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Praise for The Self-Regulation Workbook for Children Ages 5 to 8



“This workbook is a rare gift to parents. Dr. Robinson and Ms. Gerstenzang offer a wealth of specific, practical strategies that parents (and kids) can use, every day, to help children develop improved emotional awareness, frustration tolerance, and self-control. But this is much more than a book of techniques to help soothe children in moments of emotional distress. It is also a book about how parents can strengthen their relationship with their children in ways that build lasting capacities for emotional growth and resilience. All parents, of children at all ages, will benefit from this excellent workbook.”

—Kenneth Barish, PhD, Clinical Professor of Psychology, Weill Cornell Medicine; Author, Pride and Joy: A Guide to Understanding Your Child’s Emotions and Solving Family Problems

“In this age of ‘busy,’ this workbook is a good reminder that parenting requires time. I think everyone who reads it will be reminded of the importance of good emotional health as a contributor to a successful and happy life. […] The parenting suggestions are relevant and effective. The content pages are packed with all of the topics that comprise helping children learn to be emotionally healthy. […] I really see parents liking this workbook.”

—Arleta James, LPCC, Founder, Adoption and Attachment Therapy Partners, LLC

“I love the real-life examples and easy-to-understand explanations of concepts that I’ve seen other books make way too abstract for the average parent. This workbook empowers parents with a step-by-step roadmap to connected parent-child regulation. This is the workbook I wish I’d had both as a new parent and when I opened my parenting-focused therapy practice!”

–Nanika Coor, PsyD, Founder, Brooklyn Parent Therapy

“This is a brilliant and beautiful book, written to guide parents and their 5- to 8-year-old children through the complexities of managing their feelings, little and big, easy and hard. Robinson translates decades of developmental and scientific knowledge into accessible, lively prose, and brings humor, warmth, and compassion to the struggles we all face day to day. This gem is an incredible resource for anyone who cares about children and wants to help nurture their amazing capacities. I just loved it…it will be my ‘go-to’ book for parents from now on!”

—Arietta Slade, PhD, Yale Child Study Center


“If you have been feeling challenged as a parent, worrying that your child needs help learning to manage emotions, or you’re a therapist seeking a book to aid families in this age group, this is the book for you! […] One of the strengths of this book is the many examples of specific language and strategies parents can use to calm themselves down [… in situations] of big emotional displays that may cause parents to feel embarrassed, overwhelmed, or worried. In my 15+ years’ work as a child and family psychologist, I have found parents often ask for and benefit from specific language of how to manage these dysregulated moments. This book has these types of examples in spades!”

—Miguelina German, PhD, Associate Clinical Professor, Department of Pediatrics & Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences, Albert Einstein College of Medicine

“The authors provide us with a master class on parenting 5- to 8-year-old children or any children with this level of emotional maturity. The workbook clearly explains often talked about parenting concepts of attunement, co-regulation, and self-regulation. But how exactly do we increase our attunement? How do we help our children calm down when they are having big feelings? This workbook provides easy-to-follow, tangible ways of putting these concepts into action. All along the authors remind us that parental self-compassion is imperative when things don’t go quite as planned.”

—Carolyn B. Sorkin, PhD, Founder, Sorkin Psychological Services; Director, the Child & Adolescent Externship, William Alanson White Institute
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INTRODUCTION

Good parenting can often feel like walking a tightrope: it requires you to stay steady and calm, maintain a delicate balance, and use your senses to predict and adjust. You need to stay in the present while having an eye toward the future. Under certain conditions, you may fall right off. Other times, you can really enjoy it; you remain steady, getting yourself to solid ground. This workbook covers the skills of making you a proper tightrope walker, including the art of getting back up after you fall.

We are experienced child therapists who are parents ourselves. This workbook presents the parenting concepts and strategies that have been most helpful in our own families and to the hundreds of families, parents, and children we have worked with throughout the years. We created this workbook in order to share the insights, concepts, helpful guidance, and tools we have gathered with a wider audience. As you will read, many families, including our own, face similar challenges when children are between the ages of five and eight.

Children and adults, though developmentally distinct, share many things in common as human beings. Part of what we share is that our experience of emotion can sometimes feel out of our control. This is a unique challenge for us parents and caregivers: How do we remain steady supports for our children, when our own emotions can feel overwhelming? Parenting is not like breathing, which we are born able to do. Although it is somewhat instinctive (think about how horrible it is to hear an infant cry—we just want to pick up that baby so they will stop!), a lot of us are learning on the job. Parenting at our best includes offering ourselves grace and self-compassion when we don’t get things quite right.

