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Self-regulation takes years to develop, and children 
often depend on their caregivers to help them manage their 
emotions and behavior. This NebGuide discusses what self-
regulation is and some basic milestones that help children 
develop self-regulation.

Sometimes, life for a toddler seems to be an endless 
soap opera. One minute, your 3-year-old is as cool and 
calm as a Zen Monk. The next, he is kicking and screaming 
on the floor. Early childhood is a time of major change in 
the mental abilities that allow children to manage or self-
regulate their emotions and behavior. These self-regulatory 
skills are the same ones that you, as an adult, use when 
you bite your lip instead of moaning at your spouse for 
not taking out the trash; stop yourself from responding to 
a Facebook comment that offends you; or force yourself 
to work through your lunch break to finish something for 
your boss. Self-regulation is central to success in life. We 
need to be able to recognize and control our emotions; to 
plan our behaviors so that we can achieve our goals; and to 
respond flexibly to changing demands in our home, social, 
and work lives.

Toddlers are just getting started developing the mental 
skills that support self-regulation, but they are making 
little inroads every day. By the time they reach elementa-
ry school, most children will have a basic ability to focus 
attention, label emotions, and stop themselves from doing 
inappropriate things so that they can learn in the classroom 
and get along with others. That said, self-regulation takes a 
long time to develop. The part of the brain that helps us to 

self-regulate, the prefrontal cortex, doesn’t fully mature un-
til early adulthood. Even as adults, most of us will struggle 
to self-regulate at different times.

What Is Self-Regulation?

“Self-regulation is being able to manage feelings so 
they don’t intrude heavily on relationships or day-to-day 
life. This may involve being able to resist ‘losing it’ in upset-
ting or frustrating situations, or being able to calm down 
when big feelings start to take over.” (Karen-Hey Sigmund, 
http://​www​.heysigmund​.com​/how​-to​-self​-regulate/, re-
trieved on 12/5/2016).
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The Attention Spotlight and Its Role  
in Self-Regulation

Being able to control our attention is often the first step 
in self-regulating our emotions and behavior. Attention is 
like a spotlight, allowing us to move our focus to things 
that help us achieve our goals and filter out distractions 
that interfere with our goals.

There are many different types of attention. The most 
basic is our state of alertness: When we are tired or sleepy 
or if we haven’t had our morning coffee, we may not be 
able to take in things in our environment very easily. Our 
attention spotlight may barely be on! Our most sophisticat-
ed forms of attention overlap with other mental functions 
like memory. For instance, we can remember future goals 
or plans and hold these goals in our spotlight while we 

Newborn

•	 Attention spotlight is “sticky”; baby finds it difficult 
to change focus once his gaze is fixed

•	 Difficulty managing alertness and poor control of 
sleep-wake patterns

•	 Behavior mostly governed by reflexes and  
sensations rather than self-control

3–6 months

•	 Stays alert for increasing time intervals

•	 Sleep cycles are more regular and settled

•	 Intentionally plans basic movements, e.g., to grasp 
things

6–12 months

•	 Flexibly moves attention to focus on different  
people or things

•	 Remembers patterns that are repetitive

•	 Turns head away or sucks thumb to self-soothe

•	 Focuses attention for 2–4 seconds at a time

1–2 years

•	 Expresses what he/she wants through gestures or 
simple speech

•	 Understands simple commands like “no touching” 
or “gentle hands”

•	 Remembers information (e.g., where a toy is hid-
den) for brief time periods

•	 Focuses attention on an object for 10–15 seconds 
at a time

•	 Will usually seek parent for comfort when upset

2–3.5 years

•	 Stronger sense of self and desire to do things  
independently

•	 Displays shame, pride, or embarrassment

•	 Labels basic emotions like sadness, happiness, anger, 
e.g., “baby sad”

•	 Remembers rules for short time periods

•	 Waits for a toy or treat for up to about 1 minute

•	 Focuses attention for about 30 seconds-1 minute at a 
time

•	 Sometimes able to comfort herself when upset, e.g., 
by playing with a new toy

3.5–5 years

•	 Remembers more than one rule or instruction for 
short time intervals

•	 Can go back and forth between two different tasks

•	 Can stop him/herself from doing something  
inappropriate

•	 Focuses attention for about 2 minutes at a time

•	 Recognizes that others may have different emotional 
reactions

•	 Can understand and suggest simple ways to cope 
with anger and sadness, e.g., “play with my toys” or 
“think about something nice”

5–7 years

•	 Flexibly changes between different activities

•	 Labels multiple emotions

•	 Often able to disguise emotions when upset or  
disappointed

•	 Cooperates with others to decide on rules and follow 
simple rules in a game

Figure 1. Some basic milestones that help young children develop self-regulation.



As well as helping us focus on our goals, attention is 
important for self-regulation because it helps to dial up 
or down our emotions. By turning our attention spotlight 
away from the gruesome scenes in the latest Tarantino film, 
we are able to reduce the fear or disgust we experience. By 
controlling how much eye contact we make when we talk 
to a co-worker, we reduce our level of discomfort. Even 
3-month-old babies do this. They look away when they are 
overwhelmed.

Our emotions can also disrupt our attention spotlight. 
When we are fired up, it can be difficult to stop and think 
about what we are saying and how it might affect those 
around us in the future. This is because the brain systems 
that react to emotional events are quicker to develop and 
seem to respond more quickly than areas of the brain that 
control our attention spotlight and help us to reason about 
our behavior.

Of course, it is important to keep in mind that we all 
vary in our level of emotional reactivity. Some babies seem 
to cry constantly and become very upset when you change 
their routine, while others seem as cool as a cucumber no 
matter what you throw at them–we’re all different. This 

means that some children may need more support to con-
trol their attention spotlight so that they can self-regulate.

Parents or teachers can become exasperated when chil-
dren don’t seem to be able to control their impulses or their 
emotions; when they only remember one instruction out of a 
list of four; or when they refuse to stop one activity and begin 
another. The brain systems that support self-regulation 
take years to mature, and your child will often depend on 
you to help her manage her emotions and behavior.

Just like you, your child will also have good and bad 
days, only his bad days will seem doubly bad because he 
hasn’t developed the ability to recognize that he is feeling 
tired and crabby and do things to manage these feelings. 
On these days, take time to recognize the skills your child 
already has that you have helped him to develop. Remember 
the first time you were able to sleep through the entire night 
because your baby learned to manage his sleep routine; the 
time he learned to sort his toys into two piles based on their 
shapes; the first time you noticed her sharing a toy with 
another child. Each of these skills is a little milestone in your 
child’s development of self-regulation, and each step will help 
in his journey of becoming an independent, healthy adult.

perform multistep tasks, e.g., the recipe said I should turn 
on the oven before rolling the dough.

As shown in Figure 1, our more sophisticated forms 
of attention are especially slow to mature. In infants, 
attention is more of an “in-the moment” response mostly 
controlled by signals in the environment. The “outa-sight, 
outa-mind” nature of this attention has its benefits–it is 
easy to simply put a dangerous object out of reach and 
introduce a new, safer one. As children become toddlers, 
they can hold information in their attention spotlight for 
longer periods of time, even when the information isn’t 
directly in front of them. This means they can create men-
tal plans for their future behavior. Now, you can’t simply 
hide that marker out of reach. Your toddler remembers 
how much fun she was having drawing on the cat, and she 
is not as easily distracted!
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