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CREATING A 
CALMER 

CLASSROOM…

Tere Bowen-Irish OTR/L
www.allthepossibilitiesinc.com

tereirish@gmail.com

Welcome

■ Today we will…
■ Look at the concept of self regulation, wellness 

and mindfulness
■ Have a bit of brain research 
■ Consider other factors that set the mood…
■ Dive into strategies
■ Take away strategies to try in your environment.
■ Plus have some fun! 

How can we bring 
our expertise to 

chat with the 
teacher regarding 

this issue?

On my menu today…

■ I’m here to offer you a plate of appetizers 
for you to try…You may find one strategy 

works with one of your students and 
another works with the entire class.
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I give you permission to feel silly….. First, let’s look at the definition of self regulation

■ Regulation of emotions while responding to the 
stressors-burdens-demands of experience

■ It is multi-faceted because it includes inhibition, 
initiation and variation in one’s behaviors

■ It is developmental and a necessary skill to function in 
everyday life

Considering student style, the book, Self 
Reg by Stuart Shanker says

■ “The autonomic nervous system (ANS) 
transitions between arousal states….arousal 
regulation is a function of the 
complimentary forces of sympathetic 
nervous system(SNS) and the 
parasympathetic nervous system (PNS)”.

■ “The more stress a child is under, the harder 
his brain finds it to manage these 
transitions”

Shanker stresses…
■ “Self regulation is a 5-step method…”
1. Recognizing when a child is overstressed
2. Identifying stressors
3. Reducing stressors
4. Helping him become aware of what he or she 

needs for themselves
5. Development of self-regulation strategies

Can we take this 
individual explanation 

and bring it to 
classroom 

considerations
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In the last decade brain research has 
found that …
■ “The capacity of the pre-frontal cortex to play a 

rational, inhibitory role (for example of weighing 
the value of immediate reward against a long term 
gain or cost) is significantly reduced when 
someone’s stressload is excessive.”

■ “Especially important is the 
hypothalamus…because of the critical role it 
plays in a variety of systems….immune system, 
body temp, hunger, thirst, fatigue, circadian 
rhythms, heart rate, breathing digestion …..all of 
this is tied to the limbic system to determine if it 
is a threat…”

It is complex mixture

feelings

thoughts

Physiological 
experiences

Bodily 
action

In a classroom 
this is x20-25 

students

LET’S LOOK AT 
ESSENTIALS FOR 
ANY NERVOUS 
SYSTEM TO FEEL 
SAFE…

Environment

■ Routine and ritual
■ Feels safe and comfortable
■ Opportunity to simmer, rejuvenate or get away
■ Time for social sharing, purposeful work, successes 

and help in dealing with failure
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MEANINGFUL STIMULATION 
EQUALS LEARNING…

•Whatever is novel, alerts
•Whatever is fast, excites

•Whatever is routine or familiar, 
soothes and composes.

•Whatever is slow, relaxes. 
• Mildred Ross OTR/L

Let’s dive right in to some ideas… Do kids 
understand the basic benefits of breathing 

■ Yes, it is something we all do…but do we educate kids to use it 
as a way of refocusing? Rebooting? Recharging?

This is what happens physiologically 
when you just breathe…
■ Heart slows down on exhalation
■ The vagus nerve, gets the message to slow the heart 

muscles-physiological relaxation.
■ Get the beat, feel the rhythm….decrease the blood 

pressure

Think of not only your 
children with diagnosis’ that 
don’t allow a full deep 
breath…how about the 
shallow, mouth breathers?

■ Here is a sample 
of Balloon 
Breathe

■ Now, Belly Brain 
Waves from the 
Drive Thrus



Handout for the Therapro webinar A Therapist’s Role in Creating a Calmer Classroom
 presented by presented by Tere Bowen-Irish, OTR/ L - October 26, 2021

Copyright © 2021 Tere Bowen-Irish.   All rights reserved. No part of this material shall be 
reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without permission from the author.

Our unique perspective may 
help the teacher realize that 
our suggestions can work

■ All the more reason 
to show up, model 
and participate…then 
they will realize you 
are not arm chair 
thinking but rather 
truly seeing what’s 
what!This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC 

BY-SA-NC

We all know what dysregulation looks like!

Disorganization High level of 
arousal

Disconnect 
between goal and 

response

Inappropriate 
behavior under 

instruction

Inability to tolerate 
the sensations of  
distress to meet a 

need

Teacher says: Students are too hyper, 
they don’t calm down…

■ Therapist says try…
■ Routines/rituals Deep breathing
■ Low demand Chair push ups
■ Music 60 beats per minute Mantras
■ Soft voice Chewing straw, crunchy            

Headphones-ear plugs
■ Rocking chairs, ball chairs Heavy work
■ Foot roller, theraband Weighted blanket
■ Dim light Neck roll
■ Rhythmic counting bean bag chair
■ A getaway spot predictable schedule
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Teacher says:
“These kids are not alert enough to teach”

