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In this menu, educators may choose from a variety of brain 
aligned evidence-based strategies and practices that assist 
with regulation and strengthening attachment and connection 
in our classrooms and buildings. These practices are more 
empowering and sustainable when we apply these with one 
another in our schools and districts so educators can feel and 
sense the how critical feeling felt and feeling safe are. There 
are five menu items which can guide educators intentionally 
and gradually through the implementation of this framework. 
There is no script or specific order of these practices on each 
menu. Educators may select one or two practices to begin the 
process of meeting children and adolescents in brain 
development.  These menu practices include educator brain 
state and the well-being of all educators as we interface with a 
variety of behaviors from our students each day. 

These are main course practices and each one requires our 
enthusiasm, intentionality, repetition built into our 
procedures, routines, transitions, bell work and morning/ 
afternoon meetings.

Menu of Applied 
Educational 
Neuroscience/ Brain and 
Adversity 

1

Menu 1 - p. 3 
Main Course Practice: Focused Attention Practices 

Menu 2 - p. 8 
Main Course Practice: Brain Intervals 

Menu 3 - p. 11 
Main Course Practice: Brain Aligned Bell Work for Regulation 

and Connection 

Menu 4 - p. 15 
Main Course Practice: Regulation Strategies for Morning 

Meeting or Group Bell Work 

Menu 5 - p. 26 
Main Course Practice: Touch Points 
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Menu One 

Main Course Practice: Focused Attention 
Practices 

Focused attention practices calm and soothe our limbic brain 
activity and sympathetic nervous system (responsible for the 
“fight or flight response”), and then they allow access to the 
parasympathetic nervous system (which relaxes the body and 
helps us return to homeostasis) through deep breathing and 
movement. Deep breathing is crucial to supporting people in 
accessing their parasympathetic nervous system because 
“there is no medication that can help to boost your 
parasympathetic nervous system. YOUR BREATH IS THE 
BEST CALMING TREATMENT KNOWN!”  Focused attention 
practices also activate executive functions in the prefrontal 
cortex such as sustained attention and emotional regulation, 
which helps us to create a pause 
and bit of reflection. Focused 
attention practices are critical 
when priming the brain for 
cognition!
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1. Breathing 

Use the breath as a focus point. Have 
students place one hand close to 
their nose (not touching) and one 
hand on their belly. As they breathe 
in, have them feel their bellies 
expand. As they exhale, they can feel 
the warm air hit their hand. Students 
will focus on this breath for only one 
minute. Let them know that it's OK 
when thoughts sometimes come into 
the mind uninvited. Tell them to 
exhale that thought away. 

2. Colors 

Visualize colors while focusing on the 
breath. Inhale a deep green, and 
exhale a smoky gray. Have the 
students imagine the colors as 
swirling and alive with each inhale. If 
a student is de-escalating from an 
angry moment, the color red is a 
great color to exhale. 

3. Movement 

For younger children, direct students 
to stand and, as they inhale, lift an 
arm or leg and wiggle it, exhaling it 
back to its original position. For 
younger grades beginning these 
focused-attention practices, it's good 
to include an inhale and exhale with 
any type of movement. 

4. The Deep Dive Breath 
We inhale for four counts, hold for 
four, and exhale slowly for four 
counts. You can increase the holding 
of breath by a few seconds once the 
students find the rhythm of the 
exercise. 

5. Energizing Breath 

We pant like a dog with our mouths 
open and our tongues out for 30 
seconds, continuing for another 30 
seconds with our mouths closed as 
we take short belly breaths with one 
hand on the belly. We typically take 
three energizing pant breaths per 
second. After a full minute, the 
students return to four regular deep 
inhales and exhales. 

6. Sound 

The use of sound is very powerful for 
engaging a calm response. In the 
three classrooms where I teach, we 
use rain sticks, bells, chimes, and 
music. There are many websites that 
provide music for focus, relaxation, 
and visualization. Here is one of my 
favorites. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BYG0a7NOW_E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BYG0a7NOW_E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BYG0a7NOW_E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BYG0a7NOW_E
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7. Rise and Fall 

As we breathe in and out through our 
noses, we can lie on the floor and 
place an object on our stomachs, 
enhancing our focus by watching the 
rising and falling of our bellies. 

When we are focused and paying 
attention to our thoughts, feelings 
and choices, we have a much greater 
opportunity to change those thoughts 
and feelings that are not serving us 
well in life and in school. When we 
grasp this awareness, we see and feel 
the difference! 

