
Preparation 

For younger children, a whole ‘lesson’ about emotion 
regulation may not be appropriate, so we are 
suggesting several shorter activities that you might 
want to build into your timetable across a couple of 
days or even weeks. At this stage in their emotional 
development, younger children often dip in and out 
of strong feelings in line with their ability to tolerate 
intense emotions. This can be a pretty helpful 
coping strategy to prevent them from becoming 
overwhelmed so often. But it does mean that just 
because you have timetabled an activity for that 
moment, some children won’t necessarily want to 
engage. You will of course be used to being flexible to 
individual needs. 

We recommend that you let parents and carers know 
about the activities so that they can support their 
child at home. They may feel anxious about you talking 
about it with their child.  You will be able to explain that 
you are introducing some gentle activities to help 
them if they are feeling upset or worried but that there 
will be no pressure to take part.  You might also invite 
each child to bring in a soft toy from home to use for 
the activities or you can use any resources you already 
have in your room. 

Creating a safe space and ground rules

This session might lead to some emotions being 
triggered in your children. That is okay. In fact, that 
can be really useful. Many of them will be experiencing 
emotions anyway, and they will often be doing this on 
their own. In this session your children can get some 
ideas about how to cope, and what’s more, they won’t 
be alone. This session will help them to learn that 
emotions are normal and not dangerous. 
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Remind children of the members of staff in the 
session right now and safe places they can go during 
or after the session This session has gentle activities 
that most of your children will find helpful and they 
will likely benefit from the connection that working 
in their in their class or group will bring. It is however 
possible that a young child might feel overwhelmed 
by the conversations and would be best supported 
in a smaller group or on their own. Include a reminder 
about your usual respect for each other and add about 
this being a private space where we will all look after 
each other's feelings. 

Outside of these activity sessions, children can and 
should be encouraged to share their own feelings with 
others they trust including those they live with, key 
adults in their EY setting or school and their closest 
friends but to keep other children’s thoughts and 
feelings shared today private.

Learning outcomes

1. to help children recognise their emotions and 
physiological responses

2. for children to know that even though their 
feelings and bodily responses might be really 
upsetting or scary they are normal after 
distressing events

3. for children to be able to know what they can 
do to calm their bodies down when feelings are 
strong and overwhelming

4. for children to know who they can go to for help 
if they are struggling

Lesson plan for emotion regulation in an early years or infant setting
Age group: 3–6 years • Timing: 15 minute activity ideas

Follow up after the session

Try to timetable the session so that break time follows 
straight after. Children can spend time with each other 
informally and ‘let off steam’. Build in a short debrief 
session with the staff team that have supported the 
lesson. Discuss any children you might be worried 
about. 

Self-care for staff: Make time to check in with each 
other as a staff group, thinking about your own self-
care. Supporting emotional children may trigger your 
own emotions. Share ideas together for how you 
each help yourselves feel calm, safe, connected, in 
control and hopeful. Collectively take responsibility 
for checking in with each other later in the day and 
later in the week as part of your commitment to staff 
wellbeing. 

This lesson plan is part of the UKTC Critical Incidents 
resources that also includes:

UKTC Critical Incidents resources

 UKTC Critical incidents guidanceUKTC Critical incidents guidance 

 UKTC Critical incidents INSET sessionUKTC Critical incidents INSET session

 UKTC Policy framework and editable policy template UKTC Policy framework and editable policy template 

 UKTC Working together with parents and carersUKTC Working together with parents and carers

For sources of support, resources and information 
please see UKTC Critical Incidents guidance UKTC Critical Incidents guidance – 
Supplement 6.
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http://www.uktraumacouncil.org/resources/ci-guidance
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http://uktraumacouncil.org/resources/ci-policy
http://uktraumacouncil.org/resources/ci-parents-carers
http://www.uktraumacouncil.org/resources/ci-guidan


might want to build on work you have already done and 
draw on words you have used to name feelings.  You 
could prepare some feelings faces, drawn onto paper 
plates for example. Children could move around the 
room to some gentle music and then when the music 
stops, they can hold up a feelings face and tell you if 
they have been feeling like that. You could then invite 
other children to say if they too have been feeling like 
that. 

It will be helpful to have a selection of feelings faces/
words available including those that are more positive 
as this can bring balance to the conversation. Be 
mindful of cultural diversity in emotional expression 
recognising that children may expression emotions 
differently. Encourage discussion talking about their 
range of feelings. Being able to recognise and name a 
feeling are key steps in starting to regulate it.

4.  What can I do?

Time 3 × 15 mins

Resources 
• Sensory items, cushions, fabrics etc 
• Soft toys/teddies 
• Pots of blowing bubbles

Build up a toolkit of ideas to help with emotional 
regulation after a critical incident. This will help them to 
feel safe and calm at times when their feelings might 
be too much for them. You will want to be flexible as 
your children share their emotional responses and 
let the session change and adapt to their responses. 
This may mean you draw on your own activity ideas 
rather than feel restricted to what is included here. 
Activities that help children develop strategies to cope 
with the strong feelings they have identified earlier 
will be helpful. We want young children to begin to 
find ways of harnessing their emotions rather than 
be frightened by them or trying to fight them or avoid 
them altogether. 