■ Therapist Says:
■ Novelty
■ A little stress such as a 

timed timer
■ Brighter lights
■ Loud and lively music
■ Intonation of voice
■ Snapping, clapping, 

movement breaks
■ Fidget toys

■

■ Brain break
■ Mouth work, suck, 

swallow, chew 
■ Cooler temperatures
■ Seating changes to 

include t-stool, move and 
sit, Howda chair

■ Belly breathing
■ Large movement 

activities prior to sit down

Let’s try out some of the 
new exercises in your 
handouts, plus a couple 
Calming and Stressbusting

■ Pause, Just 
Because

■ Slider Breath
■ Heart Rock
■ Push, Pull, Pause

Changing postures can 
help…Therapist says:

■ Move and sit cushion

■ Rocking chair

■ Chair with arms

■ T-stool

■ Therapy ball sitting

■ Cube chair

■ Bean bag chair

■ On the floor on belly

■ Chair straddling

Zuma chair

This Photo by 
Unknown Author is 
licensed under CC 
BY-SA-NC

Other Tools…

■ Yoga
■ Brain gym
■ Drive Thru Menu Suite
■ Visualization and 

imagery techniques
■ Meditation
■ Exercises in Crazy Busy 

by Hallowell
■ Plain ole exercise!

■ Remember that 
experimentation and 
exploration will help you 
reach and teach others…what 
works for one may not work 
for another.
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Props for the classroom
■ Theraband
■  Theraputty
■  Neck pillows or 

weighted blankets
■  Frequent 

movement breaks
■  Transition bridges 

in between 
subjects

■ Opportunity to let information 
sink in

■  A well-modulated rate and 
pace

■  Fidgets, headphones, earplugs, 
visors, whisper phones

■  An executive space to work 
quietly or to get away

■  Music 

Props continued…
■ Acknowledge that 100% 

attention isn’t realistic
■  Respect for sensory 

needs of all people and 
each person’s 
neuro-diversity

■  Opportunity to change 
positions while working

■  Pulse learning
■  Multi-sensory approach 

to learning

■  Environmental factors 
such as lighting, noise 
level, distractions, etc.

■  A balance of a 
predictable routine 
combined with novel 
approaches to gain 
attention or teach a 
concept

HERE ARE SOME 
PRACTICAL 
IDEAS FOR 
CLASSROOM 
MANAGEMENT! 

Have to toot my own 
horn a bit!
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Encourage the class or individuals to label 
their levels of stress/arousal! Whether it be 
The Alert Program of how does your 
Engine run or The Zones of Regulation

■ Beware…no one is ever always running just right or in the 
green zone all day long…

From the Mind Up 
program by 

Scholastic and 
Goldie Hawn

Using novel and familiar ways

■ Flick lights when its 
time to be quiet or take 
a mindful break or to 
signal bedtime ritual

■ Ringing chime, 
triangle 

■ Call/response…clap, 
slap, tap

■ Walk silently guiding 
the child to dinner 
table, to a place to be 
calm with lights low

■ Start with an object to explore
■ Start circle hours with the same 

poem or reading
■ Or…have a word or action for 

the day…inhibition, that’s my 
mission

■ Let’s try some mindful listening 
ourselves.

The Incredible 5 Point Scale
by Kari Dunn Buron

■ Can be very helpful for dysregulation…usually 
individually, but also in a group setting.

■1 2 3 4 5
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5  We are focused-on task-able to 
inhibit-not blurting-taking care of 
business-flying straight

4 We can do our work, may need 
reminders to get started or focus. Do 
we need a break before sitting?

Incredible 5 point 
scale

3 We may need to ask for help-problem 
solve for breaking the task up into 
bits-a timed timer
2 We start to sputter and “wing it” The 
whole class may need to reset, regroup, 
or recharge. Maybe change 
environment for a brain break.
1 It seems too loud, too chaotic, too 
hurried. People are impulsive, blurting, 
moving fast, we are not always 
listening. Let’s prevent a nose dive.

• Zones of Regulation by Leah Kuypers

■ Curriculum designed to empower student for self regulation 
and emotional control

■ Great activities to help the student become more self aware of 
behaviors, reaction to daily issues, effects of using strategies 
and tools.
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Problem sizing according to color from 
the Zones
■ Tiny 

■ Little

■ Medium

■ Big

■ Huge

Having the teacher use a common 
language for kids, collaborative staff 

and families creates consistency!

Let’s conclude by

■ Creating a visualization…an image…a journey

PEOPLE WILL FORGET WHAT YOU SAID,
PEOPLE WILL FORGET WHAT YOU DID,

BUT PEOPLE WILL NEVER FORGET HOW
YOU MADE THEM FEEL.

Maya Angelou

Thanks so much for coming…
Experiment, Explore and Evaluate
■ Consider all these ideas for expanding your role as 

a school-based therapist
■ If anyone is interested in joining a mindfulness 

group for therapists or would like some coaching 
around being a school-based therapist, please 
contact me at tereirish@gmail.com