8. Breath 

Sitting up nice and tall with both feet 
flat on the floor, take three slow, 
deep breaths down to the belly, 
breathing in through the nose and 
out through the mouth. Count to four 
on each inhale and five on each 
exhale, with a slight pause between 
the inhale and exhale. Following the 
three deep breaths, we then slowly 
turn our heads to the right on the 
inhale and left on the exhale. This 
movement is slow and deliberate. 
After two times each to the left and 
right, we then inhale while lifting our 
chins to the ceiling and exhale as our 
heads slowly move downward, 
touching our chins to our chests. We 
can repeat these movements or add 
our arms, the opening or closing of 
our hands, or any gesture that could 
move with the breath. 

10.Visualization 

The brain responds to what we 
imagine as if it is an actual event. 
Feeling safe, peaceful, and connected 
with others are states of mind that 
can generate positive emotion and 
ease in critical thinking and problem 
solving. In our focused attention 
practices, we quiet the brain 
with safe place visualizations. 
The students sit quietly, closing their 
eyes as we verbally walk them into 
their favorite imaginative place. We 
then direct them to envision the 
sights, sounds, colors, and feel of 
their own safe place. They can invite 
anyone they choose to be with them, 
or they can rest and enjoy this space 
on their own. This has been the 
favorite focused attention exercise of 
the students who practice this skill. 

11.Sound 
For two minutes, students close their 
eyes and listen for all the sounds 
around them. Once they have 
identified a sound, they capture it in 
their own way, such as envisioning a 
box around it or placing an 
imaginary x on it. Students then 
share and compare the sounds that 
they heard and captured.

12. Ice Cubes 

Give each student an ice cube and a 
paper towel or napkin to hold. As 
they hold the ice cube, ask them to 
focus on what it feels like in their 
hands and what the sensation 
reminds them of. Can they sit still 
and wait for the ice cube to melt? 

13. Deep Breathing 

Have students scrunch their toes and 
cross their legs at the ankles. Then 
they should cross the left arm over 
the right arm, clasp their hands 
together, and—keeping their hands 
clasped—bring them toward their 
chest. Have them hold that pose for 
30 seconds as they take five deep 
breaths, and then have them take 
another 30 seconds to uncurl their 
toes, uncross their legs, extend and 
unclasp their hands, and uncross 
their arms while taking another five 
deep breaths. How did that feel? 

9. Touch 

Students close their eyes and choose 
a small object out of a junk box or 
bag. This could be a paper clip, 
pencil, apple core, stick, leaf, eraser, 
pair of glasses, sock, piece of 
string. . . or anything! For one 
minute or less, students keep their 
eyes closed and focus on the object 
through their other senses. Even 
though they might recognize the 
object, they should concentrate on 
the feel, texture, shape, angles, smell, 
or any aspect they notice. Following 
that minute of focus, the students 
can share the details, verbally 
describing what they noticed, or 
writing down their findings. Teachers 
could also throw the descriptions 
into a basket, and at the end of class 
or the day, students could select a 
description, guessing what the object 
is based on the written words. 
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14.So What? 

As students close their eyes and sit 
up nice and tall in their chairs, they 
should visualize a golden thread that 
connects their hearts to their 
stomachs. As they breathe in, have 
them picture a pulse in the thread 
moving from their stomachs to their 
hearts; with each exhale, the pulse 
travels from the heart back down to 
the stomach. As the students breathe, 
have them say, “So what?” to 
themselves if a negative thought 
occurs. 

15.Sensation Word Wall/ 
Feeling Phrases 

To begin the day, have students share 
through a picture or description how 
their bodies feel. Some example 
phrases: cold/warm/hot; twitchy/
butterflies/soft/stuck; sharp/dull/
itchy; shaky/trembly/tingly; jittery/
weak; empty/full; relaxed/calm/
peaceful; flowing/spreading; strong/
tight/tense; dizzy/fuzzy/blurry; 
numb/prickly/jumpy/tearful/
goosebumpy. 

Sensations are different than 
emotions in that they describe the 
way the body feels physically.  
Children who struggle with speaking 
can point to places on their body that 
hold a sensation. Sensory awareness 
promotes cognitive growth and self-
awareness. When students can begin 
to identify their sensations, they 
begin to tap into where the negative 
feelings and images are. This 
focused-attention practice can be 
implemented several times a day 
after different experiences. 

Questions to ask as part of this 
practice: 
• What are you sensing? As the 

teacher, begin by sharing and 
modeling your own sensations. 

• Where is this in your body? 
• What might be the reason for these 

butterflies? 
• Can you draw what fuzzy, tingly, 

tight, etc. looks like? 

