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What is emotional 

regulation? 
The ability to manage emotions in order to achieve goals, complete 

tasks, or control and direct behaviour. 

Emotional regulation, sometimes referred to as emotional control 

or self-regulation, happens whenever a child experiences a strong 

emotion and is able to manage the emotion in order to continue 

with their day. This shows that the child is able to cope with 

strong feelings; however, the child still has these feelings. 

 

What does it look like? What do difficulties with 

emotional regulation look 

like? 

• Frequent temper tantrums. These may 
be short-lived or take a long time to 

resolve. 

• Overreacts to small problems (e.g. 
when the child’s zipper gets stuck, the 
child throws him or herself onto the 
ground screaming). 

• Frequent mood changes (e.g. during 
circle time the child is first silly, then 
anxious, and then discouraged). 

• Becomes overly anxious or over excited 
and unable to complete a task or to 
cope with the situation. 

• Becomes very upset or frustrated when 

he or she does not know how to do 
something or how to answer a question. 

• May not admit to not knowing how to 
do something or how to answer a 
question. 

• Slow to recover from disappointments, 
even little ones. 

Where can I get more 

information? 

Book: Smart, But Scattered, by Peg Dawson 

and Richard Guare 
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A child’s ability to regulate their emotions increases with age 

and can fluctuate depending on the child’s mood, hunger, 

sleepiness, and interest. If your child is hungry or sleepy, 

managing their emotions will be difficult.  

A preschool child who has developmental appropriate 

inhibition can usually: 

• Recover fairly quickly from a disappointment or 

change in plans. 

• Can use non-physical solutions when another child 

takes a toy he or she was playing with. 

• Can play in a group without becoming overly excited. 

A preschool child will likely struggle with: 

• Tolerating criticism from an adult (e.g. reprimand 

from early childhood educator). 

• Dealing with perceived “fairness” without becoming 

upset. 

• Adjusting his or her behaviour quickly depending on 

the situation (e.g. calming down after outside 

playtime).  

What is developmentally 

appropriate emotional regulation? 

There are many things parents and 

caregivers can do to improve a 

child’s emotional regulation: 

• Regulate the environment by 

building in regular routines – 

especially around mealtimes, 

bedtimes, and naptimes. 

• Label your feelings and those 

of your child. You can also 

add how your emotions feel in 

your body (e.g. I am mad. My 

face feels hot. My fists are 

tight.) 

• Read stories about feelings 

and how children can cope 

with them. Talk about the 

characters and what they did 

that worked. 

• Practice making mad, scared, 

and sad faces in the mirror. 

Talk about how your body 

feels and what you could do 

to feel calmer. 

• Model and support good 

coping skills. These may 

include using deep breathing, 

using positive self-talk (aloud 

so your child can hear it), or 

taking a walk or other break. 

• Prepare your child by talking 

with him or her about what 

to expect before you enter a 

How can I encourage emotional regulation to develop? 

new situation.  

• Talk to your child about 

what he or she can do if 

he or she feels 

overwhelmed. 

• Give your child a script to 

follow for difficult 

situations (e.g. When 

your zipper gets stuck, 

you can take a deep 

breath and say “Mom I 

need help”).  

• If these difficulties 

continue consider seeking 

the services of a 

psychologist or counselor. 


