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This is an exciting time to be 
working in the area of self-
regulation. Every week sees some 
new advance in our understanding 
of how self-regulation relates, not 
just to children’s emotions and 
behaviour, and of course their 
physical health, but also to their 
intelligence and their capacity to 

learn. Moreover, we are learning by leaps and bounds 
about the importance of the early years for robust self-
regulation in later childhood and adolescence. 

The starting point for all these breakthroughs is to 
get clear on what is understood by self-regulation. 
We were surprised to learn, from a study that Jeremy 
Burman conducted, that there are 447 different 
uses of “self-regulation” in circulation. These can be 

grouped into a small number of clusters: variations on 
self-monitoring, self-managing, and self-control. But 
the original definition of self-regulation, introduced 
in the middle of the 19th century and developed by 
physiologists at the beginning of the 20th, solely refers 
to how we manage stress. 

Shanker Self-Reg® is based on this original definition: 
for an extremely important reason. There is a tendency 
to treat self-regulation as what psychologists refer to 
as a “normative” concept. That is, something akin to 
a milestone that the majority of children will acquire 
by a certain age, like walking or talking. This is the 
thinking behind the common tendency to treat self-
regulation as a matter of managing one’s emotions, 
thoughts, and behaviour. But the original physiological 
definition of self-regulation draws attention to the fact 
that infants and toddlers are already self-regulating. 
The problem is, they often do so in ways that are 
counter-productive: that are maladaptive as opposed 
to growth-promoting.

By “maladaptive” what is meant is that the child 
adopts a method of dealing with stress that serves 
to create even greater stress down the road. Take 
the case of the child who deals with his emotional 
stress by immersing himself in a video game. It is not 
uncommon to find that, when finally pried away from 
his device, he is even more dysregulated than was the 
case when he started. Compare this behaviour with 
the child who deals with emotional stress by talking 
with her parents, exercising, or reading. Or the case of 
the young infant who self-soothes when over-stressed. 
We refer to these latter modes of self-regulation as 
“growth-promoting” because of their positive impact 
on emotional, social, and cognitive development.

It is important to bear in mind that the moment of 
birth constitutes a veritable onslaught of stressors 
that the newborn did not have to deal with in the 
womb: e.g., ambient temperature, noise, light, hunger 
and digestion. Some infants – particularly those with 
a delicate nervous system – respond to this stress-
load by avoidance, withdrawal, and in some cases, by 
shutting down. This type of response is the epitome 
of a maladaptive mode of self-regulation, insofar as it 
blocks those interactive experiences that are essential 
for language, emotional and social development, and 
as I have stressed, self-regulation. 

“What is Self-Regulation? 
What is Self-Reg?”
Dr. Stuart Shanker, Distinguished Research Professor Emeritus of Philosophy and Psychology, 
York University, CEO The MEHRIT Centre, Founder and Visionary, Self-Reg Global

Clodagh Kelleher (Age 3) This is me with Mammy 
and Daddy. They have curly hair. On top is me and 
my sister Aoibheann with hearts and writing
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It goes without saying, when we are dealing with 
cases of maladaptive self-regulation in infants, that 
we cannot explain to them why it is so important to 
remain engaged with us. Rather, we must become 
stress-detectives, searching for the stimuli that the 
infant finds overly stressful. We then set about to 
reduce these stresses so that the child will naturally 
seek out interactions with her caregiver: what in 
Self-Reg is referred as the Interbrain. The Interbrain 
is our primary resource for dealing with stress at the 
beginning of life and remains so at the end. 

Interestingly, we often see teenagers regressing to the 
level of childhood when severely over-stressed. In this 
situation we are naturally inclined to lecture, given 
their age and overall comprehension; yet what they 
find most beneficial is the type of warm and soothing 
response that produces the same feeling of safety and 
security that they had experienced in childhood.

One of the most important patterns that we observed 
in our research was the case of infants who were 
referred to our Centre for an attachment disorder, yet 
when we observed them interacting naturally with 
their caregivers it was clear they were, in fact, securely 
attached. This led us to distinguish between robust and 
fragile secure attachment. In the case of the former, 
the child can enter the noisy world of daycare or 
kindergarten and engage with different adults without 
becoming dysregulated. But in the case of the latter, 
we were seeing children who regressed to earlier 
maladaptive behaviours because of the dramatic 
increase in stress-load or because the caregiver or 
educator lacked the parents’ nuanced understanding 
of the child’s sensory needs and thresholds. 

We must be especially careful, in the case of 
fragile secure attachment, to distinguish between 
misbehaviour and stress-behaviour. That is, we must 
guard against seeing the child as engaged in some 
form of wilful or oppositional behaviour when in fact 
he is struggling to deal with a stress-load that he finds 
overwhelming. Here is a case where it is especially 
important to practice the five steps of Self-Reg:

Reframe the child’s behaviour

Recognize the different stresses the child is dealing 
with (across multiple domains)

Reduce the child’s stress-load

Reflect on whether the child knows what it feels like 
to be calm, what it feels like to be becoming over-
stressed

Restore: The child’s energy for tomorrow and our 
Interbrain connection with that child today.

Shanker Self-Reg® is a process for enhancing self- 
regulation by understanding and dealing with stress: in 
ourselves as much as in the children we work with. If it 
has one overarching lesson to teach us, it is this:

There is no such thing as a bad kid.

For more information, see www.self-reg.ca; Stuart 
Shanker (2016), Self-Reg: How to Help Your Child (and 
You) Break the Stress Cycle and Successfully Engage 
with Life; and Stuart Shanker (2020), Reframed: Self-
Reg for a Just Society.

Harry Quinn (age 10) Loves brain teasing puzzles
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