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			WELCOME!

			Working with children and adolescents struggling to manage their emotions is a special privilege that brings with it reward, constant recalibration, and the reality that for all of us, the road to emotion regulation requires tenacity and the proper tools. Thank you for reading this book as part of your journey to help the children or adolescents in your life more effectively manage their emotions.

			This book is designed to be used by adults who are assisting children or adolescents in their homes, in schools, or in other settings with identifying strategies that will help them increase their ability to regulate their emotions. The emotion regulation strategies described throughout this book have roots in cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), dialectical behavior therapy (DBT), and positive psychology. CBT, DBT, and positive psychology are models that show much promise in assisting children who are struggling to regulate their emotions. You will find activities throughout the book that you might want to complete with a child or adolescent. These activities could also be completed independently by the child or adolescent up to the task. Blank versions of these activities are included in the appendix and online. 

			Special note for caregivers and therapists: Please take a moment to congratulate the child who is reading this with you. If they recognize they need help managing their emotions, they have taken the biggest step in this process: becoming aware. Effective emotion management can lead to more successful relationships, increase the positive feelings the child has about themselves, and help the child’s daily life run more smoothly. Managing emotions is a lifelong journey that takes hard work. Remind the child or adolescent that there are times when we all feel more successful than others, and that’s okay. The most important part of this journey is to keep moving forward, trying new things, and being kind to ourselves.
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			INTRODUCTION 	

			Emotion Regulation

			For twenty years I have had the opportunity to spend time with children and adolescents struggling with emotion regulation. Some of these children had received formal diagnoses including but not limited to autism spectrum disorder (ASD), mental health disorders, and attentional disorders. Others had never received nor perhaps warranted a formal diagnosis, but struggled with managing their emotions effectively.

			Emotion regulation falls under the complex construct of self-regulation. Self-regulation is a person’s ability to take control over inner states or responses with regard to thoughts, emotions, attention, and performance (Bell and Deater-Deckard 2007; Vohs and Baumeister 2004). Self-regulation also includes a person’s ability to manage the input they receive in their sensory environment.

			Emotion regulation has received more intense study in recent years (Igna and Stefan 2015) in light of the fact that the ability to manage emotions underlies many of the skills we need in our everyday lives to be effective socially, sustain friendships, be successful in school, obtain and maintain a job, and find some measure of enjoyment in life (Bell and Deater-Deckard 2007; Denham et al. 2012). Dealing with a pandemic also triggered a lot of much-needed conversations about emotion regulation. Challenges with emotion regulation have also been associated with aggression in childhood (Röll et al. 2012), offering further evidence that it is imperative to study emotion regulation in order to develop effective strategies to mitigate dysregulation.

			The regulation of one’s emotions can be very difficult. In fact, emotion regulation is a skill as well as a developmental milestone, meaning young children must learn regulation strategies throughout their development. For example, evidence for emotion management has been seen as early as infancy, when at three months of age, infants engage in thumb sucking in order to regulate their arousal levels (Ekas et al. 2013). Thumb sucking is, in essence, an early coping strategy—a skill designed to manage emotions more effectively.

			In addition, researchers have examined the relationship between emotional awareness, knowledge of emotions, emotion regulation, and school success (Denham et al. 2012). The ability to manage emotions has been found to be predictive of later school success (Denham et al. 2012). It is, therefore, critical for us to examine emotion regulation and the ways in which to help children and adolescents develop the skills necessary to manage their emotions.

			In order to create impactful interventions, it is important to explore early developmental milestones associated with emotion regulation. These include but are not limited to sucking, rooting, head turning, and self-touch (Bridges and Grolnick 1995; Ekas et al. 2013; Kopp 1982). Infants may even learn that playing with or seeking an interesting toy may serve to minimize their distress (Ekas et al. 2013). The development of cognitive and motor skills serves to further increase the infant’s use of behavioral strategies to regulate emotions (Ekas et al. 2013). These behavioral strategies include shifting attention away from emotion-eliciting stimuli, shifting attention to the mother, and distracting oneself. All of these behavioral strategies were seen to increase the ability to regulate emotions (Ekas et al. 2013).