You might draw on your own activities that help 
children feel calm and safe by relaxing their bodies and 
minds or use some described below:

Safe place: Explain that when we think about what 
happened our feelings might get stronger and we 
might sometimes want to go somewhere that feels 
safe and calm.  As a group, explore the spaces inside 
your room(s) and outdoor areas and invite children 
to find a place that feels safe to them. There might 
be opportunities to work with them on adding comfy 

Brief guidance

These activities will likely be delivered in the days and 
weeks following a critical incident. By providing a safe 
space in your setting to talk about feelings and develop 
ways of coping with them, staff can revisit and build 
on these ideas in the months ahead. We strongly 
recommend that these activities are staffed and led 
by familiar staff and that there are enough adults to 
support the class or group. But if you are working 
with external services, you might like them to join and 
support you for some activities e.g. your Educational 
Psychologist. The activities can also be used as further 
opportunities to monitor and support any children you 
are more concerned about. The activities might only 
take 15-20 minutes each and you can build them into 
your day using your knowledge of key times when your 
children best engage and focus.   Allocate roles to staff 
with someone, usually the class teacher/group leader 
leading on delivering the content of the activities 
alongside teaching assistants supporting the children 
with the process. You may want to consider the best 
location in which to lead these activities- it may be in 
your usual room but sometimes being outside or in a 
special sensory space can help children feel safe.

Adaptations for SEND

Draw on your knowledge of how you usually support 
any children with SEND, for example, using visual aids, 
toys and familiar multi-sensory resources you already 
have about emotions such as feelings faces or emoji 
toys. Difficulties in the formal learning curriculum 
don’t necessarily mean difficulties with understanding 
emotions. And difficulties with verbalising and 
expressing emotions doesn’t mean a child is not 
experiencing them. Prepare additional resources 
for any children for whom English is an additional 
language, being mindful that not all emotional 
vocabulary directly translates into other languages. 
Preparing children for whom a change in the timetable 
or the emotional content might be unsettling will be 
important. Use familiar resources such as picture 
timetables and task boards to help those children see 
what is coming up next.

Lesson Content

1. Introduction

Time 5 mins

Explain that these activities are to help with our 
feelings about what happened (name the critical 
incident) using clear language in line with earlier 
explanations given.  You may briefly revisit the ‘story’ 
of what happened to ensure children know this is the 
reason for these activities and to help with building 
their ongoing understanding.

2. Where in my body?

Time 15 mins

Resources 
• Soft toys / teddies 
• Pre-printed  sheets with teddy / body outlines, or plain paper and  
      pens to draw their own

Explain that our bodies are really clever at giving us 
clues about how we are feeling. You might model this 
to them, perhaps using a teddy or soft toy and explain 
how the Teddy has been having a funny feeling in his 
stomach because he was a bit scared about what 
happened. Or you might show that Teddy has eyes 
that are a bit sore because they feel like crying.     

They could each fill in a teddy or human body outline 
marking on anywhere in their body that has been upset 
or tense since the event. They might prefer to do 
this in a group with an adult facilitating and gathering 
their ideas.  As ideas are shared, use the opportunity 
to normalise their responses: “ it is really normal to feel 
upset or confused inside our bodies.  You might notice it 
in your chest or your tummy or even your legs.”

3. What is this feeling?

Time 15 mins

Resources  
• Feelings resources • Faces drawn on paper plates (optional)

Use feelings resources you already have to help 
support emotion vocabulary for this activity.  You 

cushions or beanbags, a pop up tent, some soft 
lighting, textured fabrics.  If it is not possible to have 
a permanent safe place location, you could make a 
comfort box full of sensory items that your children 
can use when they are feeling overwhelmed.

Teddy on the tum: Remind children that our bodies 
feel a bit different when our feelings are strong. 
Helping our breathing be slower and steadier can really 
help our bodies calm down.  Invite the children to lay 
on the floor somewhere and place their teddy on their 
tummy.  Challenge them to breathe slow and steady 
so that their teddy stays on their tummy, moving 
up and down with their diaphragm (rather than their 
chest).  They may want to close their eyes as they 
breathe slowly. And if they want to put a supporting 
hand on their toy to help keep it steady this can still be 
effective as they relax and feel calmer. 

Bubble breathing: Start by demonstrating with a pot 
of bubble mixture and a bubble wand showing how 
a long steady breath makes the best bubbles rather 
than lots of short sharp breaths. Now invite children to 
imagine they are blowing a big bubble. Can they take 
a deep breath and then blow out slowly as if creating 
a really big bubble? Then as they exhale slowly they 
can imagine their bubble floating away into the sky. 
Encourage children to notice how their bodies feel 
calmer and relaxed or they might use their own words 
to describe this. If resources allow you might give each 
child their own small pot of bubbles so they can blow 
real bubbles rather than just imagining them. 

5. Where can I get more help?

Time 15 mins

 
Talk together about the people we like to be around 
when we are feeling upset or worried.  Encourage 
children to name adults at home and school as well 
as friends.  They may also want to name pets who 
give them comfort when they are upset.  Make paper 
chains of people, supporting children to draw or write 
the different names of people in their support team. 

Put together a poster to keep up in your room that has 
photos of all the staff that are here to help them with 
their feelings. As a class/group agree a strategy to help 
children to let an adult know if their feelings are hurting. 
This might include agreeing a simple resource (e.g. a 
wooden cube) to be put into an adults hand as a sign 
that they are upset or taking a teddy from the comfort 
box to hug and showing an adult how they are feeling. 
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