Children are often doing the best they can, as well. Kids do not like to feel out of control of their emotions. In fact, when kids lose control it is because they are still learning the complex skill of emotion regulation, not because they are trying to drive us crazy.

The parents we work with in our therapy practices benefit from being consistent, fair, and firm with their children. They offer lots of warmth and opportunities to bond. They establish reasonable limits and follow through. They have insight on their own attachment history and the ways that influences their parenting. They model their ability to reflect on their own feelings, repair ruptures, do their best to stay well-regulated, and help their child explore their feelings. When you focus on developing these skills, your child will benefit.

The five- to eight-year old children we are talking about in this book are truly unique. At this age their personalities are flourishing! They have started to understand, be sensitive to, and curious about emotions in themselves and others. They are highly imaginative, funny, and even wise! They can ask existential questions, and pause to notice things that adults take for granted. The other day I overhead an eight-year-old ask her parent, “Why do people die?” As I started thinking of how one might answer such a deep question, I heard her answer it for herself: “So that the world doesn’t become too crowded! If no one died, there would be no space for the people who are being born.” Phew! I shook my head in amazement at the question, and the answer.

Kids this age can be remarkably observant and insightful. Many are willing to explore their emotions and to learn new skills to help them feel better and get along well with their family. Although there will always be some challenges that are too hard for kids to figure out, at this age it is still appropriate to ask children to use their minds to identify the source of their internal problems (Novick and Novick 2010). Despite all of their amazing growth and abilities, five- to eight-year-olds continue to need help from adults in dealing with “big” emotions.

For parents who are doing their best to take care of their children, we hope using this workbook can offer peace of mind in navigating the good, the bad, and the crazy-making of parenting kids this age. Included are parenting strategies meant to support both parent and child self-regulation and those that offer insight into what kids can and cannot do emotionally. For children, this workbook offers an interactive approach to reflect on feelings and practice such capacities as self-control, frustration tolerance, and exploring their feelings with their caregivers.


How to Use This Workbook

There are several ways to use this workbook: as a guidance, reflection, and skill-building tool for parents; as a child-only activity; and as a parent-child activity that addresses emotion regulation with novelty and fun. In each parent guidance section there is a set of strategies listed that can be used to apply what you just learned or to deepen your understanding of the concept presented. Throughout this workbook you will see “real life examples” that come from our own lives or from other parents and caregivers that we know well. Additional information in outlined boxes will also give you more food for thought.





Book Structure

This book is for parents of children aged five to eight, as well as for children themselves. You may use this book in any way that is helpful to you. However, keep in mind that we have designed this book so that the WHY of good parenting is included in part 1 of the book. These are the foundational principles and concepts, including those backed by hundreds of research studies on child emotional functioning, on how children self-regulate. Reading this section alone will support your parenting skills. The HOW, part 2 of the book, includes discipline strategies designed to apply the essential principles and concepts. In order to get all of the things you really need (even the concepts you didn’t know you needed), we recommend that you read (and reread!) through the foundational principles in the beginning of the book, as well as the strategies offered that support them. Part 3 is for parents and kids to use together, while part 4 is just for kids. Please offer to assist your younger child in using part 4 should they need support.




Imagination, Courage, Honesty

Using this workbook requires imagination, courage, and honesty.


Imagination

Allow your imagination to be one of your greatest parenting tools. Step into the world of your five- to eight-year-old child, and see the world from their eyes. When you use imagination as a parenting skill, it can help you to better understand your child’s mind and interpret their behavior.

[image: A person sits at a desk, resting their head on one hand, appearing thoughtful, with a tablet, paper, and a mug on the desk.]




Courage

Take a baby step toward something new. If you find yourself “giving in” to a tough behavior because it seems to be the easier route, see what it’s like to hold firm with a limit, even when it means your child will have a big reaction. If you have a hard time being silly, getting into character, playing a game or sport your child likes, again, take a step toward this shift with courage.

[image: A person climbing a steep mountain, holding a trekking pole in one hand, and a flag at the summit.]





Honesty

Be in touch with the whole range and host of feelings you have about parenting your child. Radical honesty with yourself about your feelings toward parenting is essential to using this workbook well. Your child will benefit from your ability to be emotionally vulnerable.

Use the interventions on page 58 to support your use of imagination, courage, and honesty as a parent.

[image: A grayscale illustration of a smiling person with hands clasped in front of their chest.]






