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R E P R O D U C I B L E

Figure 6.11: Steps for Teaching Calm-Down Strategies

Steps for Teaching 
Calm-Down Strategies

Considerations or Actions

1. Identify the emotion. Consider how you will teach students to identify their emotions. How will you teach students 
when they are becoming upset? Many teachers take the opportunity when students are calm 
to have them identify physical responses of being calm or upset. Students learn to identify how 
their body feels when they are becoming agitated and can identify the emotion. Some teachers 
use a visual symbol, such as a thermometer, to teach students how to identify when they are 
becoming upset.

2. Teach calm-down 
strategies.

What calm-down strategies will you teach students? What time of day or location is best 
for teaching this when students are calm? Teachers should have students practice several 
strategies and select four that they will use to calm down when upset. Teachers can create a 
visual cue for students to use when they are upset.

Examples: 

• The flower—Have students pretend to hold a flower and blow the petals off the flower. 
They take a deep breath, hold it, and then blow the petals. 

• The walk—Have students take a short walk to cool off or calm down. This may be an 
escorted walk to the water fountain or around the classroom, depending on students’ age 
and level of independence.

• Take ten—Have students take ten long, slow, very deep breaths.

• Be quiet and think—Have students silently count as high as they can, say the ABCs 
backward, or sing the ABC song. The goal is for students to be quiet and redirect their 
thoughts.

• Pretzel squeeze—Have students hold their arms across their chest and squeeze and then 
relax to release tension.

3. Make a calm-down choice 
board students can use. 

1. Use a visual cue for the four strategies students select or the ones you believe will be most 
effective.

2. Explain to students that they will be selecting one of these strategies to calm down when 
they notice they are upset.

3. Have students practice these strategies when they are calm.

4. Practice using the choice 
board with the student.

Be prepared to use the choice board. When students are upset, they can choose a strategy, or 
you can choose one for them. They may not do this right or agree to do it at first. This will take 
some time and continued practice when students are calm. 

5. Reflect on the 
experience.

Reflecting with students after they have used their calm-down strategies is important. Students 
reflect on their choice and possible options for how to handle the situation that caused their 
anger or frustration. They can do this verbally or in written form. Students can reflect in a calm-
down area where he or she can practice self-management. This area is often referred to as the 
safe place—a place to calm down, reflect, and gain self-control before returning to instruction. 
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