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Stressed or
Dysregulated

Calm and
Regulated

Thinking brain still
working, emotions

increasing

Emotional brain
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Small

changes in
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The Levels

The Regulation Ladder

Thinking brain
is in control

Based onPolyvagalTheory(Porges)

You might see... What helps:
 Teach skills
 Set boundaries
 Talk it through
 Give praise
 Build routines

The child feels
safe and settled.
 They can listen,
learn, talk and
solve problems.

Calm body
Focused
Listening
Cooperative
Engaged

The child is
active and
coping, but

energy is rising.

The child is
starting to feel
overwhelmed.

Thinking
becomes harder.

Escalated The child is
overwhelmed

and struggling
to cope.

Overwhelmed
(Meltdown or Shutdown)

The brain is in
survival mode.

Fight, flight, freeze
or shutdown. 

The thinking brain
is much less

available.

Emotional brain
in control

Survival
brain takes

over

You might see...
Busy
Excited
Fidgety
Distracted
Needs reminders

You might see...
Irritable
Restless
Saying no
Avoiding
Not listening

You might see...
Arguing
Shouting
Defiant
Angry
Losing control

You might see...
Crying
Screaming
Hitting
Freezing
Withdrawing

What helps:
Clear instructions
One step at a time
Gentle prompts
Keep routines
Offer choices

What helps:
Reduce demands
 Stay calm
 Lower expectations
 Offer support
 Give space

What helps:
Use few words
 Stay calm
 Slow things down
 Give space
 Keep it simple

What helps:
Keep safe
Stay nearby
Be calm
Offer comfort
Wait it out

The Regulation Ladder helps you understand how a child moves 
from calm and settled to overwhelmed.

Children’s behaviour changes depending on how regulated they feel.
 When they are calm, they can think and listen.

 When they are overwhelmed, they cannot.
This is based on how the brain responds to stress.

Understanding 
the Brain

The “thinking brain” helps 
      with learning, listening and      

      making good choices.
The “emotional brain” reacts 

quickly to feelings like 
      frustration or worry.

The “survival brain” is there 
      to keep a child safe when 

      they feel overwhelmed.

Why Behaviour Can
Change Quickly

A child can move down 
the ladder very quickly.

This is not 
planned behaviour.

 It is the brain 
reacting to stress.

What looks like “bad
behaviour” is often a child

struggling to cope.

Your Calm Matters
Children borrow calm 

from adults.
A calm adult helps 
the child’s nervous 

system settle.
 A stressed adult can increase

the child’s stress.
You do not have to be perfect,

just steady enough.

Children need calm before they can learn.
 Support first. Teach later.
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