			Literature examining the development of empathy has also shed light on infants’ abilities to understand emotions, react in an empathic manner, and regulate their own emotions (Hutman and DaPretto 2009; Upshaw et al. 2015). These early signs of understanding emotions, reacting empathically, and regulating emotion can include imitating emotions, responding with distress when someone else is distressed (emotional contagion), and matching the emotions of a caregiver (emotion matching) (Hutman and DaPretto 2009).

			Research has identified groups of children who may be less likely to develop effective emotion regulation. Individuals with ASD, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), attachment disorder, depression, anxiety, learning challenges, and attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), as well as other disorders or limitations, often exhibit difficulties with emotion regulation. Due to language barriers, access challenges, and environmental risks, those growing up with socioeconomic disadvantages have been shown to be more at risk for challenges with emotion regulation, as have children from underrepresented populations (Leijten et al. 2015).

			Support for emotion regulation is not always included in school intervention plans or deemed worthy of the creation of an educational support plan, despite the fact that many school personnel recognize the relationship between emotion regulation and school success. With or without a formal plan in place, it is critical that teachers and other caregivers know how to use strategies to help children and adolescents regulate their emotions to prevent a possible crisis (e.g., suicide, aggression, interactions with the law) and to increase academic success (Akin-Little et al. 2004; Barnhill and Myles 2001; Fried 2011). Studies in which children received early intervention around emotion regulation have identified a later decrease in internalizing disorders such as anxiety and depression. The studies have also found that the ability to regulate more effectively increased based upon early interventions (Fisak et al. 2011; Rapee 2013). McGilloway et al. (2012) established evidence for positive change for individuals with externalizing disorders (e.g., conduct disorder, ADHD) following support around emotion regulation. It is important, then, to provide early intervention, intervene prior to crises, increase skills, and put supports in place.

			This book is a collection of comprehensive, user-friendly strategies rooted in cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), dialectical behavior therapy (DBT), and positive psychology (PP) that show empirical promise in working with children and adolescents with a variety of diagnosed and undiagnosed challenges.

			— A Quick Note About Autism Spectrum Disorders
and Emotion Regulation —

			CBT, DBT, and positive psychology have received growing attention as treatment modalities that can effectively support children with ASD (cf. Attwood 2003; Attwood and Garnett 2013; Hartmann et al. 2012; Reaven 2009; White et al. 2009). According to their parents, children with ASD exhibit higher levels of negative affect—anxiety, mood lability, and anger—throughout their lives (White et al. 2009). Emotional state and social functioning are inextricably linked, suggesting the havoc that dysregulated emotional reactions can wreak (Mazefsky et al. 2012). It is, therefore, critical that we find ways to intervene effectively with children with ASD struggling with emotional regulation. In addition to the social risk factors, emotional dysregulation can create tremendous struggles with depression, anxiety, and anger for children on the spectrum.

			Intended Readership

			This book offers specific strategies that can assist children and adolescents with regulating their emotions more effectively. It can be helpful to children who are struggling to manage emotions such as anxiety, depression, or anger but do not necessarily meet the criteria for a specific diagnosis. Many children and adolescents need help with emotion regulation. In fact, at one time or another, all of us need help managing our emotions.

			The activities in this book were written to assist clinicians, parents, teachers, and other professionals to think outside the box and support children and adolescents with meaningful, empirically based interventions. Many children and adolescents struggling with mental health difficulties or social interactions exhibit these issues in a way that might be easily misconstrued as willful behavior challenges rather than skill-based deficits. This book looks at emotion regulation as a skill that requires effective interventions.

			Emphasis of the Book

			As mentioned earlier, this book is designed for adults (teachers, caregivers, clinicians) to use with children and adolescents in order to assist them with developing their ability to regulate their emotions more effectively. Given the importance of teaching self-advocacy and independence, children and adolescents can also be encouraged to try some of the activities independently.

