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It’s a Brain Thing
Escalation and Co-Regulation

UNDERSTAND/CHANGE LENS

THINK AHEAD

ADJUST EXPECTATIONS

SHIFT APPROACH & ENVIRONMENT

PLAN TOGETHER
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When a student is not doing well, how does your 
brain respond?
–What assumptions does it make, and why?

▪Values, experience, biases, knowledge, and impulse
–What emotions does it provoke?

▪Do you take things personally?
▪How long does it take to recover?

–What does it cause you to do in response?
▪What do you say? 
▪What do you do?



–Neuroception
▪ “Neuroception is our ‘bottom’ brain’s sense of safety to the 

environment, to situations, and to people.“
▪ It is subconscious
▪ It can be “inaccurate”

oWhen the sub-conscious brain feels danger, even though there is 
none
➢ Early or ongoing trauma/stress

oAnything the brain associates with previous danger:
➢Tones of voice
➢Types of people
➢Similar situations
➢Sensory inputs (sounds, smells, etc.)
➢ Internal sensations/thoughts
➢ (Eventually) Stress of any nearly any type, including cognitive 

demands



–Pathways:
▪ Green (ventral vagal)
▪ Red (sympathetic)
▪ Blue (dorsal vagal)

–Pathways apply to everyone, not just youth
–Your pathway (at any given moment), determines your ability 

to:
▪ Think & focus (cognitive)
▪ Connect socially
▪ Co-regulate/calm down others
▪ Respond to in-the-moment situations, including positive situations



“Inability to calm defense 
systems in safe environments 
leads to habitual hypervigilant, 
alarmed state.”

“Inability to activate defense 
systems in a risk environment 
leads to inadequate response—
either dulled and unaware or 
high risk taking.” 

From Polyvagal Flip Chart by Deb Dana 

Neuroception Link



–The Green Pathway is a “system of safety and connection”
–The Red Pathway is a “system of mobilization” (fight/flight)
–The Blue Pathway is a “system of immobilization.” (shut 

down)

All evolved to help with survival. 
All are autonomic states.



Adult’s Not Only Co-Regulate with Children/Teens, 
Our Interactions Teach Them How to Regulate



When it comes to “challenging behaviors”,
we usually ask the wrong questions

–Most adults focus on the behavior (e.g. swearing, yelling, opposition), and 
trying to eliminate it. 

–But the behavior is the symptom, not the actual issue. 
▪ Most of us were brought up this way
▪ Our gut reactions want to deal with behaviors
▪ But we live in 2021. We have more information now.

–Neuroception (and behaviors stemming from unsafe neuroception) won’t be 
fixed with a behavior “point card”.

–Escalation due to unreasonable cognitive demands won’t be fixed by a 
trip to the principle’s office or a good “talking to”.

–Family stress, poverty, or violence won’t be fixed with an “incentive” or 
behavior plan.



Proactive Strategies



Proactive Strategies
–Being proactive is hard!

▪ All humans are very “in the moment”, and 
it takes practice to be proactive about 
something that is not happening or that 
could happen

-Prioritize connection over compliance
- Ending negative interactions quickly, not 

falling back on unhelpful responses
- Teaching the person about their brain 

(when they are ready) to help them build 
their “toolbox” of understanding and 
coping skills
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–Take a moment before kids enter the 
room to assess which Pathway you’re on
–Mentally prepare for how to respond to 

specific students/situations
▪ Practice, if possible (even if you’re 

alone!)
– If you are dysregulated, you won’t be able 

to co-regulate with students
▪ And you will set off unsafe neuroception

–This isn’t an “uh-huh” and move on thing. 
It’s intentional.

What is your pathway?



Neuroception Supports

– Don’t stand over them. 
Move slowly

– Give space when 
needed, physical 
affection when needed

– Lean back, keep 
engaged and looking at 
them
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– Use a soft and warm 
tone, even if it takes 
effort

– This means you need to 
stop and think before 
talking!

– Speak slowly and model 
thinking

– Have warm eyes and 
expressions

– Focus on soothing first, 
talking later

– Avoid too much verbal

– Adjust expectations 
during dysregulation

– Give 1:1 help if that 
helps with 
expectations/regulations

Our Faces/Voices Our Bodies Our Demands



System
Neuroception Supports
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– Students can’t learn or control behaviors when on the Red or Blue 
pathways

– We need to be able to be flexible for students who are coming to 
school with outside stress

– Re-interpreted stress-related behaviors (dysregulation) 

– Allow for work modification/flexibility 

– Connect and help to regulate onto the Green Pathway, if possible



System
Neuroception Supports
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– We need to address the safety issues that are caused by school 
expectations, situations, or setting.

– Specific adult to work on connection and relationship (e.g. routine-
based activities to provide safety cues, sensory)

– Adjustment of academic expectations

– Proactive, practiced plans to help with dysregulated-related 
behavior and to help a child get back onto the Green Pathway 
after dysregulation 



Julieta gives Mark time 
to think. 

She ensures a 
significant amount of 

practicing to make the 
plan less abstract

She honors Mark’s idea 
to go on a walk and 

makes the plan 
centered around that

Julieta does not expect 
Mark to follow the plan 
perfectly the first time 

She does not insist he 
“say something” before 
leaving the classroom, 
and specifically makes 
a plan that allows for 

her to be silent

Julieta talks to Mark in 
a quiet environment

She proactively 
supports Mark’s other 

struggles using 
Cognitive Supports

She hangs the visual by 
the door so that it is 
handy for Mark to 

grab

Julieta envisions a 
specific scenario where 

Mark is likely to 
struggle—in this case, 
calming down after 

getting frustrated. She 
takes him aside 

proactively, rather than 
trying to talk while he 

is struggling

Julieta understands that 
Mark’s brain does not 
allow him to process 

“the plan” in the 
moment. 

His executive 
dysfunction means he 
has no cognitive tools 
to calm down quickly 

when upset
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Adjust 
Expectations

Change 
Approach/ 

Environment Plan TogetherThink AheadUnderstanding



In-the-Moment Strategies



–The short answer: I don’t know
–There is not a “magic solution” or strategy that can calm 

anyone instantly
–You have to use your judgment

▪ If you’re reactive or making conclusions about a student (e.g. “what 
a little asshole!”) you’re being swept along and aren’t in control

▪ If you’re power-struggling or arguing, you aren’t in control
–The goal should be (if possible): 

▪ Co-regulate back to Green Pathway
▪ Prompt student to regulate (via a proactive plan)
▪ Not to provoke more intense responses
▪ Not to contribute to an ongoing negative interaction pattern 

between the two of you



When Plans Don’t Work
–Adults/supporters should also plan and 

practice what to do if the plan is not
followed for some reason.
▪ Respond to every 3rd statement if 

person is oppositional and not allowing 
disengagement.

▪ Say, “I need a minute to think” or “I’m 
following the plan” to try and buy time.

▪ Model (& achieve!) regulation by 
taking time to think and taking a 
breath before saying anything. 
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Implementing the Plan/Addressing Issues

DON’T CORRECT—PROMPT!

Correcting VS. Prompting

“Stop doing that!” VS. 
“Think about what you’re 

doing.”

“You said that you would go 

outside when you get upset!”
VS. “Think about the plan.”

“Don’t you see why that 

won’t work?”
VS.

“Can we stop and think to 

see if there is a better way?”

After you have prompted, don’t talk!
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Why Prompt?

 We can’t expect the person’s brain to 

remember the plan (or what they wanted to 

do) in the moment. 

 This is about processing and thinking. Once 

there is a prompt, the goal is to step back

and let the rest of the thinking process 

happen. That is how skills are built over time!
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 It encourages the brain to think!

 How many behaviors could be prevented the 

person could improve in their ability to stop 

and think about what they are doing?

 Over time, thinking may improve 

independently 

 Successful plans means skills can be built

 Practice makes “perfect”

WHY PROMPT?
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Negative 
Interaction 
Patterns

- We try and avoid and 
address negative 
interaction patterns by:

- Prioritizing connection 
over compliance

- Ending negative 
interactions quickly, 
not falling back on 
unhelpful responses

- Teaching the person 
about their brain
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Avoiding Negative Interaction 
Patterns

–View what is happening as an 
immediate, threat-response by the 
person’s brain
–What is helpful and unhelpful when 

your brain is in a threat response? 
▪ View what is being said as unhelpful 

scripts
– Impulsive, unthought out

▪ A sign they need to stop, think, and 
calm down/reset
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Escalation: What to Avoid

–Avoid harsh, angry, frantic, or frustrated tones of voice

▪ Think you “got this” even if you’re escalated? You probably overestimate yourself.

–Avoid loud volumes

▪ If you’re talking over the student “so they can hear”, we’re probably talking too 
much and impulsively 

–Don’t respond to immediate statements/opposition

▪ “That’s rude”

▪ “That’s not very nice”

▪ Using your vocal cords at all



Escalation: What to Do

–Slow down the situation if possible

▪ Both parties benefit

– Feel your pathway, and identify your pressures

▪ Is the language triggering you?

▪ Are you trying to meet other kids’ needs?

▪ Are you “over it” with this particular student?

▪ Are you worried that “they are going to have to learn…”

–Respond and prompt any proactive plans you’ve made 
with the student

–Adjust expectations

–Our goal is to manage until the student is ready for connection 
and co-regulation



Escalation: What to Do

– If escalation gets to violence:

▪ Consider asking other students to leave

▪ Consider “swapping out” with another adult (if possible)

▪ Ask a trusted adult to come to the classroom

▪Move away, give space, think hard before calling law 
enforcement or school personnel who will try and use “might”, 
threats, or power-struggles to handle the situation. 

▪ If possible, give the student space and time to 
de-escalate 



After Escalation

– Escalation itself is not a “failure” on anyone’s part

–Our success (as the supporting adult) should be on how we planned ahead and 
responded

▪ There will always be things we could have done differently. Identify what those were, 
practice them, and try again next time

– Every time a student escalates and you help them
de-escalate, you are doing a critical thing for
their long-term emotional regulation. 

▪ It is a SUCCESS when students escalate and 
de-escalate. Don’t punish them afterward!



– It is normal to feel as if these reactive strategies “aren’t 
enough”. 
▪ Not knowing how to de-escalate a student doesn’t mean it’s now all 

on them. We have to keep exploring.
▪ The emphasis must be on the proactive. That is where we see 

success and skill-building in students. 
▪ If you’re looking for a more satisfying answer to “What should I do?” 

ask yourself if you’ve done everything you could proactively. 
(Probably not!)

–When in doubt:
▪ Adjust expectations
▪ Give time/space
▪ Maintain connection
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