Menu Two 

Main Course Practice: Brain Intervals 

A brain interval is a short period of time when we change up 
the dull routine of incoming information that arrives via 
predictable, tedious, well-worn brain pathways and roadways. 
Our brains are wired for novelty. We know this because we 
pay attention to every stimulus in our environment that feels 
threatening or out of the ordinary. This has always been a 
wonderful advantage. In fact, our survival as a species 
depended on this aspect of brain development.  When we take 
a brain interval it refreshes our thinking and helps us discover 
another solution to a problem or see a situation through a 
different lens. During these few minutes, the brain moves 
away from learning, memorizing, and problem solving. The 
brain interval actually helps to incubate and process new 
information. Consider trying these intervals with your class…
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1. The Junk Bag 

I always carry a bag of household 
objects containing markers, scrap 
paper, and anything that one would 
find in a junk drawer -- for example, 
a can opener or a pair of shoelaces. 
Pick any object out of the junk bag 
and ask students to come up with two 
ways this object could be reinvented 
for other uses. They can write or 
draw their responses. Once students 
have drawn or written about an 
invention, they can walk the room for 
one-minute sharing and comparing. 

3. Opposite Sides 

Movement is critical to learning. 
Have students stand and blink with 
the right eye while snapping the 
fingers of their left hand. Repeat this 
with the left eye and right hand. 
Students could also face one another 
and tap the right foot once, left foot 
twice, and right foot three times, 
building speed they alternate toe 
tapping with their partner. 

7. Invisible Pictures 

Have a student draw a picture in the 
air while their partner guesses what 
it is. You could give them categories 
such as foods, places, or other ways 
to narrow the guessing. 

8. Story Starters 

A student or teacher begins a story 
for one minute, either individually or 
with a partner. The students then 
complete or continue it with a silly 
ending.

12. Hum 

There are many ways you can 
incorporate humming as a break or 
to begin class. Lead students in 
Simon Says or Name That Tune, or 
have them move their arms and legs 
to someone’s humming. This activity 
releases stress and blockages in the 
brain stem. 

13. Bilateral Scribbles 

Have students hold a different color 
marker in each hand and draw or 
scribble to the beat of some music for 
30 seconds. When they’re finished, 
see if the drawings turned into 
anything familiar or strange. Have 
them share with a classmate and 
then give their art a name. 

4. Symbolic Alphabet 

Sing the alphabet with names of 
objects rather than the letters. 

2. Squiggle Story 

On a blank sheet of paper, 
whiteboard, or Promethean Board, 
draw one squiggly line. Give students 
one minute to stand and draw with 
their opposite hand, turning the line 
into a picture or design of their 
choice. 

5. Other Languages 

Teach sign language or make up a 
spoken language. In pairs, students 
take turns speaking or interpreting 
this new language for 30 seconds 
each. 

6. Mental Math 

Give a set of three instructions, 
counting the sequence to a partner 
for 30 seconds. Example: Count by 
two until 20, then count by three 
until 50, finishing with seven until 
80. Switch and give the other partner 
another set of numbers to count. 

9. Rock Scissors Paper 
Math 

With the traditional game, the last 
call-out is "math." With that call, 
students lay out one, two, three, or 
four fingers in the palm of their 
hand. The best of three wins. 

10.Funny Talk 

Have students loosely touch the roof 
of their mouth with their tongue and 
begin to speak. Create a class chant 
to say altogether, or the teacher can 
address the class, modeling what he 
or she would like students to say.

11.Tongue Stretch 

Have students use clean hands or a 
Kleenex to stretch their tongue as far 
as it can go. This relaxes the throat, 
palate, upper neck, and brain stem. 
What could you add to this to make it 
funny?

14.Name Scribbles 

Have students write their favorite 
word four times with their dominant 
hand and then again with their other 
hand. Discuss how it felt, which they 
found more difficult and why, and 
what happened in their brains when 
they used their non-dominant hand. 



Menu Three 

Main Course Practice: Brain Aligned Bell 
Work for Regulation and Connection 

This is the most frequent challenge that I hear from educators 
in all grade levels (including higher education): "How do I 
create and sustain engagement?" When we engage our 
students from the onset, we reduce negative behaviors while 
creating experiences that are emotion-packed, drive curiosity, 
and deliver brain states of anticipation and intrigue. It sounds 
simple, but for those of us who greet students each day or 
class period, we encounter a variety of personal experiences, 
private logics, stressors, learning profiles, and mindsets as 
intricate and diverse as fingerprints.  During the past few 
years, as I've reentered K-12 classrooms in addition to my 
undergraduate coursework, I'm learning that how I begin the 
day or class sets the tone for how well the instruction will be 
received and the content will be remembered. Traditionally, 
educators have implemented bell work -- shortened 
assignments that begin class with content reviews, silent 
reading, or completion of assignments -- as the students 
trickle in carrying backpacks and a broad variety of needs and 
emotions.
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This past year, I began looking at research about 
the primary/recency effect and how I could better engage 
students the minute they walked through the door each day. 
Bell work rang my bell! I was reminded how content and 
experiences in the first few minutes of a lecture, teaching 
episode, or assignment have the best chance of staying in 
working memory, where new thoughts and ideas connect to 
what students already consider relevant or meaningful. Brain-
aligned bell work captured the engagement that I desired for 
longer-term learning. Not all bell work has to be tied to 
whatever standards or topics we're teaching that day or week. 
Sometimes, it activates powerful ways to explore perceptual 
data from the students with regard to their interests, passions, 
feelings, insights, and bundles of beliefs. 

