a feelings chart or feelings vocabulary list
* Encourage students to label emotions

* Ask reflective questions such as:

“What are you feeling right now?”

“Where do you feel that in your body?”

Use Calm, Supportive Language
When students are upset, supportive language helps them regain control.
Examples include:

* “| can see that you're feeling frustrated.”
* “Let’s take a moment to calm down.”

* “I'm here to help.”

* “We will figure this out together.”

Avoid shaming, criticizing, or threatening language, which can intensify distress.

Provide a Calm-Down Space
A designated calming area can help students regain control when overwhelmed.
A calm-down space might include:

» Comfortable seating

* Sensory tools such as stress balls or fidgets
* Coloring materials

* Deep breathing prompts

» Emotion cards or coping strategy cards

Students should be taught how and when to use the space appropriately.

Teach Simple Self-Regulation Skills
Explicitly teach calming strategies that students can use independently.



Examples include:

* Deep breathing (slow inhale through the nose, exhale through the mouth)
 Counting slowly to ten

« Stretching or gentle movement

* Asking for help

* Taking a short break

Practice these skills during calm moments so students can use them during
stressful situations.

Use Creative Regulation Strategies
Creative activities help students release tension and regain focus.
Examples include:

» Shake It Out Movement Break: Students stand up and shake their arms, legs,
and bodies to release stress.

* Emotion Drawing: Students draw what their feelings look like.

 Breathing with Imagery: “Pretend you are slowly blowing up a balloon.”

+ Stress Ball Breathing: Students squeeze a stress ball while taking three slow
breaths.

* Feelings Check-In: Start the day with a quick feelings rating such as thumbs
up, sideways, or down.

These brief activities help students reset their nervous system and return to
learning.

Reinforce Positive Regulation
Notice and praise students when they attempt to regulate their emotions.
Examples include:

* “| noticed you took a deep breath when you were frustrated.”
* “You asked for help instead of getting upset—great job.”
* “You calmed your body and returned to your work.”

Positive reinforcement increases the likelihood that students will continue using
healthy coping skills.

Partner with Parents and Support Staff
Consistent support across environments improves outcomes. Teachers may find
it helpful to:

« Communicate regularly with parents

+ Consult with school counselors or psychologists

» Share strategies that work at school and at home

* Develop consistent behaviour and regulation plans



Emotionally dysregulated behaviour is often a sign of lagging skills, not a lack

of motivation. With patience, understanding, and supportive strategies, teachers
can help students develop the emotional regulation skills needed to succeed both
academically and socially.
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