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Self Regulation in Early Childhood 
and Why it Matters 

“If we use effective tools, 
the child reveals himself to 
all who will stop and listen 
to what he says, and who, 
with seeing eyes, will 
watch what he does.”

Arnold Gesell 

Promote the principles of 
child development, 

inspired by 

 

Innovation 
& 

Objective Wonder 

Our Mission 
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Our Mission: Operationalized

Know Yourself 

 
 

 
Know Kids 

 
 

 
Know Your Kids 

The Brain Harvard Center on the 
Developing Child 

What We All Need to Know:  
 Basics of Child Development 

All children go through the same stages of 
development 

 
Specific behaviors associated with an age and 
stage 

 
Each child has his/her unique pace - sooner is 
not better 
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How Do Children Learn? 
(What grows brains best?) 

•  As they progress through developmental 
stages 

 
•  Through experiences and interactions, like 

play 
 
•  In supportive, secure and caring 

environments 

 
 

What is it?   

 
The ability to monitor and control our own 
behavior, emotions, or thoughts, altering them in 
accordance with the demands of the situation.
  

Defining Our Terms: Self Regulation 

Emotional: Manage the expression and 
experience of emotions. 

 
 
Behavioral: Control over actions. 

 
 
Cognitive: Follow rules and plan responses. 

Defining Our Terms: Self Regulation 
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What’s it good for?   

 
Pay attention, resist impulses and remember 
directions.  

Defining Our Terms: Self Regulation 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

What does it look like?   

 
•  Immediate strong emotional or behavioral 

reactions 

 
•  Building distress leading to an outburst 

 



Defining Our Terms: Dysregulation 

 
 

Goal 

 
Find more effective and less destructive ways 
ways to deal with strong reactions and emotions 

 



Defining Our Terms: Dysregulation 
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Kindergarten teachers rank self-
regulation as one of the most important 
skills for school readiness. 

 
 

Montroy, Janelle & Bowles,  

Ryan & Skibbe, Lori & D. Foster, Tricia. (2014) 

Self Regulation 

Self Regulation, too, has a unique rate and pace 
of development for different children. 

 
20% of children entering K without necessary 
self regulation skills:  

●  Most had parents with lower education levels  

●  Many did not speak English at home 

●  60% Male 

Self Regulation 

The Marshmallow Experiment 
(Walter Mischel, 1972)

1972 - 2000 
 
Consistency: In general, children who were less successful at resisting 
the marshmallow all those years ago performed more poorly on the self-
control task as adults.  
 
 
Outcomes: Higher SAT scores, lower levels of substance abuse, lower 
likelihood of obesity, better responses to stress, better social skills as 
reported by their parents, and generally better scores in a range of other 
life measures.  
 
 
fMRI: When presented with tempting stimuli, individuals with low self-
control showed brain patterns that differed from those with high self-
control. The researchers found that the prefrontal cortex (a region that 
controls executive functions, such as making choices) was more active 
in subjects with higher self-control. And the ventral striatum (a region 
thought to process desires and rewards) showed boosted activity in 
those with lower self-control. 

Casey, B. J., et al. (2011). 
Behavioral and neural 
correlates of delay of 
gratification 40 years later. 


Mischel,Shoda, Peake 

(1988). The nature of 
adolescent competencies 
predicted by preschool delay of 
gratification.   


Mischel, Shoda, Rodriguez 

(1989). Delay of gratification in 
children.  
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James Heckman 

•  Motivation

•  Sociability; ability to work with others

•  Attention

•  Self-regulation

•  Self Esteem

•  Ability to defer gratification

•  Content is not enough—employers say they 
can teach content—employers want the 
above skills 

 
Success in the 21st Century

Nobel Laureate in Economics, 
“Building a Productive Workforce and Strong 

Economy from Birth” 

Executive Function

Prefrontal 
Cortex Focus

Self-control
Persistence
Perspective-taking
Communication skills
Making connections
Critical thinking
Problem Solving
Creativity
Flexibility
Taking on challenges 

Self Control


Working Memory


Cognitive                                                
Flexibility 

The Brain Harvard Center on the 
Developing Child 
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3 Part Brain 

Executive Function 

Put out the fire in the brain. 
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● Soothe: Put out the fire in the brain 

 
● Seen:   Empathize and acknowledge 

 
● Safe: Physically and emotionally 

 
● Secure: Be there! 

Put out the fire in the brain. 

A Window of Opportunity 

A range of tests measuring different forms of executive function 
skills indicate that they begin to develop shortly after birth, 



with ages 3 to 5 providing an important window of 
opportunity for dramatic growth in these skills.

 
Growth continues throughout adolescence and early adulthood; 

proficiency begins to decline later in life. 



http://developingchild.harvard.edu/key_concepts/brain_architecture/ 

Executive Function Over Time 
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HARVARD 
CENTER ON 

THE 
DEVELOPING 

CHILD 

Developing Self Regulation Skills

 
•  Include child in the decision making process and give 

lots of choices 
 
•  Leave time for exploratory self-guided play 
 

•  Assign jobs that can be accomplished independently 
 

•  Engage in exploratory conversations 
 

•  Build routines 
 
•  Do practice runs  
 
•  Mindfulness exercises 
 

 

CHILD MIND 
INSTITUTE 

Developing Self Regulation Skills

“approach self-regulation skills
in the same way (we) approach 
other skills, academic or social:
Isolate that skill and provide 
practice”
(Bezsylko, Child Mind Institute)  

Don’t avoid or try to prevent difficult situations 
 
Provide supportive framework with scaffolding 
 
Modeling and practice 

 
● We are people too! 

 
● When kids meltdown,  

my brain is on fire too! 

 
● Humans are biased. 

Know Yourself: Understanding  Challenging 
Behaviors 
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Gesell Sparking Wonder Blog Post, January 2018: Dealing with Challenging Early 
Childhood Behaviors: Know the Neuroscience    www.gesellinstitute.org 


Stamm, Jill. (2007). Bright from the Start. 

Jensen, Eric. (2005). Teaching With the Brain in Mind. 
 
Gopnik, Alison, Meltzoff, Andrew & Kuhl, Patricia. (1999). The Scientist in the Crib: 
Minds, Brains and how Children Learn. 

Child Mind Institute  childmind.org 


Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University developingchild.harvard.edu/ 

Resources 


