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Objectives

• Review research findings that examine the relationship between social-
emotional competence and self-regulation in school-age children.
• Discuss evidence-based strategies to support children's social-emotional 
competence and self-regulation. 
• Engage in case-based problem-solving to identify strategies to enhance self-
regulation based on a multi-tiered system of supports.



Social Behavior

• Social behavior can broadly be defined as interactions between individuals, groups, 
and in community contexts

• Social behaviors are “observable” and associated with developmental expectations 
(e.g., sharing toys) 

• Social behaviors are sometimes described in terms of positive and negative or 
“undesirable” social behaviors and can be exhibited in social actions such helping 
others and cooperation, to negative behaviors, such as aggression and bullying.

• Tatum, C. (2023, October 24). Social Behavior Definition, Types & Examples.



Example of 
social behavior
• What internal factors such as skills 
and abilities, shape social behaviors?

• What external factors may influence 
social behaviors?



Social behaviors: Example

• Social behaviors are, in part, a manifestation of social-emotional 
competence.

• Social behaviors can also be influenced by context including 
environmental influences and cultural norms.



Social-Emotional Competence, (Schoon, I., 2021)

• Known as more soft skills “non-cognitive”, “character” or “soft skills”, contrasting them 
to more directly assessable cognitive competences

• Enable individuals to express, regulate, understand thoughts, emotions and behaviors 
in everyday situations & interactions with others and to adjust to changing conditions. 

• Research has found that an antecedent of social emotional competence is self-regulation 
(Ben-Asher et al., 2023). 



Social-Emotional Competence
• Social-emotional competence has been linked with better peer relationships and academic 

success (Romero-Ayuso, et al., 2022).

• However, many students do not enter school with requisite self-regulation abilities, and some 
do not develop these skills without support (Webb et al., 2017). 

• Evidence shows that early and appropriate interventions that focus on social-emotional 
development can help to mitigate the effects of negative experiences in ways that lead to 
improved cognitive and social-emotional outcomes.

• “In recent years a growing body of research has demonstrated the strong link between 
young children’s social-emotional competence and their cognitive development, language 
skills, mental health and school success”



The dimensions of social-emotional competence 
in early childhood include
• self-esteem 
• self-confidence 

• self-efficacy 

• self-regulation/self-control 
• personal agency 

• executive functioning - staying focused on a task and avoiding distractions 

• patience - learning to wait 
• persistence – ability to stick with a task in face of opposition

• conflict resolution - resolving disagreements in a peaceful way 

• communication skills - understanding and expressing a range of positive and negative emotions
• empathy - understanding and responding to the emotions and rights of others

• social skills - making friends and getting along with others 

• morality - learning a sense of right and wrong

• https://doorcountyparents.com/protective-factor-5-social-emotional-competence-of-children/

https://doorcountyparents.com/protective-factor-5-social-emotional-competence-of-children/


Self-Regulation

• Self Regulation: The process of applying strategies with 
the end goal of recognizing physical sensations related 
to different activity levels or emotions and to respond 
using preselected strategies to help modify management 
of emotions and behavior (Dunn, 2014; Martini et al., 
2016).



Tenets of 
Self-
Regulation

The processes involved 
in self-regulation can be 
divided into three broad 

areas:

sensory regulation

emotional regulation

cognitive regulation. 
By organizing sensations, 

the child gains control 
over his emotions. A. 

Jean Ayres, 1979



Leah Kuypers 
(2013) Defined 
Self Regulation 
as: Social perspective taking is the ability to 

understand that other people’s thoughts, 
feelings, and experiences are different from 

one’s own and that one’s behavior affects 
others

Kuypers outlined four components of self-
regulation:

emotional 
regulation

cognitive 
regulation

sensory 
processing

social 
perspective 

taking



Examples:
• Sensory Regulation: A person moves to a quiet room while reading a book 

as a means of reducing auditory input to increase concentration.

• Emotional Regulation: A toddler who is able to suppress the emotion of 
wanting to scream when told that it is time to leave a preferred activity such 
as playing at the park

• Cognitive Regulation: A child who realizes the need to stop playing in order 
to take time needed to study for tomorrow's test (being thoughtful and 
planning)

• Social perspective taking: A child completing a group Lego building activity, 
is unable to share the large foundation building blocks. Child does not 
understand how this impacts other group members.



