Helping Vulnerable Students
with Emotional
Dysregulation through
Schooling

This document will provide teachers with the key skills and tools to help support and guide vulnerable students through
their difficulties with emotional dysregulation, making their days a brighter and happier place; with a sense a safety and
security that we not only wish for ourselves but for every human being.

By Frances Sage BSc

This document is to assist teachers alongside other staff members in the school setting with
the recognition, assessment, and support of their students who are experiencing hidden
emotional difficulties which are affecting their visible behaviour in the classroom as well as
the playground.

These emotional difficulties can present in different ways. Some children or young people are
quite and withdrawn, while others actively seek attention either through negative
argumentative behaviour, or consistently wanting to please those who they perceive to be in
authority such as their teacher. However the student displays it, the core reason for their
behaviour is the same: they are struggling with their internal emotions, which are interfering
with their ability to react effectively outwardly to situations in their day-to-day environment.
As their teacher, you have a tremendous opportunity to help them navigate through their
fight by caring and supporting them, by holding their hand when required, and guiding them
through everyday situations which they struggle to react to in an effective manner. This may
seem a time-consuming pursuit, but be assured that, following the guidelines and ideas
contained in this document, you will be able to effectively integrate the identification,
assessment, and support of such students with your usual routines.
Following this advice will not affect your work but rather influence your students’ life, making
their days a brighter and happier place, with a sense a safety and security that we not only
wish for ourselves and our own children, but also for every human being.
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Concerned about a student?
Through your involvement with your students, you will have an understanding that
every one of them is a unique individual, while also being able to see similarities in
behaviour, friendships, and learning styles among students of the same age.
This means that you already hold the basic knowledge needed to identify when
something is going wrong, when they are sad or angry, or when they are acting
differently to those around them.

You may have noticed this in some of your students while they are at school with you.
Some may only have seemed different for a day or two, while you may be worried about
others because their behaviour has continued for a greater length of time.

We all have times in our lives when something has happened unexpectedly; has
consequently thrown us off balance, and made us withdraw in to our emotions trying to
‘sort them out’. At these times, usual daily interactions and pressures can seem
disproportionately harder to deal with, leading to us removing ourselves from
conversations or alternatively lashing out at those around us. Displaying this behaviour
for a few days is not out of the ordinary, in fact, it can be quite normal. However, if this
behaviour persists and begins to affect the child or young person socially and
educationally, then they are in need of support and guidance.

With your help as the student’s teacher it will be possible for them to regain a desired
level of emotional well-being, giving them the ability to live a full and creative life, with
the flexibility to deal with its ups and downs.

What are ‘hidden’ difficulties, and how can we recognise a
student suffering from them?
Many students are affected by hidden difficulties that are mostly caused through
emotional dysregulation, though few are recognised as having these problems.

Suffering emotional dysregulation affects the way we think and behave, which may in
turn impact on their family, social and educational environments.

Students with emotional dysregulation often struggle to:
- THINK POSITIVELY WHEN THEY ARE EXPERIENCING
NEGATIVE EMOTIONS
- CONCENTRATE ON OR ACCOMPLISH TASKS WHEN
EXPERIENCING NEGATIVE EMOTIONS
- REMAIN IN CONTROL OF THEIR BEHAVIOUR WHILE
EXPERIENCING NEGATIVE EMOTIONS
- RECOGNISE AND ACKNOWLEDGE THE EMOTIONAL
RESPONSES OF OTHERS
- BELIEVE THAT THERE IS LITTLE THAT CAN BE DONE TO
REGULATE THEIR OWN EMOTIONS, ONCE UPSET
- BE AWARE OF AND RECOGNISE THE EMOTIONS THEY
ARE EXPERIENCING.
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As such, you will notice that a student suffering from emotional dysregulation may
either become shy and withdrawn, behave outwardly in a negative manner,
or display a combination of the two.

IF A STUDENT IS SHY AND
WITHDRAWN
(INTERNALIZING THEIR
EMOTIONS):
IT IS LIKELY THAT THEIR
MAIN DIFFICULTY IS NOT
KNOWING HOW TO ALTER
THE IMPACT OF THEIR
EMOTIONAL EXPERIENCES
AND INHIBIT EMOTIONAL
EXPRESSIONS.HEY HAVE
DIFFICULTIES PROCESSING
POSITIVE EMOTIONS.
IF A STUDENT IS DISPLAYING BOTH
OF THE ABOVE:
IT IS LIKELY THAT THEY ARE
EXPERIENCING INCREASED LEVELS
OF EXTREME EMOTIONS AS A
COURSE OF THEIR ‘NORMAL’
STATE OF BEING, DUE TO
DIFFICULTIES IN DISPELLING
NEGATIVE EMOTIONS.
THEREFORE, SOCIAL INTERACTION
AND EXPERIENCE OF
PROBLEMATIC INTERPERSONAL
RELATIONSHIPS HAS BEEN FOUND
TO BE ESPECIALLY AFFECTED IN
THIS GROUP.