Your Unique Child

All children are unique—even identical twins. This book cannot and should not be “one size fits all.” Some parts of this book may be challenging or seem too simple for your child. This is because this book is written for a range of ages, and there is a big difference between a five-year-old and an eight-year-old—the latter has been living almost twice as long! Children also vary in their capacities and how they develop. If your child is chronologically older than eight years old but functions with less emotional maturity in certain ways, you may also appreciate this book. If you are a teacher, caregiver to children, or therapist who works with parents and children, you will find the approaches offered in this book applicable in many settings. Parts of this workbook may feel accessible and just right for your child, and others may have to be grown into or modified in the ways you know best.

While it is completely normal for children to vary in their personalities, abilities, and capacities, another way they can differ is in their experiences. Children who have had big challenges in their early lives either because of poor early care, or perhaps medical issues, will likely have greater emotional challenges. This workbook is still appropriate for those children, but it may be that you will need additional help from specialists as well.

Why did I buy this workbook?

This might be a good time to reflect on why you have purchased this book! Please circle below the things that you are concerned about. We have listed the same things three times because it is always helpful to reflect back after a period of time and either see the progress you and your child have made, or perhaps note that you are stuck and could use some extra support from a professional.

In a journal or on a piece of paper, write down the following phrases.

I bought this book because I am worried about my child’s (please circle as many as necessary):

Date: _____

Irritability

Tantrums

Rude behavior

Sadness

Ability to get along with others

Ability to function at school

Relationship with me

Self-esteem

Something else: _____

In a journal or on a piece of paper, write down the following phrases.

I bought this book because as a caregiver I would like to work on my:

Date: _____

Patience

Ability to connect with my child

Setting limits

Keeping a routine

Understanding my child’s development

Enjoyment of parenting

Parent self-regulation

Something else: _____








PART 1 THE “WHY” OF GOOD PARENTING


[image: A family of four enjoys an outdoor activity, with the father carrying a child on his shoulders, the mother walking alongside, and another child running ahead.]






CHAPTER 1 FINDING YOUR CENTER


The Building Blocks of Child Self-Regulation

This section discusses the most important aspects of child self-regulation, those that are necessary for the development of this capacity in children. Many of these concepts come from our knowledge of emotion regulation during infant development. So much of what we did for our children from ages zero to three still applies for older children, just in a different form. Keeping these concepts at your center helps you to maintain your balance on the tightrope.


Attunement

Attunement is picking up on the nonverbal, subtle ways emotion shows up in yourself and others (Hughes 2009). These are times you are “in sync” with your child. Think: being able to “pick up” on cues of hunger or discomfort in a child, sharing in an experience of joy or sadness together, and “matching” the intensity of a child’s emotional expressions. You pick up on what your child may feel through your history of tracking their facial expressions, vocal tone, and physical cues. You offer responses in tandem with their cues and underlying needs.

[image: A woman wearing a headscarf embraces a smiling child who is hugging her.]

Attunement may also be explicit and expressive; it begins in infancy when a parent “mirrors” a sad or happy face, communicating their understanding of the infant’s inner emotional state. This helps infants to better understand their own emotions as well as the range of responses to their emotion from their caregiver (Beebe and Steele 2013).

Attunement happens in micro moments between caregivers and children. We can see this demonstrated in the research of mothers and infants conducted by researcher Beatrice Beebe and her team. Her research shows patterns of attunement in micro moments of eye gaze, head turns, and facial expression. These patterns, those that form attachment security or insecurity, are set by four months of age (Beebe and Steele 2013). However, attachment patterns can change, including for children who may initially “resist” or have difficulty forming a secure attachment with foster or adoptive parents due to early trauma (Hughes 2009).

It’s also perfectly fine and expected to be misattuned, or not “in sync” with your child at times. In studies on normal infant-caretaker communication, we have learned that healthy development is based on states that shift from mutually positive and well coordinated, to those that are miscoordinated and negative. These transitions from positive to negative, and vice versa, happen with great frequency, about once every three to five seconds. In other words, positive, coordinated interaction, when parent and baby are attuned, happen alongside frequent misattunement, and only about 30 percent of the time (Tronick 1989).

Fortunately, for us caregivers and parents, healthy child emotional development is not about being perfectly attuned at all times. It’s more about seeking to repair misattunements and shift negative interactions to positive (more on the importance of repair soon). On a day-to-day basis, if we get it wrong the first time, we can try again. In fact, it is vitally important for us to get it wrong sometimes, as the “good enough” parent is meant to do. This is how we learn as parents. This is also how children learn, in micro ways, to emotionally “work through” the necessary missteps of their parent (Winnicott 1971).

Importantly, children learn how to attune to adults as well. To be able to “read” the parent is as important to their regulation as the parent being able to “read” the child (Beebe and Steele 2013). This is because children are dependent on their parents for their safety and their food and their everything! All healthy mammalian children are tuned in to their parents until they can meet their own needs. Think about adorable lambs following their mother sheep around the pasture. Attunement is bidirectional in nature: from parent to child and child to parent.