The environments that our students bring into our classrooms 
often reflect a mindset that has developed without effort or 
awareness. For many of students, attending school is an 
adverse experience because school hasn't been a place where 
they've felt emotionally safe or academically successful. They 
would rather act out or look like rebels than appear "dumb" -- 
especially in front of their peers! As educators, we can start 
counteracting that negative experience the 
moment they enter our classrooms. I hope 
that these bell work activities will inspire 
your students and set their brain state for 
feeling capable and engaged at the start of 
each day. 

http://ctet.royalroads.ca/primaryrecency-effect
http://ctet.royalroads.ca/primaryrecency-effect
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1. Fantasy Interview 

When students enter the class, they 
choose a half sheet of colored paper 
with a set of instructions displayed 
on the smart board. In the front of 
class is an empty chair and a few 
props to create a comfortable setting. 
I begin with a question: "If you could 
spend 15 minutes with any person in 
the whole world discussing, 
questioning, and sharing, who would 
this be and why did you choose him 
or her?" The students can write or 
draw their responses and, if they 
choose, share them following the 
exercise. When I implemented this 
experience with middle school and 
undergraduate students, the sharing 
and empathy in the room was 
palpable, and I learned so much 
about the emotional and social 
profiles of these students! 

2. The Things I Carry 

At the front of the room is a backpack 
containing five or six items, pictures, 
or words that I identify with or hold 
close to my mind and heart. As I 
model for my students the contents 
of my own backpack, I begin sharing 
who I am as a person. This is a 
powerful way of not only getting to 
know your students, but also tying in 
the backpack's contents with a class 
novel, science experiment, or any 
standard that you're teaching -- 
simply by aligning items in the bag 
with what students need to know. 
Students can guess what items might 
be in the backpack before you reveal 
them. Prediction is an effective brain 
state which increases the brain's 
dopamine levels that are responsible 
for pleasure- and goal-seeking 
behaviors. 

3. Just Ten Words 

Write or draw a ten-word story on a 
specific topic that you're teaching, or 
have students write a ten-word story 
describing their strengths and 
expertise. Another option for those 
who don’t want to write is creating an 
infographic. 

4. Predict an Outcome 

Choose a short TED Talk or 
documentary and watch the first 
minute. Following this one-minute 
presentation, students will predict 
two or three outcomes as to how this 
presentation will end. This can be 
related to subject matter that you're 
teaching, or it could be a 
motivational video addressing social 
and emotional skillsets. 

5. Beliefs Infomercial 

Using images, words, colors, or 
technology, have students design an 
infomercial about a strong belief that 
they hold. It could be a longtime 
personal belief, one that they've 
developed through recent 
experiences, or one that they're 
beginning to question. 

6. Reinventing Gum 

Place a stick of gum on every desk as 
students walk in. On five notecards, 
have them design five new inventions 
for chewing gum. Students can share 
and compare at the end of the bell 
work. 

7. Meeting of the Minds 

Students will select characters from a 
book, historical figures, or any 
author, inventor, scientist, or 
individual whom they've been 
studying. Given a 21st-century 
challenge, how would these 
individuals solve it? What would 
their discussion look like, and how 
would they relate to one another? 

8. The Traveling Pants 

Place an old pair of trousers or blue 
jeans on a table in the front of the 
room. Present a variety of questions 
and activities about these pants, such 
as: 
• Where have they been? 
• Where would you travel? 
• Describe three places you'd travel 

or goals you'd accomplish while 
wearing these pants. 

• What will it take for you to get 
there? 

• How can you begin creating these 
destinations or goals today? 

9. Invent a New Language 

Either individually or with a partner, 
have students create a new language 
that we need today. It could be a 
language of feelings, kindness, 
service, or just a silly variation by 
adding or deleting words, parts of 
words, vowels, or consonants. 