IF A STUDENT IS OUTWARDLY
ACTING NEGATIVELY
(EXTERNALIZING THEIR
EMOTIONS):
IT IS LIKELY THAT THEIR MAIN
DIFFICULTY STEMS FROM HAVING
DYSFUNCTIONAL SELF-CONTROL
MECHANISMS. THEREFORE, THEY
BEHAVE INTENSELY NEGATIVELY
IN A TRIGGERING SITUATION AND
STRUGGLE RETURNING TO A
NEUTRAL STATE. FURTHERMORE,
YOU WILL FIND THAT THESE
STUDENTS HAVE DIFFICULTIES
CONNECTING EXPERIENCED
EMOTIONS TO SOCIAL CUES.
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As well as noticing these behaviours displayed by the student,
you are likely to have considered how their behaviour
has been affecting their peer relationships.

Average students, who are able to work and socialise affectively, have a

Popular Peer Friendship Style:
Happy
Attractive
Co-operative
Whereas, students who are shy and withdrawn are likely have a
Neglected Peer Friendship Style:
Not assertive
Solitary

With students who act negatively having a

Rejected Peer Friendship Style:
Disruptive
Argumentative
Unco-operative
NOTE: It is also the students with the rejected friendship style relationships who
you are most likely to exhibit challenging behaviours such as truanting and be
involved in crime from approximately 11 years old onward.
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Usual stages of child development
The average individual has been found to pass through several developmental stages.
These stages have been listed for you below. Each stage covers a number of years,
therefore, when you are applying them to a specific student you must consider whether
they are at the beginning, middle or end of a stage. Depending on where they are through
their development will influence the extent to which they display the behaviour
described.

1 to 4 years old
Children imitate adults
Social interactions can be seen to form the basis of an individual’s learning
Good concept of self, although simple (I am good) and inconsistent (changeable
according to situation)
Begins to hide their true emotions
Stages of Play:

1 year old - plays with objects
2 years old - plays alongside others
3 years old - children share same imaginative game and play together

No understanding of rules or why they matter
Gradual control of motor system
Begins to understand cause and effect relationship
Speaks a lot about themselves and works problems out verbally

5 to 11 years old
The ability to remember information, experiences and feelings increases for effective
recall enabling application to current situations and learning
Concept of self matures: Defined (I am good at…)
Consistent (aware of underlying disposition)
Abstract (sees the self in alternative ways, i.e. creative)
Comparative (I am better than…)
Social skills develop
Begins to develop more flexible thoughts
Makes friendships with peers, whose interaction is most beneficial for the self
Peer relationships are more long lasting
Judges others’ actions according to damage done or hurt felt, without considering
intentions
Rules are made by authority figures and are inflexible
Judges right and wrong by rules only
Unaware of others’ view points
Unable to reason beyond immediate environment
Internalizes thoughts and does not work problems out verbally
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11 year olds and over
Judges others’ actions according to their intentions
Views rules as an agreement which can be changed
Judges right and wrong based on moral principals
Has formed of concepts of:

Fairness
Justice
Authority

Has developed the ability to reason abstractly
Can think hypothetically
Has a relatively systematic approach to problem solving

Note: Having a good understanding of how an average student behaves in these
developmental stages will help you to assess the specific student you are
worried about, by comparing them to what is average for their age.
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Differences in ages
On the previous page we discussed how an average student views and interacts with
the world and people around them. However, now you, as their teacher, having that
understanding enables you to see that the student you are concerned about is not
behaving in the ways described for the usual stages of child development. An
individual’s age is known as their chronological age (the type of age used on the
previous page). However, you need to assess the student not only by their chronological
age, but also by their emotional, intellectual and social ages.

Emotional age

Chronological age

Determined by the closest
age reflected by their
control and expression of
their emotions

Determined by the day
the individual was born

Social age
Determined by the closest age reflected by their
style of peer interaction, and the formulation and
maintenance of friendships
Intellectual age
Defined by their level of academic knowledge
and understanding in comparison to other
students

NOTE: Cognitive age has not been included in this document. As the focus is on
emotional dysregulation, it is assumed that emotions drive our cognitions, therefore,
how we remember a situation, how effectively we are able to concentrate, problemsolve, and follow instructions.

NOTE: It is important to be aware of these differences when working with students, as
their emotional, intellectual and social ages can be much lower, or indeed higher than
their chronological age; therefore, they will need different levels of support and
teaching strategies adapted to their needs, i.e. tailored to their functional or ‘real’
rather chronological age for each developmental domain. Indeed, it is likely that the
child may be functioning at a different ‘age’ level for different domains.