Current 
Research



Our Research: Can Sensory Processing and 
Executive Function predict Social Participation?

• The purpose of this study was to investigate if sensory processing and 
executive function can predict social participation, including social 
competency and antisocial behaviors. 

• Participants of this study included 27 parents or caregivers of children 
5–12 years old recruited from a local school, occupational therapy 
clinics, and a convenience sample.



• The Sensory Processing Measure (SPM-2), the Behavior Rating Inventory 
of Executive Function (BRIEF-2), and the Home and Community Social 
Behaviors Scale (HCSBS) were used to measure the variables under 
investigation.



The results of a multiple linear regression revealed that sensory 
processing and executive function together are strong positive predictors 
of social competence (R= 0.851) and antisocial behaviors (R = 0.8).

In addition, 72% (R2= 0.724) of the variance in social competence and 64% 
(R2 = 0.640) of the variance in antisocial behaviors can be predicted by the 
two variables together.



• When analyzing the variables independently, executive function was 
found to be statistically significant while sensory processing was not.

• Plausible explanation: Sensory processing may be measuring very 
similar aspects as executive function (self-regulation) and is not 
“adding” anything additional to the predictive ability.

• A larger sample is needed (underway)





What is currently happening in your 
school?



Social participation in Schools: A survey (Leigers, K., et, al; 2016)

112 surveys in 36 states (500 sent), early intervention & school-based OT’s

Fewer than half (46.5 %) of OT’s indicated they “understood their role” in addressing social 
participation

57.1% desired greater understanding or ability

Differences based on the following:
Years of experience

Service delivery model used

Services provided by diagnosis category

Implication: OT’s may need to expand current practice in addressing social participation 



What Should OTP Do?  Social Participation

BJOT (2016) Bonnard & Anaby, report a discrepancy between is being done and should be done by SB OT

The scarcity of evidence to describe how school participation is enabled by occupational therapy services may be 
indicative of a gap between what is recommended and actual practice.

Currently:  Partnerships with teachers to increase participation in SB activities, including writing, coloring, cutting, 
using cutlery, and participating in physical activities.

Recommended:     Social occupations including classmate interaction and participation in special roles, clubs, and 
teams. It should consider psychological as well as physical personal factors. Attributing greater importance to 
features of the social environment as assessment and intervention targets could reveal emerging areas for SB 
occupational therapy practice.



ESSA and SISP's

• ESSA is general education legislation (2015) representing the sixth 
reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) 
replacing No Child Left Behind. The focus is on states developing and 
implementing plans for creating school environments that help all 
students succeed in school. 
• Specialized instructional Support Personnel (SISP).  SISPs refers to over 

a million professionals, including school counselors, school nurses, 
occupational therapy practitioners, physical therapists, school 
psychologist, speech language pathologists, and other professionals 
that contribute to student health.
• From https://www.tota.org/assets/FINAL_OT%20ESSA%20Admin_4-

25-22.pdf



A Tiered Approach



Multi-Tiered System of Supports

MTSS includes academic, complex social, Social-Emotional 
Learning (SEL), and behavior support for all students that 
improve school culture and the learning outcomes for all 
students.

MTSS can help enable schools provide the least restrictive 
environment (LRE) for students receiving special education 
services within a general education classroom. 



https://www.lchsspartans.net/apps/pages/index.jsp?uREC_ID=2839925&type=d&pREC_ID=2322292



Occupational Therapy Role: Image From Frolek-Clark, G. 2010



Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) 
Umbrella

Tier 1:Universal screening

Population-based supports for whole school or whole classroom
• *Professional development
• Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS)
• Collaborative teamwork among all stakeholders
• Thoughtful curriculum design
• Data-driven decision making
• *Parental/family/community involvement

https://www.pbis.org/


Case Study 1
Bodie is a 10 years old. 

He is in the 5th grade at a small neighborhood-based school. 

Diagnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. 