			As is true in many situations, prevention is the best intervention. For example, your child is invited to a birthday party to play team sports. Team sports are very stressful for this child due to challenges with gross motor skills, impulsivity, and an intense dislike for situations that involve the potential for losing. You are left with a couple of options: 

			
					As the caregiver, you can avoid the situation completely and decline the invitation; 

					You can accept but fill your child’s toolbox with strategies ahead of time; or

					You can hope for the best and see what happens. 

			

			Depending upon the level of anxiety the birthday party might create for this particular child, you may choose any of these options.

			If you choose option A without discussing it with the child, the child won’t learn anything. If you choose option A and decide to discuss it with the child, you might explain the fact that there are certain situations that remain challenging for them. You can encourage the child to learn skills that will help them manage their emotions in those situations. This book will help children learn those skills. If you choose option B, this book can help you fill your toolbox with strategies that you can use in a preventive manner to assist the child with a more successful birthday party experience. It is also important to discuss this plan with the child to model problem-solving. If you choose option C and the birthday party becomes stressful, you might use the activities in this book to help the child work through challenges in the moment. Finally, if you choose options B or C and things do not go as well as you’d hoped (in fact, things go very poorly), you can use the activities to help you process the positives and negatives after the fact—once the child (and you) has calmed down and is ready to assess how things went.

			This workbook will help adults, children, and teens reach the following goals:

			
					Develop a better understanding of CBT, DBT, and positive psychology and the ways in which these frameworks can be helpful for somebody struggling with emotion regulation.

					Deepen your understanding of the challenges associated with emotion regulation.

					Create a better understanding of anxiety, depression, and anger and the strategies that CBT, DBT, and positive psychology offer for children wanting to help themselves through their emotional challenges.

					Identify the strengths on which you are building interventions. All interventions must be based upon a solid foundation of strengths in order to be effective.

					Increase strategies for addressing feelings related to anxiety, depression, and anger.

					Identify a link between thoughts, feelings, and actions.

					Increase the ability to be a flexible thinker.

					Identify the “thinking pitfalls” that interfere with progress.

					Create a toolbox of strategies that will consistently and effectively address anxiety, depression, and anger.

					Learn a number of skills that will increase the ability to make and keep relationships.

			

			Goals

			If you are reading this book, I assume you have some concerns about a child’s emotion regulation. It is often helpful to identify specific goals before trying strategies. Since learning new skills often involves a team effort, teachers, children, and caregivers can work together and align their goals. If you are a teacher, ask yourself, what are your emotion regulation goals for the child? What are the child’s goals (to the best of your knowledge) around regulating their emotions? What are the caregivers’ goals? Your goals, the child’s goals, and the caregivers’ goals might be different, and that’s okay. It is important, however, that you attempt to find some common ground.

			For example, one of your goals may be: My child will identify situations that are challenging for them and pre-plan strategies. Whereas one of the child’s goals may be to stay calm at school. These goals are obviously related, and the strategies in this book will offer pathways that help children achieve them. Table 1 (next page) provides sample goals. You will find a blank form in the appendix and online. 

			

			Please note: If writing is a barrier for the child and these activities become arduous as a result, please offer alternatives to writing so the activities can be as meaningful as possible. The activities are designed to provide visual information and feedback based upon research showing that visual supports often make information more meaningful.

		

		
			
				
					
						
							
							
						
						
							
									
									Table 1: GOALS

								
							

							
									
									Name:                                                                               

								
									
									Date:                                                                                

								
							

						
					

				

				
					
						
							
							
							
						
						
							
									
									Professional

								
									
									Child/Adolescent

								
									
									Caregiver

								
							

							
									
									
											My child will identify situations that are challenging for them and pre-plan strategies.

									

								
									
									
											I will stay calm at school.

									

								
									
									
											My child will understand their emotions better.