There are in fact several developmental domains which can be found in ‘Impact of
Trauma on Child Development’ resource on the WACIT website. However, when
focusing on emotional dysregulation the afore mentioned domains are the specific ones
to be focused on.
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Carrying out your assessment
It is important to look behind the problem behaviour a student is displaying, and to try to
understand the reasons for it. You will be able to do this by building a profile of the student
and their behaviour.
At all times, remember to:
 Take written notes of any observation or conversation you think is important; including what
you have seen, heard, and what your thoughts were at the time. These notes are useful in
building each student’s profile and in regularly monitoring your goals and interventions.
NOTE: Any information written down about a student must be kept in a safe and secure place.
Remember, this information is to help you discover the best way to support the student as their
teacher, it is not for any other purpose or anyone else to read.
 Remain mindful of discovering that any of the following risk factors could be the core reason for
your students’ behaviour.
Persistent or severe neglect
Physical abuse (i.e. hitting, kicking, taking belongings)
Emotional abuse (i.e. regular name calling, insults, offensive
remarks)
Sexual abuse
Domestic violence
Ongoing family conflict
Parental mental illness, substance or alcohol abuse
Poverty-related factors
Homelessness
Discrimination (i.e. exclusion from social groups, subject of
malicious rumours)
All of the above are forms of trauma, through which our students could be hurt by another
person in a way that causes significant harm, and which may well have an effect on their
development and well-being.
 Assess and make notes about the student’s likes, strengths and potential. Whilst looking for the
core problems will help you to build an effective support plan, by knowing the student’s
strengths you will be able to make these strategies personal to them.
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Assessing a student’s functional ages
An easy way of assessing where a student’s ages are in relation to each other is by
drawing out the diagram below and positioning the student’s chronological, emotional,
social and intellectual ages you as their teacher has identified, as already discussed:

Example: Morgan in an 11-year-old boy (chronological age) living in a foster
home after years of emotional abuse and neglect. His interactions with his
peers seem more appropriate for a child of 9 years old (social age), yet when
faced with situations and pressures such as a school test or teasing in the
playground, he reacts in a manner expected of a 6-year-old (emotional age).
In contrast, Morgan has in-depth knowledge of many topics and can hold
detailed conversations with adults, as would be expected of a boy of 14 years
plus (intellectual age).

Morgan’s developmental diagram would look like this:

Chronological Age: 11 years
yearsyeayearsyears
Emotional Age: 6 years

Intellectual Age: 14 years

Social Age: 9 Years

By placing your student’s chronological age in the middle of the line and then their
emotional, social, and intellectual ages in the appropriate places in relation to their
chronological age you will be able to visually see the invisible battle the student is living
through.
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For an individual such as Morgan, life is difficult. At school he is taught in a class with
students of the same age, but his understanding level of subjects means that his
peers in the class cannot relate to him. Consequently, he tries to be in control of
every group he is put in, as he has a greater knowledge than those around him.
However, Morgan’s emotional age is far younger than students of his own age in
the classroom and playground. Therefore, other children often show frustration
with him, push him away because he is not like them, or tease him. In turn, Morgan
reacts with either verbal or physical aggression, as would usually be seen in younger
students.
Of course Morgan’s example is only one of several. A student may have a lower than
average intellectual age but a higher than average emotional and social age; or all
three may be either lower or higher than their chronological age. Overall though,
children who have suffered trauma such abuse or neglect, have delayed emotional
and social development.
These students are just like a structure made out of building blocks
which seems strong and stable, yet is that fragile it can easily fall apart.

All of these variations cause problems for the individual with their education and
socialisation. It is therefore a priority, as their teacher, to use the diagram or other
developmental assessment to find out where the student you are thinking about
sits on the line. This will in turn show you in which areas they need support and
guidance to help them achieve a happier and brighter outlook; as well as identify
their strengths and potential.
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To help you determine what the student’s emotional, social and intellectual ages are, you
could ask yourself the following questions:
Emotional Age:

Does the student have problems understanding the emotions of others?
Does the student struggle to control their own emotions?
Does the student show strong feelings of shame or anger?
Does the student have delayed or patchy emotional development? (i.e.
seems to be acting younger than other children of the same age)?
How do they display their emotions and behavior non-verbally?

Intellectual Age:

Does the student understand complex material quickly?
Does the student finish the set work (to a high standard) long before
others in the same class?
Is the student able to hold conversations with others in their class
without them being confused?
Is the student’s written work as in depth as would be expected of an
older child, or of the level expected of a younger child?
Does the student seem bored or irritable in the class, although they have
either completed the set work to the required standard or have not
engaged with it at all?
Does the student display an in depth comprehension of the subject
material above that of others in the class, or do they seem to be
struggling with the most basic of concepts?