Teacher Observations Include:
• Blurts out during Instruction time
• Does not listen during instruction time
• Roams in the classroom
• Gets into peer’s space
• Takes Other’s Items
• Taps and Thumps on Desks
• Impulsive-refuses to show work during math, finished a test in 7 mins (peers 45 mins), made a 40%
• Aggressive and confrontational 
• Engages peers in a negative manner “pokes the bear”, disrupts peers
• Play is aggressive 
• If corrected child complains of being mistreated or treated differently



Home Life:

• Biological dad passed away 
recently

• Stepfather involved
• Mom does not report for parent 

teacher meetings
• Child plays football but short in 

stature
• Mom leaves up to child if he 

wants to take medication or not

Current Classroom Interventions:

• Teacher allows him to walk 
unable to keep hands to himself

• Walks repeatedly around the 
classroom during instruction 

• Unlimited access to calming 
corner-does not use

• Unlimited access to fidgets-he 
misuses and damages

• Uses positive behavioral referral 
in the morning then child got into 
a fight at recess



What are your thoughts?
• What are your thoughts in the area of self regulation--including cognitive regulation, 

emotional regulation, social perspective taking?

• What are your thoughts in the area of social participation?
• What are your thoughts in the area of sensory processing?

• https://jamboard.google.com/d/1CptpktKSY7uAqgdOAo-
bLtBH0PF_TyVL_yIBXK1HBxQ/edit?usp=sharing

https://jamboard.google.com/d/1CptpktKSY7uAqgdOAo-bLtBH0PF_TyVL_yIBXK1HBxQ/edit?usp=sharing
https://jamboard.google.com/d/1CptpktKSY7uAqgdOAo-bLtBH0PF_TyVL_yIBXK1HBxQ/edit?usp=sharing


Tier 1 Strategies



Tier 1

• Population level assessments and interventions (whole school or whole class)

• OT provides consultation to teacher, system, etc.. rather than direct service
• Organized for wellness and prevention

• Assessing the environment for strategies that support learning
• Sensory suggestions that support learning
• Social-emotions strategies
• Positive behavioral supports

• Universal screenings 

• Interventions that consider the optimal time and context for the service or intervention





Set Clear Expectations

Ask students 
what the 
behavior 

expectations 
are.

Can they 
identify 

expectations?



Self-Monitoring strategies
• Visual rubrics—display the steps of a process or depict appropriate behaviors or actions as a 

guide for student

• Goal setting—a meta-cognitive strategy that helps students identify and reflection on target 
performances or behaviors
o Image from https://miller.sandiegounified.org/students/miller_expectations/bathroom_expectations

https://miller.sandiegounified.org/students/miller_expectations/bathroom_expectations


Self-Regulation
• Research is accumulating that movement, and breathing 

strategies can positively impact specific executive 
functions.

• Self-regulation strategies have been found to be beneficial 
in inhibiting thoughts and behaviors that can interfere with 
learning, and promote greater flexibility (Barenberg, Berse, & Dutke, 
2011; Kraag, Zeegers, Kok, Hosman, & Abu-Saad, 2006)

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1053451217736862
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1053451217736862
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1053451217736862


Self Regulation
Zones of Regulation (Kuyper's, 2011)
• Teaches self-regulation by categorizing  ways 

one “feels” and states of alertness into four 
concrete zones

• School wide implementation of programming

37



Effects Tier I and 2 OT Intervention (Boitano, et, al, 2024)

• Pre/Post Test; Quasi Experimental 
• Students n=17experimental group; Teachers n=27
• SPM2  School Form
• 8-week intervention (self-regulation intervention)

• What are the zones
• Calming Corner/Expected Behaviors
• Identify the Zones in Others
• Recognizing the Zones in You
• Understanding perspectives
• Understanding How Our Bodies Feel in the Zones
• Zones Across the Day
• Exploring Sensory Supports

• Planning and Balance approaching significance
• Teachers better understanding of sensory processing, breathing techniques, calming corners, 

movement breaks, overall improvement of sensory strategies
• Increase n and duration of intervention



Mindfulness and 
Self-Regulation
(Harper, 2014)

The process of being aware

Awareness of what is happening in 
the moment

Noticing and paying attention to 
thoughts, feelings, behaviors, and 
movements



Benefits of Mindfulness (Harper, 2014) 

• Better focus & concentration
• Increased sense of calm
• Skillful responses to difficult emotions
• Enhanced health
• Increased self-awareness
• Increased empathy and understanding of others
• Improved impulse control
• Decreased stress and anxiety
• Development of natural conflict resolutions 

skills





The School Yoga Project 

• The School Yoga Project

• Let's Practice a Simple Mindfulness Activity
• Walk Stop Wiggle Sit

• What are your thoughts? 
• How are you feeling?

https://www.littlefloweryoga.com/the-school-yoga-project/
https://www.littlefloweryoga.com/blog/walk-stop-wiggle-sit-a-focus-building-game-for-kids/


Elements of effective behavior support: Make it “easier” to 
promote positive behavior

• Environment--lighting, seating, movement
• Positive experiences and relationships (reinforce positive 

behavior)





Environmental Modifications 
Classroom Sensory Environment Assessment (CSEA) (Kuhaneck & Kellenher, 2015)

Created to promote collaboration teacher/OT

Checklist created by OT for teacher use, 161 item 

Sensory elements in classroom-vision, hearing, touch, vestibular, proprioceptive, smell, and taste 
elements

Meant to bring awareness not rate “good or bad”

Following completion teacher/OT can discuss possible modifications to mitigate negative influences 
on learning and behavior





Comfortable Cafeteria 
(Bazyk et al, 2018)

• “Nonacademic	parts	of	the	school	day	
(lunch,	recess,	and	extracurricular	
activities)	can	significantly	contribute	to	
student	mental	health”

• Cafeteria	time	to	connect,	relax,	
socialize	with	peers,	eat	a	healthy	meal,	
recharge	for	return	to	class,	being	a	
good	friend,	mealtime	conversations

• Vision	statement:	“Our	school	will	
provide	pleasant	and	positive	
mealtimes	so	that	students	will	enjoy	
eating	food	and	socializing	with	peers	
and	adults.”

• Education	to	supervisors,	weekly	
activities,	mentoring/coaching	of	
supervisors



Comfortable Cafeteria Continued

• Weekly	Themes	Include:
• how	to	create	a	comfortable	cafeteria,	be	a	good	friend,	have	a	
mealtime	conversation,	include	others,	appreciate	sensory	
differences,	and	make	healthy	food	choices

• Student’s	perception	of	mealtime	was	measured	pre/post	significant	
improvements	in	participation	and	enjoyment,	learned	prosocial	
behaviors	being	kind/helping	others

• Supervisors	statistically	improved	in	their	ability	to	encourage	positive	
social	interaction	and	perceptions	of	knowledge	and	skills	to	supervise	
and	to	encourage	healthy	eating

• Positive	changes	noted	for	OT’s,	cafeteria	supervisors	and	students



Refreshing 
Recess

https://everymomentcounts.org/

• Embedding strategies to help ALL children engage in playing and socializing 
with friends and adults during recess

• 6-week program is to create a positive school recess experience 
for all students (with and without disabilities)

• Designed to support school personnel to give them strategies for fostering 
play and friendships, resolving conflicts, and promoting positive behavior

• Outcome studies note improvement in:
• enjoying school recess
• making friends
• having fun play activities
• positive & knowledgeable supervisors





Multi-Tiered Framework Guiding Leisure Participation
https://everymomentcounts.org/

Tier 3: Individual Leisure Coaching for children and youth who have no leisure interests or who are deprived of 
opportunities to participate in leisure. Individualized intervention focuses on leisure coaching with the young 
person and family in order to foster successful leisure participation.

Tier 2: Targeted Prevention efforts focus on reducing the occurrence of leisure deprivation by providing services 
such as small group interventions for youth at-risk (e.g. children with disabilities, social challenges, or those living in 
poverty).

Tier 1: Universal Whole School or Community-Based Strategies for promoting healthy leisure participation 
in all children and youth with and without leisure deficits. Leisure promotion emphasizes competence 
enhancement as well as environmental modifications to support leisure participation.



Why address leisure participation in school? It's the LAW
The Individuals With Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) (Pub. L. 108–446) 
supports services that promote play and leisure in natural contexts 
throughout the day. IDEA mandates that schools must provide nonacademic 
and extracurricular services and activities in the manner necessary to afford 
students with disabilities an equal opportunity for participation in those 
services and activities (See Section 300. Nonacademic Services).