									

								
							

							
									
									
											My child will ask for help when they are struggling to manage their emotions.

									

								
									
									
											I will ask my teacher for help when I need it.

									

								
									
									
											My child will stay in control of their emotions at school and at home.

									

								
							

							
									
									
											My child will use strategies (with and without prompting) to help them manage their emotions more effectively throughout the day.

									

								
									
									
											I will take a break at school when I need one.

									

								
									
									
											My child will use strategies to manage their emotions in difficult situations.

									

								
							

						
					

				

			

		

	

		

		
			Chapter 1 	

			A STEP TOWARD EMOTION REGULATION:
MODELS OF INTERVENTION

			There are a number of empirically tested models of intervention that are effective for children and adolescents struggling with emotion regulation. This book will specifically examine and describe intervention strategies that fall under the umbrella of 
	CBT, DBT, and positive psychology. 

			Cognitive Behavioral Therapy

			CBT is one of the most empirically tested models of treatment in the mental health field across ages and challenges (Bearman and Weisz 2012; Briers 2009; Chahar et al. 2020). The premise of CBT is that thoughts, behaviors, and emotions are connected and that negative thoughts can adversely impact behavior and emotions. Many studies have examined the use of CBT with children and adolescents struggling with developing effective skills for emotion regulation (Chansky 2008, 2014; Szigethy et al. 2012). One such study examined the use of CBT interventions with very young children and found promising results (Hirshfeld-Becker et al. 2008).

			Overview

			In the 1960s Aaron Beck introduced CBT. This methodology described the impact thoughts and perceptions had on feelings, behaviors, and physiological reactions.

			CBT is a hybrid of strategies aimed at eliciting cognitive, behavioral, emotional, and social change (Briers 2009; Szigethy et al. 2012). For the sake of ease in this book, CBT describes therapeutic interventions that address the relationship between thoughts/perceptions, emotions, and behaviors.

			A Note about Triggers

			Much of CBT and DBT focuses on the impact a trigger has on a person’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. A trigger is something that causes an action or reaction. For example, nails on a chalkboard (trigger) cause people to cringe, yell, run out of the room, and generally react negatively. Conversely, the smell of warm vanilla (trigger) might trigger hunger, memories of baking (trigger), excitement over the chance to eat something delicious, and generally positive feelings. Triggers are further explored throughout this book, as they are important to understand. Once children have a better understanding of their triggers, their ability to manage emotional reactions will increase.

			Cognitive Behavioral Therapy and Emotion Regulation:
Evidence-Based Implications for Practice 

			Research has been conducted examining the effectiveness of using CBT with children and adolescents struggling with emotion regulation. These studies have shown that CBT is a powerful, effective model for working with children and adolescents struggling with emotion regulation, particularly in the areas of improved coping, decreased emotional dysregulation, and increased emotional awareness (Allen 2011; Hirshfeld-Becker et al. 2008; Rapee 2013; Suveg et al. 2009). The main components of CBT are described below:

			
					Psychoeducation: Psychoeducation describes the process of helping a child understand that feelings—positive and negative—are universal. Through psychoeducation, children learn to better understand their feelings and identify different skills that will help them more effectively manage their emotions. Psychoeducation also includes education about the fact that emotions like anxiety, for example, are part of the brain’s protective response (Chansky 2014). 

					Somatic management: Somatic management describes the skills children and adolescents learn to prevent and counter the body’s fight-flight-freeze-fall asleep response (Chansky 2014). For example, a child (Dara) might learn to lie on her stomach and spell her name with each breath she takes: D (breath) A (breath) R (breath) A (breath)

			

			This relaxation technique might dissuade her body’s fight-flight-freeze-fall asleep response from activating or calm that response before it increases. 

			

			
					Cognitive restructuring: Cognitive restructuring describes the process by which a child or adolescent recognizes negative automatic thinking and learns to flip those thoughts to more realistic, adaptive thoughts that will help facilitate effective emotion regulation (Chansky 2014). 