Social Age:

Is the student able to make new friends?
Do they socialise with children of the same age as they are?
Can the student maintain friendships once they have been formed?
Can they work effectively with others in their class or are they more productive
on their own?
Does the student seem frustrated or withdrawn when working in a group?
Can they play games with others in the playground when the rules are unclear or
changeable?
Is the student easily upset or offended by others’ ambiguous actions or
conversation?

When you are answering these questions, it is best to write your responses down
and then return to them, asking yourself at what age would it be accepted as within
the norms for a student to be displaying the target behaviour. By doing this, you will
then be able to pinpoint the age the student is actually functioning at.

Don’t worry if you have a few varying ages to the answers –
Use the age you have noted the most!
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Supporting your findings
Once you have conducted your own assessment of the student, it is then best practice
to confirm what you have found by seeking out further information from others
involved in their life. To enable you to reach your goal of improving the student’s wellbeing, self-esteem and contentment, arrange a meeting with anyone whom is influential
in the student’s life such as: Teachers, caregivers, school support staff, extended family,
community leaders, etc.

This will allow you to form a complete picture of the student’s:
Life style
Relationships
Communication style
Level of development in comparison to others of the same
chronological age
Risk factors that the student may be exposed to
Strengths and resilience factors
The list above is there to start you thinking about all the areas you will need to gain
information about, and help to start asking yourself questions. The answers you gain will
help you form the student’s care plan, which in turn will enable you, as their teacher, to
provide tailored and effective support.
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Invite all the relevant people to one meeting together. This allows everyone to share
their stories and to discuss their concerns surrounding the student’s developmental
/ behavioural / emotional / educational problems. By holding a meeting such as this,
you will be able to discover if this student is showing the same problems elsewhere
(such as at home or in the community). It will also be possible to find out how others
understand and approach the problems (i.e. their attitudes towards the student,
previous strategies used to deal with the individual’s behaviour, and which of those
may have worked).

Asking for more meetings to be held is not a problem nor is it a failing on your
part. Remember, the most important task you have at this stage is to make sure
you have all the information possible regarding your student.

Once you have all the information and have no questions left, you should be able to
identify the core problems which are in need of attention, support, and effective
strategies. Discovering and focusing on these core problems will make it possible for
you to help the student live a happier life, by enhancing their self-esteem, sense of
value and contentment.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------

NOTE: It may be necessary for you to hold this meeting without certain people. For
example, if you have discovered that the student is suffering parental neglect, then
it may be advisable for the parent not to be at this first meeting.
NOTE: One or two meetings may not be enough. Some problems may be complex
or underlying causes may be hidden, thus necessitating more meetings before you
are satisfied with your assessment. You may also wish to hold additional meetings,
if the previous ones have raised more questions which need exploring.
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How to Conduct a Meeting
Prior to any meeting, you will need to spend some time thinking about what information
you would like to gather and what questions you are seeking to gain answers to. Write
these thoughts down in a brief list of key points and questions to be covered during the
meeting, so that you can refer back to them.
As you are the host of the meeting, you should greet the members when they arrive and
make them feel comfortable. All individuals present at the meeting need to be
comfortable enough to share their honest opinions and viewpoints; it is your role to
create this feeling.
At the beginning of any meeting, ask each person to introduce themselves, following this
up with thanking them all for giving their time to attend and explaining the overall
purpose for the meeting you are holding. After this, you could start the discussion by
asking one of your questions. It is from now on that you should allow the members of the
group to do the talking, whilst listening and taking notes.
However, it is also your role during these meeting to keep the group focused. You are
responsible for ensuring the smooth running of the discussion, managing the group
dynamics (i.e. defusing heated conversations before they become an argument),
introducing relevant issues and questions for response by the group at the appropriate
times, and paying attention to talkers and non-talkers by ensuring that talkers do not
dominate the discussion and that non-talkers have a chance to voice their opinions.
You should be:

Asking open questions
Avoiding leading questions
Promoting conversation
Probing for further detail
Keeping the discussion on track
Open to the opinions of others without influencing them
Letting the meeting members know that they can disagree with each
other
Make the group aware that everyone has a right to speak.

Seeking your student’s point of view
Once you feel that you have a good understanding of the key problems the student is
experiencing or displaying, it is then time to speak to the individual themselves.
Some students find it difficult to talk about their feelings. In these situations, talking
during play or informal discussions may help them relax and talk openly about their
problems with you.

Golden Rules for discussions with students
 This should be done in a quiet place where no one can overhear your
conversation, and should be away from distractions for yourself and the
student.
 When talking to a student in these situations, you must try to avoid
using unnecessary or repetitive and leading or closed questions. This
style of questioning could either cause them to become frustrated and
disengage, or lead them to giving you answers to your questions which
may not be accurate.

 You should also be aware that the student may tell you about an abuse
or trauma they have suffered. If this does happen, you must not
promise them confidentiality about the information they have given,
and it must be explained that the information has to be shared, but only
with the appropriate people to help keep the student safe.

