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Aims…

By the end of this session, participants will be able to:

• Understand emotional regulation through the Zones of Regulation 
framework

• Recognise how the nervous system influences behaviour, using a 
polyvagal-informed approach

• Apply the Window of Tolerance to support secondary pupils’ wellbeing 
and learning

• Use simple, practical strategies to promote regulation and engagement in 
everyday classroom practice



WHAT IS THE ONE QUESTION 

CHILDREN ARE CONSTANTLY 

TRYING TO WORK OUT?

Am I doing the 
right thing?

Do people like 
me?

Am I in trouble?How do I fit in?

What will 
happen next?



AM I SAFE?









POLYVAGAL THEORY

Introduced by Dr Stephen Porges (1994)



Ventral Vagal

Sympathetic

Dorsal Vagal - Shutdown

POLYVAGAL THEORY



Ventral Vagal - Safe & Social
Calm, connected, ready to learn.



Sympathetic - Fight or Flight
Agitated, defensive, restless, angry.



Dorsal Vagal - Shutdown
Withdrawn, numb, “I don’t care”



The nervous system 
moves step by step, 
safety builds 
gradually



Co-Regulation/Self-regulation

Co-regulation comes first. 

Co-Regulation is connecting with others to help each other manage emotions and reach goals when self-
regulation is not yet possible or sufficient.

Through consistent co-regulation from trusted adults children 
learn:
• How to recognise their feelings
• Strategies to calm, focus, and problem-solve

Co-regulation leads to the self-regulation. Children are not 
born with self-regulation skills. These skills develop over time 
through experience and support from trusted adults

Self-regulation is the ability to manage your own emotions and 
behaviours to achieve what you need.







What are the 'Zones'?



All zones are okay



Why Zones work for both primary and 
secondary

Simple, 
Visual, 
Non- 

shaming

Helps pupils 
identify early 

signs of 
dysregulation

Creates a 
shared 

emotional 
vocabulary 
across the 

school

Supports 
restorative 
behaviour 

approaches



When the Zones do not fit

• Not one size fits all

• We adapt language and 

approaches

• Focus on safety and 

regulation

"All feelings are 
okay, we are 

helping your body 
feel safe again"



• “How full or empty is your battery right 
now?”

• “Your system is running low.“

• "Your engine is revving high.”

Alternative approaches we 
use



Window of 
Tolerance 



Window of Tolerance 

The Zones help pupils identify how they 

feel, but the Window of Tolerance takes this 

a step further. It helps them understand 

how much emotional intensity they can 

manage before they become overwhelmed 

or shut down.

Language we can use: 

• ‘You’re in your learning window,’

• ‘It looks like your body isn’t quite ready 
to learn yet.'



Practical Strategies for Everyday Classroom 
Use

•Proactive regulation 
strategies
•In-the-moment 
co-regulation
•Restorative 
conversations
•Environmental supports
•Predictable routines
•Language scripts for staff



Practical Strategies



Personalised toolkit
FEEL IT use our senses to support 

regulation and modulation

MOVE IT tools integrate physical 

activity to impact regulation

THINK IT provide thought based 

strategies to help us regulate

DO IT task and goal orientated tools 

involve taking action

CONNECT encourage empathy, 

thinking of others and accessing 

relationships for support



A Whole-School Approach: The Zones of 
Regulation and Window of Tolerance



Our School's Journey...



Our Journey Continued...



A Shared Language for Nervous System States

Felt Experience Polyvagal State Window of Tolerance Zones of Regulation

Fight/flight, 

stress, anger
Sympathetic

Outside your Window of 

Tolerance
Yellow → Red Zone

Safe, calm, 

connected
Ventral Vagal

Within your Window of 

tolerance
Green Zone

Shutdown, low 

energy
Dorsal Vagal

Outside your Window of 

Tolerance Blue Zone



Summary

• The Zones of Regulation framework helps support children to understand 

emotional regulation visually

• The Polyvagal Theory can help us recognise how the nervous system 

influences behaviour

• The Window of Tolerance can help support secondary 

students understand their emotions based on 'capacity'

• There are examples of simple, practical strategies to promote regulation 

and engagement in everyday classroom practice
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