10.Legibility Test 

With their opposite hand or 
blindfolded, students write a short 
review paragraph about a topic on 
the upcoming test or something that 
needs to be remembered. Then they 
trade papers with a classmate to see 
if they can read and understand what 
was written. 
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http://www.maggiehosmcgrane.com/2013/01/how-brain-learns-and-remembers-patterns.html
http://www.maggiehosmcgrane.com/2013/01/how-brain-learns-and-remembers-patterns.html
http://www.maggiehosmcgrane.com/2013/01/how-brain-learns-and-remembers-patterns.html
http://www.maggiehosmcgrane.com/2013/01/how-brain-learns-and-remembers-patterns.html
http://www.maggiehosmcgrane.com/2013/01/how-brain-learns-and-remembers-patterns.html
http://www.maggiehosmcgrane.com/2013/01/how-brain-learns-and-remembers-patterns.html


Menu Four 

Main Course Practice: Regulation 
Strategies for Morning Meeting or Group 

Bell Work 

When people feel stressed because of toxic levels of adversity—
such as experiencing or witnessing physical or emotional 
abuse, or substance abuse—they find it very challenging to 
step back from a negative experience, pause, and calm their 
nervous systems. When this happens during adolescence—as 
the influence of peers is increasing and young people cope 
with the challenges of a developing sense of self—the stress 
can be very challenging. 

Fortunately, there are some emotion regulation strategies that 
educators can build into their instructional practices, routines, 
bell work, and so on that help students pause and reflect a bit 
on their choices and dilemmas. I’ve been implementing these 
brain-aligned strategies in the upper elementary and middle 
school grades in the Indianapolis Public Schools. 

These activities are not to be implemented in the heat of the 
moment, when students are extremely agitated or 
dysregulated. These are preventative and reflective. A previous 
article highlights more strategies that can be used to create 
an atmosphere that feels safe for traumatized students. 
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Seeing That Peers Have Had Similar Experiences 

We may think of adults as the go-to or point people for helping 
young students regulate negative emotions and experiences, 
but peers can be of great assistance to one another if we teach 
and model how to be present for one another. 

There are many times in our middle school classrooms when 
students are surprised to learn that one of their friends has 
experienced adversity like their own. We can use these 
moments to build cooperation and collaboration within our 
schools and classrooms.  In a morning meeting or when small 
groups are meeting, have students discuss questions that will 
show them what they have in common. You can start with a 
silly question like, “How many of you have two eyes (or two 
thumbs, or hair)?” Students might laugh, but this will drive 
home that they have things in common.  You can then move 
on to more fraught questions: How many of you have ever 
broken a bone? How many of you have ever been afraid? How 
many of you have ever not eaten breakfast? Dinner?

https://www.edutopia.org/article/5-ways-help-students-trauma-lori-desautels
https://www.edutopia.org/article/5-ways-help-students-trauma-lori-desautels


As the year goes on and students build trust with each other, 
the questions can become more intense: How many of you 
have ever had something scary happen to your parents or 
brothers or sisters? How many of you have been in the 
hospital with an injury or illness? How many of you have ever 
had someone you love arrested? How many of you have 
experienced the death of someone you care about? 

Many of us have experienced some of these situations. If we 
keep them to ourselves, they may grow to feel overwhelming, 
taking up so much space in our minds that the only things we 
think about are the negative experiences and problems we 
have. If we see that others have experienced these things also, 
that can help us come to terms with them. 

A Framework for Teacher Intervention 

When a student begins to become agitated, irritated, or upset, 
teachers can try to co-regulate with them if they have not 
reached that point of no return where the anger or sadness 
overrides their ability to talk or share concerns or challenges. 
When adolescents bring significant adversity to their schools 
and classrooms, they often need a trusted adult to listen, to 
gently probe, and to share possible solutions and improved 
outcomes. 
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The following questions are meant to spark a discussion 
and show empathy while helping the student calm their 
nervous system—they can begin to repair and heal with an 
adult who sees them, feels their pain, and listens to learn. 

• Is there anything you need right now that would ease your 
mind and feelings? 

• Is there another way you’d like to address this other than 
with words? I have some paper, pens, and crayons, or you 
can work with some clay. 

• If you could list three or four people you need right now, 
who would they be? How would they help you? 

• Is there a place here at school that feels safe to you where 
you can rest until you feel a little better? 

• Are there any objects or belongings here that would comfort 
you? 

• When you’re ready, I want you 
to know I’m right here, ready 
to listen. 



A Garden of Well-Being 

For this strategy based on a 
metaphor and focused on the 
development of students’ minds 
and emotions, I start by bringing 
a bouquet of flowers and several 
types of fruit and vegetables to a morning meeting. As a class, 
we discuss how they’re similar and different, and what it takes 
for them to grow and flourish. Then we make connections 
between the students’ mental and emotional development and 
the flourishing of a garden. 