Tiered Approach to Leisure https://everymomentcounts.org/

• Tier 3
• Leisure evaluation and interest checklist
• Leisure coach

• Tier 2
• Target leisure groups-after school, recess groups, clubs

• There is evidence to support activity-based groups for enhancing children’s 
social participation and mental health. 

• By ‘doing’ together, activity-based groups help youth work together in a 
cooperative manner, experience group cohesion, and build friendships.

• Tier 1
• Consider completing a Leisure Environmental Scan.

• Identify where youth with and without disabilities can participate in a range of 
leisure activities including sports, arts, theatre, music, and outdoor nature. 

• Try and find out whether the program is open to including children and youth 
with special needs.

• Compile the information and sharing it with parents and youth at school or 
community events.



Other Tier 1 Interventions

Flexible Seating for All Learners

Varying the Lighting Across the Classroom for All Learners

Providing group movement opportunities across the day & curriculum

Providing bins of sensory tools available to ALL leaners as needed, with 
rules for their use to provide structure, while allowing personal choice





Tier 2 Strategies



Tier 2

OT reviews data collected in general education and provides episodic problem 
solving with staff.

More intensive strategies aimed at small group support or strategies for a child 
“at risk”

Differentiated instruction

The OT may use strategies such as Social Thinking, social stories, 
handwriting/literacy support groups, sensory supports during small reading group

https://www.socialthinking.com/


Interventions
Identify a group of students who need additional movement throughout the day & invite them to 
attend to use alternative seating options, ball or rocking chair during seating activities.

Small group performing seat yoga exercises to support self regulation

Small group instruction on a self regulation program

Adapting classrooms, such as adding a calming corner for sensory break to enhance focus & 
attention

Provide training for specific support personnel on the sensory needs of identified groups of 
students, those who struggle in over stimulating situation (café, transitions, etc)



Self-Regulation

• There is moderate-level evidence to support the use of cognitive strategies 
such as the Alert Program and Social Stories to improve self-regulation skills in 
children and adolescents with sensory symptoms (Pfeiffer, Clark, & 
Arbesman, 2017)

• Can be implemented with a targeted group of students who need support with 
self regulation to perform at optimal levels in the classroom.



Tier 3: Individualized:

• Assistive technology

• Environmental modifications
•  Sensory supports
• Strategies for self-regulation

• Individualized visual schedules
• A student in Tier 3 may participate in a comprehensive evaluation to determine 

eligibility for special education and related services (BrownChidsey & Steege, 2005)
• OT’s must consider need for parental consent if individualized assessment is indicated, 

and, possibly, physical referral depending on the state (is an individual child being 
assessed, etc.._



Assessments and Data Points



OT’s may review aggregate data at Tier 1 and 
collaborate in data-based decision making



Classroom Environment Assessment



CEA at https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/sites/default/files/Mod-1-Handout-4-508.pdf

https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/sites/default/files/Mod-1-Handout-4-508.pdf


What is the district using to assess SEL?



SAEBRS



Tier 2 Assessments

• Assessments used when Tier 1 strategies alone are not sufficiently meeting students needs in 
academic and non-academic areas

• Assessments aim at evaluating a “struggling student’s”  specific skills in the area of concern:
• Occupational Therapy Psychosocial Assessment of Learning (OTPAL)
• Student Engagement in Schools Questionnaire (SESQ)
• School Motivation and Learning Strategies Inventory (SMLSI)
• BRIEF 
• Sensory Profile School Companion



Participation Measures for School Setting 



Tier 2 “in-out” example: Delaware 



Tier 3 Assessments

• Evidenced based OT assessments 
• National Center of Intensive Assessments at 

https://intensiveintervention.org/tools-charts/example-
diagnostic-tools?_ga=2.126713101.1290638512.1725599788-
1644941160.1725599786

https://intensiveintervention.org/tools-charts/example-diagnostic-tools?_ga=2.126713101.1290638512.1725599788-1644941160.1725599786
https://intensiveintervention.org/tools-charts/example-diagnostic-tools?_ga=2.126713101.1290638512.1725599788-1644941160.1725599786
https://intensiveintervention.org/tools-charts/example-diagnostic-tools?_ga=2.126713101.1290638512.1725599788-1644941160.1725599786


Case Studies



Case 1: Follow UP
Tier I and Tier II Assessments & 

Interventions



Questions
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