[image: A mother duck stands on grass with four ducklings nearby.]


REAL-LIFE EXAMPLE

“My son and I were very attuned. Once when he was three and naturally climbing on every structure as I was hoping to get somewhere on time (and thinking about how slow he was!), he turned to me and said, ‘Why do you have that sad face on, Mommy?’ ”



How do we better attune? Through working on our ability to be in the present moment with our children. We use our senses and our intuition; our eyes to observe our child’s facial and bodily expressions; our hearing to pick up on shifts in their vocal tone and cadence, our touch to pick up on physical tension our child may be holding. With practice, being in sync can be one of the most natural and effortless things caregivers can do. Imagine the feel of dancing to the same beat, throwing a ball back and forth, walking at the same pace, etc. You are not exerting incredible effort to do those things, sometimes they just happen naturally.

We use attunement in moments that go below language, underneath behaviors, to connect with the feelings the child may be having in the moment. For example, even though your child declares they are “fine” after losing a game, you may pick up on their underlying feelings, and know to hold them closer. It’s a particular language without words; you are interpreting nonverbal messages, as if you are translating from one language to another.

Attunement is emotional intimacy. The person who “can tell” when something is bothering you, who picks out the perfect gift for you, who can predict what you need and want—this person is highly attuned to you. Most of the time this can feel great. In the moment, it is a feeling of being seen, and of having your needs met, without having to spell it out.

Here are some questions to help you reflect on your attunement to your child:

How do you know when your child is upset?


	Do they cry?

	Do they whine?

	Do they look red in the face?

	Do they have a sad look?

	Do they avoid eye contact?



Importantly, when we are adequately attuned to our child, we can notice early signs of dysregulation, and have a better opportunity to respond to their needs sooner rather than later. Over time, most parents become skilled at attuning to their child. So much so that it feels second-nature. However, it is harder to be in sync with someone else if you are caught up in your own problems or stress. It may also be hard to offer attunement to others if you haven’t had enough of it in your own childhood or adult relationships. We’ll address how to tend to your needs and care for yourself in order to be able to be an emotional support for your child, in further sections.

See “Playing with Attunement” for more on how to experience attunement with your child.




Co-Regulation

How do we learn to soothe ourselves? None of us is born with this capacity. It starts from outside of us, with adequate responsiveness from a caregiver who tends to our distress. When this happens with enough consistency and care, the human infant learns that their states of hunger, sleep, fear, or other discomfort can be soothed by a safe, calm other. In this sense, our very first experience of self-regulation is provided through our relationship with our early caregivers (Midgley and Vrouva 2012; Slade 2023).

As a child matures, some aspects of self-regulation naturally develop. A child learns that their body and mind can calm down. They learn words to help organize and express their feelings; the act of communicating feelings can help regulate them. With enough experience of co-regulation, kids gain perspective, and lots of changes to the child’s ability to process and recover from intense feelings can happen.

[image: A man with a beard reads a book with a young child sitting on his lap.]

However, as your parenting experience thus far has likely shown you, self-regulation in children requires a consistent experience of co-regulation with a trusted caregiver. Children cannot self-regulate instinctively. It is a learned skill that requires repeated exposure from a trusted adult who is regulated themself.

Through co-regulation, parents of five- to eight-year-olds serve multiple roles:


	As a container, helping kids pour out their big feelings and digest them, returning them in manageable pieces;

	As a secure base for their child to have during an emotional storm, staying tethered to them;

	As a coach supporting their child’s ability to use their emerging emotion regulation skills, and keeping them physically safe.



These relational interactions are powerful and deep; they help to regulate a child’s stress response system, putting into motion healing physiological states that are controlled by the brain (Ludy-Dobson and Perry 2010). As parents, we have access to our child’s developing limbic systems, the part of the brain that mediates emotional learning and functioning (Tottenham 2023). This access is one of our many privileges and obligations as parents!


Hundreds of research studies have illustrated the central role the caregiving relationship plays in the development of emotion regulation. Due to our very long period of brain development (more on that later!) parents scaffold emotional development, both in positive and potentially negative ways. A parent’s calm presence can positively impact the child’s physiological state, while a distressed or dysregulated parent can potentially activate a child’s stress. In ideal circumstances, a child’s stressful state can be buffered by the presence of a calm parent (Tottenham 2023).



When co-regulation is successful, the child eventually learns that they are not alone in having to manage big feelings, and as they age, they can gradually develop an internal sense of security about the possibility of being soothed. When a child can imagine the steady, loving presence of a parent, even at times when the parent is not available, this is their first rudimentary coping skill. They can then build on these skills.