We discuss questions like: What makes each of these fruits, 
vegetables, or flowers unique? What ingredients and 
environments do these plants need to grow? Are any of these 
ingredients the same for your own mental and emotional 
development? What would be your sunlight? What would be 
similar to water for your mental and emotional health? 

If you think of your mind or emotions as a garden, do you 
have a protective fence? Do you have boundaries, routines, 
and structures that keep you safe and comfortable? 

This strategy can be useful in helping students to analyze their 
own feelings and to realize which people, places, and 
experiences in their lives act as nutrients for their well-being. 
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For children who have adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), 
co-regulation is at the heart of teaching—and of discipline. 
These children need assistance regulating their nervous 
system before they can learn new coping strategies and 
understand the consequences of their choices and decisions. 

We don’t hesitate to teach our students the reading or math 
skills they need to be successful, and emotional and behavioral 
skills should be no different. Students with ACEs may come to 
school having little experience with impulse control and 
emotional regulation. They may struggle with paying 
attention. These are executive function skill sets our students 
need to be academically, socially, and emotionally successful. 

The strategies described here are Tier One strategies in a 
Response to Intervention model for discipline and 
engagement. Co-regulation is beneficial for all students, and 
these brain-aligned preventative strategies aid all students in 
regulating their responses and developing relationships. They 
can be a part of our procedures, routines, morning meetings, 
and bell work, easing all transitions throughout the day.



Strategies for Helping Young Students 
Regulate Their Responses
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1. Incorporate Rhythm 

Our hearts beat in rhythms, we sleep and live in rhythms, and our breath has a 
cadence that can regulate our nervous systems. When these rhythms are missing, 
our sensory and motor systems can be compromised. 

At the center where I work, we model rocking movements before rest or naptime 
or during transitions. Children follow the teachers as we sway back and forth to 
soft music or to the sound of a quiet voice. These rocking exercises help the 
children quiet down and refocus or prepare for quiet time. 

We also bring in rhythm by having the children mimic the pattern set by a leader 
using paint sticks or drumsticks. We can vary this drumming from soft to loud, 
slow to fast, and even move our bodies as we drum together. 

Children can also listen to the beat of a piece of music and use crayons to draw 
how they visualize and imagine the beat with colors and shapes of different sizes. 

2. Have Students Take a Sensory Bath 

This is a class favorite. In the mornings, we gather a group of three or four 
children in one area of the room with their own bath loofahs, a large beach towel, 
and a tube of lotion. Students can take their loofah and press on their arms and 
legs, pretending to scrub and clean, or they can choose an adult to give the 
sensory bath. 

I model this activity by pretending to step into a tub. Then we sit down and sing, 
“We’re taking a brain bath, a brain bath, a brain bath, / We’re taking a brain bath 
to help us feel _____,” and students choose different words to fill in a sensation 
or feeling: happy, bubbly, fresh, clean, peaceful, etc. Once we pat the loofah up 
and down our arms and legs, we pretend to carefully step out of the tub. 

One at a time, we wrap each child tightly in the beach towel while rocking back 
and forth or side to side and continuing to sing. This time we sing about drying off 
and feeling ready for the day. Students can then opt to get a drop of hand lotion to 
massage on their hands before leaving the area with three deep breaths as they 
enter their day of learning. 

Addressing the sensory and motor systems of these young children helps them 
regulate their nervous system so learning can occur. 

3. Use a Singing Bowl 

Patterned, repetitive activity that works with our body’s rhythms and senses is 
calming to a child’s nervous system. The Tibetan singing bowl is a part of our 
morning circle time—students listen to the sound the bowl creates and we 
collectively try to match that sound. 

We follow this with three deep breaths and then take turns playing the bowl, 
matching the sound and increasing our breaths to five or six long inhales and 
exhales. Sometimes we play the bowl and students close their eyes and listen to 
the tone until they can’t hear it any longer. When this happens, they raise their 
hands in the air. 

Some children may be sensitive to these sounds, so it’s important to pay close 
attention to each child’s response and adjust this activity as needed. 
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4. Walk the Lines 

Movement and breath calm the nervous system. We’ve created an 
adjustable labyrinth of colorful lines, shapes, and mazes with various types of foot 
work and animal walks that the children follow—walking, hopping, crawling, or 
skipping as indicated. We model the crab walk along the purple line, for example, 
and then the students follow. The students love to lead this exercise and often 
design patterns of movement that we mimic. 

This regulation strategy gives us a deep look into students’ balance and gross and 
fine motor skills. We’re also able to see their levels of frustration and how they 
respond to mistakes by redirecting their movements. 

Regulation Strategies For All 

Strategies for creating Safety and Attachment 

These strategies work well in community circles for bell work.  
They can also be implemented at the end of the day or class 
period.