Putting it all together
Now is the time to piece together all the information you have gathered.
It is important to break down your notes into different areas (such as emotions, behaviours,
learning and social functioning), which in turn will help to identify which areas your student
needs support with, as well as areas which they show potential or excel in. When faced with
challenges, it is easy to forget what a student is good at!

When completing this task, ask yourself:
-

What is the student’s attachment to their carers like?

-

What is their family and social stability like?

-

What are their friendships like, i.e. can they make and keep friends?

-

What coping strategies does the student use and are they effective?

-

How do they relate to their peers?

-

Are any of the risk factors still happening to or around the student?

-

Do they have the skills and resilience to deal with strong emotions (such as
frustration, anger, failure or hurt)?

-

Has the student used skills successfully in other problem situations in the past?

-

Do they have positive role models in their lives?

NOTE: You may have found that the student has different views of what is happening to them than
those of their parents or carers. This does not mean the student is wrong or lying. Children and
adolescents see their social and emotional situations in a different way to adults. Therefore, do not
discount what they have said because it does not fit with the rest of your findings. This is actually the
most important information you have gathered, as it has come straight from your student themselves.
NOTE: It is likely that you will discover more than one core problem. Be mindful of this. If this does
occur, assess each core problem for its level of disturbance to the student. The problem which you feel
is causing the most disturbance is the one you need to focus on first.
DO NOT: Supply strategies for all the problems at once, as this can confuse the student and their
parents or carers. Once you are happy that the strategies you have laid out for the first problem are
taking effect, and the student is responding well, you can then introduce another strategy focusing on
the next problem to be addressed. Students and parents/carers need to take an active part in setting
these goals.
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Put yourself in their shoes
As an outcome of profile-building, you will have identified the specific areas in which the
student is struggling with their emotions. Now that you have this knowledge, it is important
for you to understand how these problems are affecting and impacting on all aspects of the
student’s life. Only then can you best understand them.

Imagine you are the student that you have profiled:
You are trying as hard as you can to be good, you want to have friends, you want
to be loved, you want to achieve your goals and have people feel proud of you.
But, however hard you try, you feel like you are being put down, pushed away and
are disliked because of the things you have said or done. Although you have acted
in the best possible way you could in the situation with your emotions, you have
upset or annoyed those around you.
Imagine using all of your effort focusing on making others happy, only to get it
wrong every time and not understand why. It becomes frustrating and makes you
feel very sad, which in turn increases the difficulties you are having in recognising
and understanding your own and others’ emotions.
Students with emotional problems often feel like this. As they think that situations going
wrong around them are their fault, they start to believe that they must be a naturally bad
person, as no matter how hard they try, others always end up being upset or angry. Believing
this, they are unlikely to seek help by themselves, instead continue to struggle with their
emotions and those of others, during a lot of the time.
As a teacher caring for your students, you must remember it is never too late to help an
individual with emotional problems to learn new strategies, so that they may best control their
emotions rather than being controlled by them.
It is never too late to show that you care!

How to support students with hidden difficulties
Emotions is an area where teachers can expect so much from students, but teach so little. For
most students this is sufficient, but the individual you have assessed is going to need your
nurturing and guidance.
Make them feel valued, at ease, content, happy and useful. Take an interest in your student’s
interests, give them support when needed, encourage effort and independence, talk and listen
to the them, take account of what they say, and enable your student to feel confident that
they can make mistakes without criticism.
It is crucial that you help this student to raise their self-esteem and start to feel good about
themselves, thus being valued and socially worthwhile again. If individuals feel successful and
competent, they will be more willing to try out new ideas such as the support and strategies you
plan for them. You can achieve this by providing praise and encouragement, and by showing the
student how much you value and respect their ideas. Give them adequate time to talk, listen
and respond to what they say, honour your commitments to them, give them choices and the
responsibility of decision-making.

It is important to know that students benefit from three different learning styles,
often preferring one. So, if one does not seem to be working, maybe using another
or merging two may work better for them:
Visual (seeing): Learning through looking, observing and using visual memory
enables a student to understand and behave effectively in the world around them
(i.e. by copying the actions of others).
Auditory (hearing): Learning through listening to and discriminating between
sounds (such as conversation or tone of voice) a student hears around them,
builds concepts, and begins to express their needs and responses effectively.
Kinaesthetic (doing or moving): The student uses active exploration to learn
about their surroundings. This learning style needs careful planning and provision
to enable students to move in a safe, yet inspiring environment.

The aim of your support plan should be to:
-

Equip you student with the knowledge, skills and understanding they need to
develop emotionally, personally, and socially by themselves

-

Help them to develop confidence, responsibility, and make the most of their
abilities

-

Help them to develop good relationships

-

While also supplying strategies that are aimed at their specific learning style.