More often than not, a child needs co-regulation before being able to talk about what’s wrong or solve a problem. Their ability to use the parts of their brain that help them think about their emotions is compromised when they are dysregulated. They need co-regulation in order to bring back the capacity to think and begin to understand the emotions connected to their distress (Siegel and Bryson 2012). Through enough experiences of co-regulation, kids’ bodies and brains learn that a big, intense, or upsetting feeling can get smaller over time.

Co-regulation is the process of soothing and regulating another person through a safe and loving relationship. It calms the nervous system and reduces stress. When we co-regulate, we are offering our calm and accepting presence to our child, and supporting their ability to get to a calmer state. Our calm is contagious; they gain it through osmosis.


It’s Just So Important: More on Co-Regulation

Think of the last time you were really frustrated, sad, angry, or disappointed about something. Who calmed you down? Who didn’t? Consider why or why not.

In general, we would like someone who makes us feel better, not worse; someone who does not overreact to the situation, who doesn’t focus on their own feelings, or blame us for having our own. Someone who, at the very least, gives us their undivided attention. Ideally this person would be warm, curious about our feelings, and well-regulated themselves. This person would acknowledge our distress and use a soothing tone of voice. It’s hard to imagine feeling calmed by someone who is also upset.

There are many ways to co-regulate, some of which will be explained in the interventions we recommend at the end of this section. For now, here is a simple list:


	Offering eye contact and full presence

	Coming down to your child’s level and placing a hand on their chest

	Listening without offering any advice

	Staying calm yourself

	Using mmmhhhs, and nodding your head




REAL-LIFE EXAMPLE

“On vacation after a long day, while trying to get to sleep in a strange bed, my six-year-old got very upset. I came by her side and gently patted her back with a quiet shush, shush sound until she was able to finish her ‘crying talking’ and fall asleep.”



Parenting five- to eight-year-olds can trigger us in ways nothing else can! It’s hard to offer co-regulation if you are annoyed with your child for being upset. Children this age get upset over so many little things that don’t really matter in the long run. This kind of parenting stress can activate primitive parts of the brain that trigger fight, flight, or freeze responses. Just like kids, we can get overstimulated, feel thwarted or powerless, and melt down. As always, we try to do our best and give ourselves, and our children, grace. See our section on parent self-regulation for more support.


More Co-Regulation Interventions to Support Your Child


	
Co-Regulation with Words and Co-Regulation without Words


	Sharing Stories

	Use of Validation for Child’s Emotional Expressions

	HALT, Child Version

	Use of Physical Regulation


	Calm Bodies

	
Help Children Talk about Their Feelings


	Increasing Empathy

	Zoom Out

	Filling the Well










Parent Self-Regulation

Here’s the rub: in order to be your child’s co-regulator, you need to be calm enough yourself. As we know, this proves to be very difficult at times. Kids have the potential to disrupt our peace and our plans (even the ones that are centered around them), ignore us and do their own thing, and forget to do things they have been told and taught repeatedly. Feeling a loss of power and control can trigger anger and anxiety in a lot of us. Most of the time, once we notice this feeling emerging, we can pivot and attempt to regulate (Siegel and Bryson 2012). The key is catching this wave of emotion, and to trust that the best and desired outcome is for us to remain calm.

This workbook contains numerous strategies targeting parent self-regulation, those that support emotional awareness and help you modify emotional states. Until you are feeling regulated, you cannot help your child (put your oxygen mask on first!). In the situation on page 13, the six-year-old’s mom was very capable because she was also on vacation and felt very well rested and happy! If you are chronically stressed, it may be more difficult to self-regulate. If this is your situation, it is even more important for you to develop a practice of calming and soothing yourself.

Our goal for self-regulation is to calm the impulse to act out or react in some way that may not be helpful. We want to calm ourselves down enough to consider our many options. We usually have a number of ways we can respond to an intense moment with our children; we need to self-regulate in order to consider these options.

One of the keys to self-regulation is self-monitoring. Developing a way to monitor your thoughts, feelings, and bodily sensations during a tough time with your child puts you in a very good position to regain control and focus on regulating yourself. This can come in many, many forms; we offer numerous brief strategies to better track your emotions and monitor your escalation, as well as regulate intense emotions in yourself, in this workbook. See Strategies for Parent Self-Regulation (chapter 8) for more on how to support yourself.

Regulation can involve a combination of approaches that soothe intensive thoughts, calm strong sensations in the body, and help you develop self-compassion as well as empathy for your child.
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