1. Clothespin Drop 

As students enter class, they clip a 
small note to a clothespin and drop it 
into either a “celebration” or 
“challenge” bucket.  Before class 
begins, I always offer students a 
chance to share a challenge or 
celebration.  It’s always a choice. 

2. Homework for the 
Teacher 

Creating trust and respect is a 
prerequisite to learning.  A powerful 
strategy is to offer to complete a 
homework assignment for a student 
in an area of his or her choice.  This 
reversed role, shared once a week or 
as needed, builds trust and 
reciprocity.  An example: “Shawn, 
you’ve been trying so hard all week 
on these assignments, and this 
weekend I want to work for you.  I 
know you love Indy car racing.  What 
would you like me to learn about this 
topic and report back to you on 
Monday?” 

Celebration Challenge
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3. Bilateral Scribbling 

This promotes emotional regulation 
and exercises sensory and motor 
systems needed for cognition.  With a 
large sheet of paper and two markers 
— one in each hand —  students will 
follow your directives.  Have them 
make random marks up and down, 
then horizontally.  Next, have them 
make large arcs across the page, 
followed by large circles, first fast 
and then slowly.  Finally have them 
make dots all over the page. 

As they look at their drawings, ask 
them: 
• Is there anything about this 

scribbling that resembles you or 
any part of you? 

• Is there anything about this 
scribbling that is nothing like you? 

• Are there any pictures or designs 
you see in this scribbling? 

• What word comes to mind as you 
look at your scribbling?  Would 
that word describe something 
about you or someone you know? 

4. Animal Symbols 

This exercise promotes connection 
and emotional regulation in a safe 
environment.  Have students view 
pictures or figures of animals and 
then choose an animal that they’re 
most connected to, either positively 
or negatively - a totem, in Linda 
Chapman’s terminology.  After they 
choose, ask the following questions 
and have students write out, draw, or 
verbally share their responses: 
• What is it about this animal that 

you like or dislike? 
• How is this animal like you in any 

way?  How is this animal nothing 
like you? 

• What are the two best qualities 
about this animal?  What are the 
two worst qualities? 

• What would the home of this 
animal look like? 

• Who is in this animal’s family, and 
do they get along with one 
another? 

• If you could give this animal a 
magic power, what would in be? 

*Strategies 3 & 4 come from the 
research of Linda Chapman in 
Neurobiologically Informed Trauma 
Therapy With Children and 
Adolescents 

Menu Five 

Main Course Practice: Touch Points 

Resiliency Touch Points 

Extending this idea, resiliency touch point encounters are 
brief connections throughout the school day created by adult 
school personnel (carers) who have been informed about a 
specific student’s ACEs. The adults make sure to initiate these 
encounters, which can last for 30 seconds or up to five 
minutes, enough time to explore what is going on with the 
student. These brief intentional minutes, when consistently 
shared by a variety of carers, can lessen the feelings of despair 
and hopelessness of students who are bringing their 
significant adversity and trauma into our schools. 

For older students, a resiliency touch point might 
be exchanging genuine greetings, listening to learn about the 
student’s life, asking a question, or noticing a new hairstyle, a 
pair of shoes, or even just a facial expression like a smile. 

For younger children with ACEs, resiliency touch points might 
include playing with them, giving them a hug, or showing 
them movement strategies that help to calm the nervous 
system. These students have more often than not missed 



opportunities for development in the lower brain regions that 
control attachment and the regulation of emotional impulses. 

Resiliency touch points are targeted and intentional. We can 
identify the students who enter our schools with chronically 
elevated and activated stress response systems. These are our 
students who may be shut down and disengaged, the ones who 
continually test the boundaries and the emotional state of the 
adults who are trying to connect with them. They come to 
school unready to learn, needing love but asking for it in the 
most unloving ways. 

Research clearly points to the power of relationships and 
attachment with regard to helping students create a new 
patterned memory template that embraces a safe and 
predictable connection, so that attachments begin to grow, 
spreading the seeds of resiliency. 

It will be extremely important for those adults who are on call 
to check in often with each other about how they’re 
doing because emotions are contagious and the pain and 
challenges these children face are sometimes heart-wrenching, 
leaving the adults at risk of vicarious trauma. 
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4 Steps to Creating Intentional Resiliency Touch 
Points

1. Our Schools Must be Adversity and Trauma Informed 

Our staff and educators need to understand what happens to the neurobiology of 
these students because of ACEs. Schools must begin to accept that many negative 
behaviors arise from a stress response and that the behavioral issues we are 
seeing are intimately correlated with attachment and self-regulation challenges 
within the brains and bodies of these students. 