To help you student reach these goals, it is not necessary for you to create a plan which requires
you to work directly with them. Although in these situations you do need to set time aside for
you both to talk, share how you are feeling, share your thoughts and give each other feedback
on the day or week you have had.
It may actually be more effective for you to select from the discreet strategies below, which can be
used in the actual environments in which the student is experiencing their difficulties.

This approach can prove beneficial, as many students with emotional problems understand the
theory of the correct ways to display their behaviour, but are unable to apply this knowledge to
the real situations they find themselves in.
You being there ready to help when your student needs the support, will be the greatest aid to their
development and growth.

NOTE: At all times, keep focused on the identified problem which you are giving support for. It
is easy to become distracted into talking about smaller side-issues or emerging new difficulties
rather than continuing the work you have started. However, if you get drawn into these
diversions, the student may feel better in that moment (as the feelings linked to the original
behaviour have been diluted), but this will not help you support them effectively and in fact may
interfere with the support you are trying to give.
The support or care plan is a document that you can alter, adjust and add to at any time. For example,
if you feel that a strategy is not working, you can change it, or if you feel that tackling the next
problem needs to be put off for some time.

However, at the beginning the focus should be on the core problem you have identified. Select
the strategies from the list below.
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Strategies
Not all of the following will be relevant or helpful. Read though and select the strategies you
feel will best help you support and elevate the student’s core problem you have identified.

You must always remember that the student you are supporting may be
functioning at different ages (chronological, emotional, social and
intellectual). Be mindful of this and approach and talk to them in the way
you would for a student of the ages you have identified. Therefore, if you
feel that your student’s emotional age is that of a 6-year-old, although
they have a chronological age of 11 years, you should support them as
you would a 6-year-old. This is likely to require additional, individual and
adapted support, rather than only tackling within a class of 11-year-olds.

However, if you believe that this method is not working and you have
identified their intellectual age as different to that of their chronological
(for example, if you have concluded that their intellectual capacity is of
a 14-year-old, although their chronological age is 11 years), then
continue to use the strategy you have chosen, but approach / talk to your
student in a manner appropriate for their intellectual age, and give them
additional and more stimulating tasks.

You may also find that switching between the two approaches will
become second nature for you as you get to know your student’s
behaviours and difficulties in different environments.
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Find ways to build a positive relationship with your student. You could greet them in the
playground at the beginning of the day or wave goodbye at the end. You could sit and eat
with them at lunchtime, look for ways to acknowledge good behaviour, and praise / reward
/ celebrate their achievements (however small). You also need to remember to praise the
absence of negative behaviours, which can be hard to notice but is a really important
acknowledgement for the student.

Step by step:
 When a student makes a negative comment, consider it an opportunity to educate them and
talk about emotions.
 Label negative emotions that a student exhibits (it the student is very young) or help the older
student label the emotion being expressed for themselves.
 Listen empathetically to the student’s description of his feelings, thus giving them time to
experience and accept them.
 Give the student permission to ‘feel’ the emotion, indicating that emotions are not ‘bad’, but
rather are normal and experienced by everyone.
 If the student is in a public place (corridor, cafeteria, playground, classroom), it may be important
to move an upset student to a place where they will not be on display in front of his peers. Set
limits if the intensity of the emotion being expressed is extreme. If a student is out-of-control (or
close to this stage), use distraction rather than trying to reason with them.
 When the student seems to be under some control, ask the student if the emotion is
uncomfortable.
 Suggest that the student limits the intensity of this emotion that is being expressed or the length
of time that the negative emotion is being exhibited.
 Offer to teach strategies for dealing with the intensity of the emotions.
 Teach calming down strategies.
 If problem solving would be helpful, engage the student in exploring solutions or in determining
how to prevent the situation from happening again.
 Give the student concrete reminders or cues to remind them to use the strategy after they have
been taught.
 Help the student practice using strategies until they are more confident and comfortable.
 Ask the student if they would like others to remind them when they might use the strategies. A
trusted peer could be the person to remind the student to use the strategies if that would be
comfortable for the child you are trying to help.
 Remind the student that you are always checking in to make sure that things are going well and
that the student remembers to practice the strategies.
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Now you have the step-by-step knowledge, you can use the following strategies to help you
deliver this support to your student.

Recognise student’s emotions:
It is very important that as a teacher you can correctly recognise the emotional styles students
are displaying and to respond to them appropriately, as initially students with emotional
dysregulation are unable to do this for themselves.
By being able to effectively recognise the emotions of your students, you will be able to remain
consistent with your use of strategies in the management of these emotional states. Therefore,
you will need to demonstrate and be aware of a range of behaviours that are sensitive to the
student’s responses. In doing so, you will also be teaching them emotional skills, and will be able
to nudge and instruct them on how to manage emotions by using specific strategies which are
positive for helping them learn to regulate themselves.
NOTE: if this is not achieved, it is likely that the student negativity may actually increase.

Discussions about emotions:
Talking about emotions is very important. This helps the student to recognise and express the
different types they are experiencing, as well as understand that experiencing positive and
negative emotions alike is okay and quite natural. You should use emotional language, teaching
the words or labels for various emotions (i.e. happy, say, angry, annoyed). Positive emotion
words as well as negative emotion words are important.
Discuss emotions in a variety of ways, such as talking about the child’s emotions, your emotions
as an adult, and the emotions of people who the student interacts with. These ‘emotion
discussions’ will help your student to see that everyone feels the same emotions, and therefore
they are not alone.
Suggestions for dissection topics with older students:
You are more powerful than your emotions
There are no right or wrongs when it comes to emotions
Positive and negative emotions can occur at the same time
We can limit the length of time we experience negative emotions
NOTE: Talking about negative emotions is critical, because learning to deal with negative
emotions is far more difficult than learning to deal with positive feelings.

Use emotion regulating and problem solving suggestions:
Giving the student a problem solving or regulating suggestion will be incredibly helpful for them,
as it offers an emotional regulation strategy, or it gives a reason for using a strategy. By talking
to your student in such a way, they will not feel that you are disciplining them, instead they will
feel that you are trying to help them. This is also a useful method when your student has become
come familiar other strategies, so that you may just give them a gentle reminder.
A regulating suggestion may be: ‘time to calm down now, think about something else.’
A problem solving suggestion may be: ‘if you don’t share that with others, they are not going to
want to play again. Tell them that they can have it as soon as you are finished, or that they can
use it for a little while.’ If the student decides to share later, you must remind them of this, and
be there to assist them with any emotion that they may struggle with at the appropriate time.

Observation and intervention:
Teaching students suffering with emotional dysregulation how to independently work through
their struggles can be tricky. One valuable strategy you can use is the observation and
intervention method. You will need to observe your student and their emotions, allow them to
express negative emotions to a moderate level (as this is quite normal for everyone). However,
now is the time when you should support them with strategies to control and / or calm
themselves, so that they do not feel overwhelmed by their emotions or powerless to control
them.
This will be beneficial for your student, as individuals with emotional difficulties experience the
greatest difficulties when they are actually caught up in the problem emotion. As such, you will
need to practice, model, and reinforce these strategies with your student as an ongoing routine.
At these times you may want to:
Talk to the student about seeking help from a trusted peer or adult
Discuss ways they may distract themselves from the current emotion being felt
Discuss ways they may refocus or shift their attention from the problem emotion
Suggest that the student takes a walk to calm down (if in a safe environment and /
or at a relevant time)
Suggest that they get involved in another activity away from the one that has
caused their emotional struggle

Teach them to control their breathing, taking deep breaths in and out for 10 or so
seconds
Discuss trying different ways of carrying out the activity the student is having
problems with.

Difference between feeling and expressing emotions:
Students who have problems recognising and coping with their emotions, often are unable to
contain themselves when experiencing such difficulties. If this is your student, you should
discuss the difference of feeling and expressing emotions with them.
Starting conversations with:
It’s okay to be angry, but not to hit
It’s okay to be jealous, but not to ruin another’s friendship
It’s okay to be upset, but not to knock over the board game
It’s okay to feel sad, but not to say mean and hurtful things to others
By opening your discussion in this way, you can then follow on to ask the student why they are
feeling this way, what they think they may have done differently, etc. Furthermore, by stating
what is acceptable and what is not you are building the student’s understanding of appropriate
behaviours and behaviours which they have to work on adjusting.

Down time:
Don’t fill all of the student’s time through the school day. Allow them some time for quiet
reading or drawing. In doing so, they will be able to remove themselves from their current
emotions and reset themselves for the next task. This method is particularly useful for students
who seems to become more emotional and tense through the day. By offering down time, you
will effectively be breaking this escalation and helping them to regain a sense of calm.

Supporting students in social situations:
When students with emotional dysregulation are in a social environment such as the playground
it is likely that they will encounter problematic situations leading to a hostile situation. If this
happens, you should calm the immediate situation and help the student to problem solve what
went wrong. Encourage them to think and share their own ideas, while at the same time helping

them to evaluate their solutions to the conflict situation and difficulties they experienced if they
theoretically carried out their ideas.
Your conversation may go something like this:
Do you know why this has happened?
How could you find out why it happened?
How did it make you feel when ….?
How do you think ….. feel when …?
What might happen if …?
Can you think of a way to …?
That’s one way or one idea, can you think of another?
Is that a good idea?

People watching:
If your student is having a lot of difficulty relating to and interacting with others, you may want
to use the people watching strategy. Spend part of the break times with the student watching
the games and social interactions of others in the playground. Point out incidents and children
who are managing their emotions well and those who are not. This will allow them to notice
good and bad interactions without being a part of them. This in turn means that, while you are
using this strategy, your student should be calm and open to conversation instead of being
caught up in an emotion from an incident you have retrieved them from.
Things you could look for and talk about:
See the student over there who is being told they are out of the game?
How are they reacting?
Why are they behaving that way?
Do you think their behaviour will make the group happy or upset?
What else could they do?
How could they help themselves feel better?
Can you see someone who is managing their emotions well?