					Problem-solving: Problem-solving involves developing strategies that assist the child or adolescent in emotionally charged situations. It is helpful to identify specific situations in which the problem strategies might be most useful. 

					Exposure: Exposure includes gradual, systematic, and controlled experiences with feared situations in order to realize the fears about the situation are not realistic (Chansky 2014; Velting et al. 2004). 

					Relapse prevention: Relapse prevention includes devising a plan that will assist a child with avoiding setbacks and generalizing strategies across multiple environments and situations.

			

			Let us look at how CBT might be helpful for Jonathan. Jonathan is a third grader who demonstrates characteristics of ASD but has never received a formal diagnosis. He struggles with sustaining friendships, emotion regulation, and anxiety and is sensitive to auditory stimuli. The following situation often arises, disrupting Jonathan’s friendships. Jonathan is quick to make a new friend and then spends a lot of time with that one friend. Inevitably, the friend does something that triggers Jonathan’s auditory sensitivities, such as loud chewing, humming, singing, or some other loud noise, and Jonathan perceives this stimulus as purposeful and hurtful. These moments usually end with Jonathan screaming at the friend, thereby effectively ending the friendship and leaving Jonathan with more anxiety and chronic stomachaches until he finds a new friend.

			
					Psychoeducation: In Jonathan’s case, psychoeducation around his auditory sensitivity, distorted thinking, and subsequent anxiety could help him shift his perspective in social interactions. A shift in perspective might help Jonathan move from feeling attacked to recognizing that the peer’s actions were just mundane, non-purposeful activities that triggered an emotional reaction in him. If he were able to look at the interaction through the lens of accidental irritation versus purposeful irritation on the part of his friend, he might react differently, be in control of his emotional response, and maintain the friendship.

					Somatic management: Jonathan’s fight-flight-freeze-fall asleep response seems to be triggered when he hears a loud or noxious sound. Pairing psychoeducation regarding triggers and distorted thinking with strategies that can calm his body in a challenging situation might assist Jonathan with emotion regulation.

					Cognitive restructuring: Jonathan’s automatic thinking that his friend was intentionally trying to upset him caused an emotional meltdown. If Jonathan were able to examine the evidence available (Chansky 2014) in the situation, he would be able to flip his thoughts to ones that supported emotion regulation rather than aggravated the process. A more realistic coping thought for Jonathan might be: “My friend is making a loud noise, and he doesn’t realize it’s bothering me.”

					Problem-solving: Once Jonathan can normalize his anxiety and recognize the situations that are most triggering for him, he can develop strategies that will best assist him through the stressful situations.

					Exposure: Exposure to different noises and learning ways to cope with the noises more effectively would be helpful for Jonathan. These new coping strategies would then assist him when triggering situations arise with a friend.

					Relapse prevention: Creating a toolbox of strategies for Jonathan; clearly identifying the situations, people, and triggers that are challenging; and developing clear (visual) supports that Jonathan can use will help him avoid setbacks in his ability to manage emotions.

			

			Specific intervention strategies for emotion regulation incorporating CBT are described in chapters 3, 4, and 5.

			— A Quick Note about Autism Spectrum Disorder —

			The components of CBT (as described above), including psychoeducation, somatic management, cognitive restructuring, problem-solving, exposure, and relapse prevention (Velting et al. 2004) have been embedded in a number of treatment programs aimed at children struggling with emotion regulation, including but not limited to children and adolescents on the spectrum (Chalfont et al. 2007; Reaven et al. 2009, 2012; Sofronoff et al. 2007; Wood et al. 2009). These treatment programs include but are not limited to the following: Facing Your Fears: Group Therapy for Managing Anxiety for Children with High-Functioning ASD (Reaven et al. 2012); The Coping Cat program (Keehn et al. 2013); and Multi-Component Integrated Treatment (White et al. 2010).

			Dialectical Behavior Therapy
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