2. We Can Target This Intervention 

Targeting kindergarten, first grade, sixth grade, and ninth grade classrooms is 
critical as these are transitional years and these students need predictable and 
safe environments, along with adults who check in frequently and consistently. 
From here, we adults in the building should identify those children and 
adolescents with the greatest challenges. We know who they are intuitively, but 
it’s important to share with all educators in the building what we have noticed 
and why each child has been designated as needing resiliency touch points. 

https://www.edutopia.org/article/when-students-are-traumatized-teachers-are-too
https://www.edutopia.org/article/when-students-are-traumatized-teachers-are-too
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3. Resiliency Touch Points Are Not Scripted, But They Do 
Require Planning 

These moments should feel casual, transparent, and organic to the students, so 
it’s important to discuss how resiliency touch points will occur and who is going 
to address which aspects of the student’s life. For example, we don’t want four 
adults sharing with a student on Tuesday how they love the student’s new shoes. 

A meeting should include the staff members who see this student on a daily basis, 
so they can decide which resiliency touch points they will address. This group of 
adults can work together for a few weeks, an entire grading period, or even a 
semester—we want to create consistent, patterned, and repetitive interactions 
with the selected students. This group of three or four school adults should meet 
periodically to check in with one another, sharing their perceptions and ideas for 
further connection. 

4. We can Measure Our Effectiveness 

The effectiveness of these touch points can be assessed by considering changes in 
a student’s office referrals, absences, truancies, and in- and out-of-school 
suspensions, among other metrics. 

Additional Touch Point Resources

1. Noticing 

When we notice specific things about 
our students we not only build 
attachment but help to co-regulate.  
Noticings can be as simple as a new 
hair cut, new shoes, calling out a kind 
act, or following a direction, etc.  The 
main goal of noticing is to provide 
our students with positive evidence 
that we see them, care for them, and 
are there for them.   

3. Active Constructive 
Responses 

Shelly Gable, professor of psychology 
at the University of California at 
Santa Barbara, has shown that how 
you actively share, celebrate, or 
respond to an event or experience 
with another individual is critical for 
the development of a connection with 
that person.   This process means 
stepping into the experiences with 
another and responding with 
questions, details, and interest.  It is 
a form of questioning that asks and 
focuses on details when another 
individual shares something about an 
experience, event, idea, or 
relationship.  For example: 
• Where were you when you saw this 

or heard this?  Who was with you?  
What were you doing right before 
this happened? 

• What were you doing when this 
happened?  How did this feel?  
Now, how will this change things 
for you? 

5. 2 by 10 

For two minutes each day, 10 days in 
a row, teachers have a personal 
conversation with the student about 
anything the student is interested in, 
as long as the conversation is G-
rated.  

2. Validation 

We all have a desire to be heard and 
our students are no different.  Use 
these statements to validate the 
emotions students may be facing: 
• That must have made you feel 

really angry. 
• What a frustrating situation to be 

in! 
• It must make you feel angry to 

have someone do that. 
• Wow, how hard that must be.- 

That’s stinks!- 
• That’s messed up!  
• How frustrating! 
• Yeah, I can see how that might 

make you feel really sad. 
• Boy, you must be angry. 
• What a horrible feeling. 
• What a tough spot. 
• I hear you. 
• I hear that. 

4. Peer Touch Points 

Emotions are contagious but instead 
of running from this idea we can turn 
the tables and use this contagion as 
an asset to our work.  Collaborate 
with students on ways to make your 
classroom, hallways, lunchrooms, 
bathrooms, etc., cultures of sincere 
kindness and genuine care for the 
well-being of all.  When we do this 
students naturally become touch 
points for one another. 
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7. Dual Brain Sheets 

When students are regulated we can 
use the following questions to 
facilitate problem-solving 
discussions that proactively address 
potential issues and build positive 
relationships. 
• What is our challenge? 
• What led to this challenge? 
• How did we handle this together 

and/or apart? 
• Could we have prevented this 

problem? 
• What are two adjustments we will 

make the next time? 
• How? 

8. Take Your Order 

We can support student needs in 
tangible ways that promote 
accountability.  In addition to asking 
what our students need from us go 
any extra step and record how you 
plan to address these needs.  Try 
offering, “I want to work for you 
today!  What do you need from me?”

6. Power of Questions 

We can ask our students what they 
need from us, no really we can!  Try 
offering some of the questions below 
when students are dysregulated. 
• What do you need? 
• How can I help? 
• What can we do to make this 

better? 

9. Positive Referral Sheets 

We all know what a discipline 
referral is but if we created positive 
referrals?  Notice positive behavior 
and effort of students by creating 
positive referral sheets or certificates 
that can be taken home and/or 
shared with the front office (or 
whomever receives discipline 
referrals in your school). 

?