Continue to do this with the student until they are able to think of alternative ways to deal with
the situations they are observing, and they can independently think of good ideas regularly to
help themselves feel better.
Once you are confident in your student’s use of their new skills, it is then the time to help them
put these in to practice. Agree on a signal or gesture to use between the two of you, which will
help the student remember to use their strategies. When the student is in a social environment
interacting with others, remind them to use the strategies and watch for your signal which you
will give if they have forgotten to use them.

Reflection:
Give your students a few minutes at the end of the day to reflect on the day’s events. Get them
to write down three positive events (no matter how small) for every one negative. This can be
done individually or the entire class might benefit from this type of reflection. This will help
students to see the positive in their lives, which in turn will push back the negative thoughts
they are having. This is especially important for students with emotional dysregulation, as
negative thoughts can multiply, therefore, giving them back a positive focus will being happiness
back to their lives and a smile to their faces!

General interaction with a student who has emotional dysregulation
When talking to your student about an emotion or incident which has caused difficulties that
needs addressing, the most important thing to do is maintain a nurturing relationship, as
students suffering with this problem are likely to take any criticism as further rejection. Make
sure you always show them you care, even when talking about negative events and emotions.
Remember “It is important to look behind the difficulty the student has and try to understand
the reasons for it”. You could start your conversation with “I don’t think the way you handled
that situation was very good, because … (say why). I’m saying this because I care for you and am
here with you to help you work through it”.

‘I’ statements
Using ‘I’ statements is a powerful way of showing how you feel about a student’s behaviour
without seeming to criticise, blame or threaten them. Keep calm and focused. In using ‘I’
statements you can describe the student’s actions or emotions you wish to focus on, say how
they make you feel, why you feel like this, and what you would like to happen. For example,
instead of saying “you’re the worst student I have ever taught”, you could say “when you are

interrupting instead of listening, I feel upset because I can’t explain what I need you to do
properly; I need you to listen, so that you can understand and do a good job”.

Partial agreement
This involves acknowledging the student’s point of view, as well as repeating what it is you want
them to do. For example, “I understand that you want to sit next to your friend, but I need you
to work with someone else on this”, instead of “no, you can’t sit with your friend”.

Blocking an argument
This strategy absorbs the argument instead of making it worse. You should agree with the truth
in a statement, for example, “yes, that’s true, I was angry when that happened”, or accept the
student’s feelings or point of view by saying “I can see you’re angry, maybe it does seem unfair
to you”.

Helping the student keep a sense of proportion
All students want to do well, so it is important to remind them that disappointing outcomes to
something they have done or said are not always disastrous. In fact, these moments can provide
a good opportunity for you and your student to sit and re-think the situation, and how in future
they may act more effectively.

Remaining positive
Try to encourage self-belief. Avoid criticism – especially the sort that starts “you always ...”
Students with emotional problems are used to receiving far more negative comments than
positive (approximately one positive to every nine negative comments). As this needs to be
changed, as their teacher you should be helping your student to identify their positive
behaviours, and should give them recognition for these. Such examples would be if the student
asks politely for something when they usually don’t, or when they help one of their peers
without being directed to do so.
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Delivering your care plan to the student and support network
Now you have built your complete care plan, you should be able to:
Know the approximate chronological, intellectual, and emotional ages the
student is functioning at
Have a clear understanding of the student’s problems
Have identified the most appropriate strategies for support
Know how the two approaches to use when supporting the student.
Once you can confidently say you have achieved these, you should once more hold a meeting
with the relevant people you spoke to when supporting your initial findings to discuss the
support you will be giving and how you mean to carry this out. This step is very important, as
the student needs consistency throughout their life in all the environments they are in.

However, you must also bear in mind that, although you can show consistency with in the school
environment, others may be unable or unwilling to. For example if your student is in care or an
orphanage, then this support may be lacking because of inconsistent attitudes and responses by
multiple carers; moreover, you may have discovered that the student is exposed to some of the risk
factors listed earlier, and as such the best thing you can do is support then even more so at school.
You should also be aware and make it clear to those in the meeting that it will take time for this
support to work and see the positive changes in the student. There will be times where they will go
back to their original behaviour, but you should not give up. Nor should you stop after a short-term
improvement, as the student needs time to embed the changes and to generate them in other
situations too.

For anyone change is
hard to get used to,
but with persistence
it is worth it in the
end!

For more information on WACIT (www.wacit.org), please contact:
Prof. Panos Vostanis (pv11@le.ac.uk)

© University of Leicester

Page 33

