
Brain States & 
Reflective Practice



Introductions



Objectives

• Identify the brain states of others to best guide interactions & 
responses for support with individuals.
• Identify behavioral expressions associated with the different brain 

states.
• Learn verbal & nonverbal cues as means of communication, how it 

relates to regulation, & how to use communication to support re-
regulation in children.
• Incorporate reflective practices to respond & support children as 

they move through the brain states.
• Recognize the influence of your own internal state & the impact 

past experiences have in your work with children, caregivers, & 
families.



Conscious 
Discipline & 
the Brain 
State Model

Focuses on internal states

Self-regulation

Increases self-awareness

Helps to manage thoughts, 
feelings, & actions



Brain States



Nervous System Regulation



Factors That 
Affect Brain 
States

• Prior traumas
• Communication

• Verbal, Nonverbal, & Meta 
Communication

• Transitions
• Regulation

• All regulation occurs through co-
regulation



Invisible Suitcases







Neuroception-
Threat 
Detection
• 5 times a second, at an 
unconscious level, your brain 
is scanning the environment 
around you and asking: Is it 
safe here? Or is it 
dangerous?

• When your brain feels safe 
it can operate at its most 
sophisticated level 
(executive functioning).



Survival State Response

Download calm (share your Executive State)

1. Breathe. Think “I am safe. I can handle this.”
2. Mirror child’s body language, say: 

“Your arms are going like this (demonstrate) and 
your head went like this (demonstrate).”

3. When student makes eye contact, instantly take a deep 
breath.

4. Label (notice) how the child is feeling. Label why (if known). 
“Your face says… you are…”



It is the CHILD’S
definition of Safe that 
will remove them from 
Survival State, not Our 
definition of Safe.



Rupture & 
Repair

A break 
occurs

Composure 
and a return 

to calm

Positive Intent
Mutual 

understanding 
& growth



Shift in 
Perspective to 
Address 
Behaviors



Felt Sense of 
Safety- 4 S's

Seen — Not just seeing with the eyes. It is 
sensing what is behind their behavior

Safe — Avoiding actions and responses that 
frighten or hurt a child

Soothed — Helping a child deal with difficult 
emotions and situations

Secure — Through repeated responses we 
help a child develop an internalized sense of 
well-being



Responding Vs. Reacting

Listen Observe Validate Empathize







Emotional State Response

Download calm (share your 
Executive State)
1. Breathe. Think “I am calm. I can 

handle this.”
2. Create a connection with the 

child.
1. Eye contact
2. Presence 
3. Touch
4. Playfulness



Quick Review

Emotional State



Reflective 
Practice



Mindfulness

“Mindfulness 
is awareness that arises 
through paying attention, on 
purpose, in the present 
moment, non-judgmentally.” -
Jon Kabat-Zinn



Behavior as a 
Window

“Behaviors are the window 
into a child's nervous system.”
-Mona Delahooke



Understanding Others

NOTICING BEING CURIOUS I WONDER IF…



Holding the Baby 
in Mind

• “When you hold an infant, 
hold him not just with your 
body, but with your mind 
and heart.” -Gerber 



Prioritizing 
the Baby

How might the baby think and feel?

How might those in the baby’s caregiving 
environment think and feel about the baby?

What might this mean?

Why does it matter?

What have we learned?



Attunement

When someone feels truly understood, 
“known,” the attunement that occurs 
creates a space where it is possible to try 
new ways of interacting.”

-Siegel & Hartzell, 2003

Healing comes through repeated, 
(attuned) interactions with a 
compassionate, regulated other.”

-Bruce Perry, 2014



Triggers • What are your triggers?
• Why do they trigger you?
• Where do you feel the stress?
• What happens to your body?
• What can you do to cope if it 

happens again?









Final Thoughts

Brain states dictate behavior

All behavior is communication

Regulation occurs through 
coregulation

Reflective practice is used to examine 
attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions


