
The first year I stepped into my own kindergarten 
classroom I was filled with enthusiasm and 

unbridled motivation to give my incoming students 
the best educational experience I could provide. I 
meticulously set up a classroom that reflected my 
emerging philosophies as an early childhood educa-
tor. The summer before I worked tirelessly planning 
for my first year. I had so many ideas and it was all-
consuming. One July morning I had an idea for 
themed daily schedule cards. I spent the next two 
weeks creating 20 different hand drawn cards for my 
daily schedule. I was so proud of my work and excit-
ed to be able to use them in my classroom. 

 When the academic year began, my room looked 
wonderful. My shelves were organized and the dis-
plays were ready for children’s work. I stocked my 
classroom library and bought new manipulatives. 
Everything was colored coded, clearly labeled, and 
child friendly. I had studied the curriculum and 
devised clever lesson plans and activities. I was con-
fident that the children would be the recipients of 
academic knowledge that would set them up for a 
lifelong love of learning and thirst for knowledge. 
 When my students arrived and I suddenly had 20 
different personalities in my classroom, everything 

changed. While my schedule cards were certainly 
noticed and enjoyed, they did not control my room. 
Although I had prepared myself for assessing the 
children in their letter and numeral recognition and 
their use of a conventional pencil grip, the reality 
was far different. I had to deal with their social-emo-
tional readiness for school. My carefully constructed 
lessons were constantly interrupted with problem-
solving moments encompassing a range of issues 
from anger and frustration management, to non-
compliance with rules, and an inability to delay grat-
ification. It didn’t take long for me to realize that 
teaching kindergarten was as much about support-
ing students’ social-emotional growth as it was 
about advancing them academically. 
 Learning does not occur in a bubble and by its 
very nature is a social and interpersonal process. 
From child care settings to institutions of higher 
learning, individuals learn through social interac-
tions and with the guidance of adults. Social learn-
ing theory explains human behavior in terms of con-
tinuous reciprocal interaction between cognitive, 
behavioral, and environmental influences. The theo-
ry asserts that people learn by observing the actions 
and consequences of others. Young children are in a 
constant process of developing their social inventory. 
As a result, educators need to plan and implement 
curriculum hand in hand with modeling desired aca-
demic and social-emotional behaviors. 
 In many ways intellectual growth is easy to assess 
and support. This is what we are trained for as edu-
cators. It is our job to work with children who have 
varying cognitive abilities. We challenge their 
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strengths and support academic areas that require 
additional assistance, but success in school encom-
passes much more than the ability to understand 
academic concepts. “School success requires that 
children are capable of understanding other people’s 
feelings and viewpoints, cooperating with adults 
and peers, exercising emotional and behavioral self-
control, and resolving disagreements constructively” 
(Thompson 2002). 

incorporating social   
competencies into the   
curriculum—Being responsive
One classroom model that strives to bring social and 
academic learning together is The Responsive Classroom.® 
Its guiding principles are: 
■  The social curriculum is as important as the aca-

demic curriculum.
■  How children learn is as important as what they 

learn: Process and content go hand in hand.
■  The greatest cognitive growth occurs through 

social interaction.
■  To be successful academically and socially, chil-

dren need a set of social skills: cooperation, asser-
tion, responsibility, empathy, and self-control.

■  Knowing the children we teach—individually, cul-
turally, and developmentally—is as important as 
knowing the content we teach.

■  Knowing the families of the children we teach and 
working with them as partners is essential to chil-
dren’s education.

■  How the adults at school work together is as 

important as their individual competence: Lasting 
change begins with the adult community.

 A study of this approach, conducted from 2001 to 
2004 in six schools (three that used the approach and 
three that did not) found that it produced better 
social and academic outcomes for children (Rimm-
Kaufman 2006). What does this mean for us as edu-
cators? We cannot be shortsighted in a belief that 
children need to learn only the curriculum points 
adults explicitly teach them. 
 In addition, responsive does not necessarily mean 
having patience. In The Power of Guidance: Teaching 
Social-Emotional Skills in Early Childhood Classrooms, 
Dan Gartrell contends that rather than hold patience 
in highest regard, a responsive teacher allows under-
standing of what is developmentally appropriate. “If 
I rely on patience, there is a danger of it running out, 
resulting in inappropriate teacher behaviors. If I rely 
on understanding, and this understanding is based 
on sound developmental theory, it will never run 
out” (2004). It is with an eye for understanding that 
the responsive teacher establishes a responsive class-
room and can support students’ social-emotional 
growth. 
 Young children possess a tunnel vision that is 
innately tied to their immediate wants and needs. 
Each child comes to the classroom with varying 
degrees of social competencies. Some are better at 
sharing; some are more adept at regulating and con-
trolling their anger and impulses. If there is one 
guarantee for educators, it is that each year will be 
different and children will all be trying to make 
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 Teaching 5-year-olds has been described as “like 
trying to keep crickets in a basket: when you open 
the lid to put in a few more crickets, the others jump 
out” (Bodrova and Leong 2008). The image of a 
classroom of crickets is funny and also an incredibly 
accurate metaphor for teaching a group of children 
who are learning how to self-regulate. 
 Knowing the regulatory reality of a 5-year-old, an 
educator must mindfully work to develop students’ 
self-regulatory skills along with the three R’s. It’s 
important to “teach self-regulation to all children, 
not just those thought to have problems” (Bodrova 
and Leong 2008). At some point all children will 
exhibit some degree of internal conflict in the area of 
self-regulation. Children need to be taught how to 
“remember on purpose” and to minimize their 
“reactive behaviors (Bodrova and Leong 2008).
 At its core, social-emotional self-regulation 
revolves around being able to control emotions, and 
“being able to internalize standards of behavior and 
apply these standards without being reminded” 
(Bodrova and Leong 2003). Most early childhood 
educators would agree that their day is spent offer-
ing multiple reminders about everything from class-
room conduct to letter-sound correspondence. 
 Reminders are a necessary, invaluable tool for both 
teachers and students. Reminders are how we learn, 
and they serve as a barometer for teachers revealing 
when internalization of knowledge and skills has 
occurred. It is the sign we look for as educators and 
parents. When Joey catches his words, holding his 
important thought until Nicole has finished talking, 
he is telling us that he has not only heard the 
reminders but is conducting himself with a more 
mature social competency. 
 A child’s poor self-regulation affects and often dis-
rupts an entire class. “Teachers rate ‘difficulty follow-
ing directions’ as their number one concern about 
children, indicating that more than half of their stu-
dents experience this difficulty” (Rimm-Kaufman, 
Pianta, and Cox 2001). The ability to follow directions 
involves the ability to listen, to make meaning of a 
direction, and then to determine the necessary inter-
nal mechanisms required to follow through with 
compliance. In other words, individuals need to call 
upon their self-regulation skills critically. 
 The skill of following directions is what we ask of 
children every day in a variety of forms both aca-
demically and socially. An inability to follow direc-
tions stops the momentum of a classroom dead in its 

sense of social competencies. This is one reason why 
coming to school for the first time can be so chal-
lenging for children. Life quickly becomes more 
complicated when you are suddenly a part of a larg-
er community. 

What is self-regulation and 
why it is important? 
When people learn that I am a kindergarten teacher, I 
often hear, “Boy, you must have a lot of patience. 
What is it like?” While I consider myself a patient per-
son, I wouldn’t say that patience is the driving mech-
anism for my teaching. There are many days when I 
do not feel particularly patient, but I know I have to 
employ my internal mechanism of control that will 
allow me to engage in mindful, intentional, and 
thoughtful behaviors as I interact with my students.
 As an adult, I have learned that the ability to self-
regulate is an important life skill that allows me to 
function productively and appropriately. The key 
word here is learned. We are not born with the ability 
to self-regulate. I had to build my strength in this 
area by testing my hypotheses for appropriate social 
interactions. I had to experience, and still am experi-
encing, a lifetime of situational exercises that have 
built and developed my self-regulation skills. 
 Understanding and taking control of one’s think-
ing and feelings does not come easily to young chil-
dren, but “if children do not systematically engage 
in self-regulatory behaviors at a young age, the cor-
responding brain areas may not develop to their full 
potential” (Bodrova and Leong 2008).  
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years of teaching is that no matter the challenges of 
the day, I can count on a read-aloud activity to calm, 
center, and engage my students. Without a doubt, it 
is one of my favorite times of the day in part because 
most young children love listening to stories. I get a 
great deal of satisfaction from read-aloud time, and I 
try to be thoughtful about the literature I present in 
my classroom. 
 Educators can use cherished read-aloud time to 
introduce and discuss concepts of character educa-
tion and social-emotional growth. With an enormous 
reserve of quality children’s literature available, we 
need to identify those books that support the areas 
of our students’ social-emotional needs. Use of these 
books is ideally a fluid process depending on the 
individual needs of one’s classroom. 

growing through character 
growth
As a first step, we need to develop critical criteria for 
determining which books can best guide children 
toward an emotional attachment to good examples. 
In other words, which books will help our students 
grow? 
 According to the authors of Books That Build 
Character, educators should look for books in which 
the main character grows. “As your child becomes 
involved with the protagonist, he vicariously shares 
in that character’s development” (Kilpatrick et al. 
1994). Whether subtle or explicit, character growth 
serves as an essential springboard for discussing and 
exploring social growth with young children. Without 
some degree of movement and growth in the book 

tracks. Knowing that young children are primarily 
concerned with having their immediate needs met, 
educators need to be prepared for the barrage of 
roadblocks that pop up during the day. 
 Another—and authentic—symptom of underde-
veloped self-regulation is interrupting. In addressing 
this behavior, the teacher strives to teach children to 
actively participate in monitoring their behavior. For 
the child who is constantly interrupting their class-
mates and teachers, we need to look at the behavior 
as an underdeveloped skill and not a problem. 
 Children’s book author and elementary school 
guidance counselor Julia Cook has said, “In order to 
teach a child, you must enter their view of the 
world.” This simple statement rings true. Instead of 
mustering up more patience to tolerate the child 
who interrupts, let’s step into their mind and think 
about how we can advance their growth. 
 To refine the skill of waiting until someone finish-
es, children will need to insert a self-imposed 
moment between their feelings or desires and their 
reactions and interactions. This strategy requires 
multiple opportunities for children to rehearse and 
control the careful placement of their thoughtful 
moments. In addition to talking about and modeling 
this strategy, educators need look no further than to 
children’s literature to help support and enhance 
their teaching of this essential social competency. 

the power of reading aloud
Teaching in an early childhood setting is one of 
the most rewarding and the most challenging of 
environments. One realization I have made in my 
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character, children will not be able to empathize and 
transfer social-emotional growth to themselves.  
 Moving children toward empathetic understand-
ing is a tall order. Young children view the world 
through their own wants and needs. It is their nature 
to “see things from their own perspective, and it 
takes quite a bit of doing to get them to see things 
from the point of view of others” (Kilpatrick et al. 
1994). While their ability to empathize is underde-
veloped, young children naturally experiment with 
identifying with the models they encounter. These 
character identifications are embedded in daily 
exposure. Identifications range from a child imitat-
ing a teacher’s behavior-management strategies at 
home with siblings to a child taking on a superhero 
persona in his daily interactions with peers. 
 Children’s personal inquiries revolve around ques-
tions of “Who am I?” and “How do I fit in to the 
larger classroom community?” Their sense of self is 
not fully developed and they are influenced by 
examples in their world. “It is not a question of 
whether a child will find someone to identify with; 
the only question is with whom” (Kilpatrick et al. 
1994). Our job as educators is to provide children 
with as many good examples of social growth as 
possible. 
 Books provide a variety of examples and identifi-
cations for children and afford educators a method 
for activating children’s emotions without engaging 
in a teacher-student homily about social values. 
Children enjoy listening to stories and don’t think 
about the pretense of character growth and subse-
quent learning that occurs. The very act of actively 
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listening to a story pulls children in to a fictional or 
sometimes nonfictional world and, in turn, affords 
them an opportunity to “become thoroughly 
involved in the inner lives of others, sharing not 
only adventures, but values too” (Hall 2000). 
 Through stories, children can vicariously try out 
new experiences and test new identifications, with 
no negative consequences in their real lives. This is 
an important distinction to recognize. “As neutraliz-
ers in character discussions, books are a step 
removed from the child. They are not threatening 
and do not carry the sting of personal accusation” 
(Hall 2000). 
 David Shannon’s No, David! is a good example of a 
book that sets out to teach young children that there 
are consequences for our actions. What really draws 
young children to this book is how Shannon captures 
the spirit of a young child caught in a desire to do 
something without understanding the consequences. 
 I have heard some adults criticize No, David! for 
teaching their children bad behaviors. I disagree and 
argue that the book is excellent for teaching social 
growth, as long as it is not read in isolation and 
tossed away. Half the learning in a children’s book 
comes from the discussion that ensues during and 
after a reading. When I read this book to my kinder-
garteners, they delight and identify with David’s 
naughty behavior. The children are always ready to 
offer astute comments about why David is not doing 
the right thing. The book offers educators and chil-
dren an opportunity to identify and emphasize posi-
tive character traits and good choices. 
 In the context of a storybook narrative, children 
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years later when presented with that same cereal, a 
child might look up and say, “I want pancakes.” As 
they mature children are better able to communicate 
their wants and needs and most important, their per-
sonal preferences. This is an exciting moment for both 
parents and children. Children begin to realize they 
have control over their choices and parents are faced 
with the reality of their child’s growing maturity. 
 As children encounter this new sense of control, 
they are also quickly confronted with disequilibrium 
between what they want and what they want to 
express, and the realities of social and situational 
boundaries. Perhaps after asserting a desire for pan-
cakes, the child is told that pancakes are not an 
option that morning, or that pancakes will have to 
wait until the following morning. Children quickly 
discover that just because they express their wants, it 
doesn’t mean that they will get it. 
 “Often, young children are easily upset when their 
needs or wishes are not met immediately” (Eckman 
1998). They are confronted with the fact that what 
they want will require a delay. The willingness to 
delay immediate gratification is at the heart of self-
control. Being asked to delay gratification can cause 
a wave of emotions in young children and once 
again require them to regulate their feelings.  
 Children are constantly experiencing real life situa-
tions in which their conceptions of self-control are 
tested and broadened, leading to a growing confi-
dence in the choices they make. Internalizing quali-
ties of self-regulation is tricky for young children 
simply because they do not have the emotional or 
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can freely reflect on the moral actions of book char-
acters. By doing this, they can sharpen their aware-
ness of social-emotional issues and adopt strategies 
for “dealing with moral issues prior to and during 
encounters with them” (Hall 2000). 
 Connecting with characters can also be accom-
plished through more fantastical stories with equal 
impact on social competencies. What educators need 
to look for is whether the problems presented in sto-
ries have implications for potential real life situa-
tions. If so, even if masked with imaginary or animal 
characters, the stories will provide connections for 
children to unearth. Story characters can display a 
wide range of emotions in books. Some of these 
emotions are not considered appropriate for young 
children to openly display. Exposing children to 
these characters and situations provides an outlet 
and point of view on common situations and feel-
ings that children will encounter. For children’s liter-
ature to use in teaching self-regulation, see “Books 
that work” on pages 31-34.

self-regulation—Making those 
important choices
Life is filled with complex social interactions. With 
every social moment, there are choices that we must 
make. Most of these choices are simple and easily 
automated, especially for adults. As young children 
build their social inventory, they make choices with a 
greater ease and autonomy. For example, initially a 
young child’s breakfast might consist of what the 
adult presents, such as a bowl of Cheerios.® A few 
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experiential reserve of background knowledge to 
critically reflect on moral dilemmas as they arise in 
their day-to-day interactions. “Children who do not 
make choices for their own behavior, but instead rely 
on other children, parents, teachers, or adults to 
make choices for them, do not learn self-control” 
(Eckman 1998). 

 An essential component of a child’s developing 
self-regulatory capacity is the ability to strengthen 
and then rely on internal controls. These controls 
ultimately reside within each child. Adult prompting 
and guidance is essential for setting the stage for 
young children so they learn to refine their internal 
controls. In essence self-regulation is about making 
thoughtful choices. Hand in hand with making 
choices is a responsibility one feels toward the choic-
es to be made. 
 Developing self-control is not an easy task for 
young children. As children become increasingly 
aware of their power to regulate their choices and 
actions, they begin to realize that they possess the 
capacity to take responsibility for the choices they 
make. In other words, their input matters and is 
essential to the choices they make in relation to 

social situations they encounter. As children broaden 
their experiences they will continue to add to their 
reserve of social knowledge and be able to apply 
prior experiences to new encounters. 
 Educators need to recognize the developmentally 
appropriate realities of children’s social competen-
cies and support them in the classroom. “It is impor-
tant to select age-appropriate goals for children,” 
(Eckman 1998) who are learning how to self-regu-
late. Age-appropriate goals might focus on control-
ling anger and frustration appropriately, complying 
with rules, and delaying gratification.

an intentional method of 
supporting self-regulation
Themes of self-regulation are woven into the class-
room curriculum and daily social interactions of the 
young children in our classrooms. Children are in a 
continual process of forming their identities, differ-
entiating between right and wrong, and experienc-
ing how their actions affect others. They are devel-
oping their self-identities and learning how to regu-
late their emotions and actions with a greater matu-
rity. Children are in search of a sense of belonging. 
 Through the events in stories children can practice 
their conceptions of self-control, experiencing their 
childhood through the lens of development and 
growth. Children’s literature has the power to reach 
young audiences with a gentle hand, giving children 
the space and safety for testing their understandings. 
 Literature is a powerful teaching tool that provides 
educators with an intentional method of supporting 
self-regulation in young children. Child-centered 
book discussions are a vital part children’s emerging 
literacy knowledge and their self-regulatory capacity. 
Educators are in a unique position to present their 
students with natural teachable moments that are 
embedded in some of their favorite stories. 
 We have the rapt audience, so let us capitalize on 
their attention that we know can be challenging to 
command, and naturally weave teachable moments 
and social-emotional competency into their daily 
school experiences. School is more than acquisition 
of cognitive knowledge but a tapestry of experiences 
and growth that children will only be able to weave 
with nimble minds and social competency. 

seleCT age-appropriaTe goals

 for Children.
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My Mouth is a Volcano 
by Julia Cook (Chattanooga, Tenn.: National Center 
for Youth Issues, 2006)

This book is about a little boy named Louis who 
always interrupts. All his thoughts are important 

to him, and when he has something to say, his words 
rumble and grumble in his tummy, wiggle and jiggle 
on his tongue, and finally push on his teeth until he 
erupts. Louis’ interrupting presents a problem at 
home and at school. At the end Louis begins to expe-
rience the effects of others interrupting him and ulti-
mately learns how to respectfully wait for his turn to 
talk. 
 In reading this story, students are quick to point 
out that Louis is really interrupting and not erupting. 
The fictional narrative and colorful illustrations easi-
ly hold the attention of young children and spark 
immediate discussion. Often, it is the child who has 
the most trouble taking turns who points out the 
problem with Louis’ interrupting. Long after the 
read-aloud and discussion, children will often be 
heard talking to each other about “not wanting to 
erupt.” In a nonthreatening way children have an 
opportunity to experience Louis’ strategy of placing 
a moment between desire and action.
 They very act of listening to the story focuses chil-
dren’s attention on the undesired behavior and adds 
the layer of self-reflection to their growing self-regu-
lation. The story evokes reactions from children of 
“That has happened to me before” or feelings of “I 
know how that feels.” Children can naturally empa-
thize with the character and, in turn, check their 
own behavior. 

Where the Wild things are 
by Maurice Sendak (New York: Harper Collins, 1963)

This book is about a little boy named Max who is 
experiencing uncontrollable feelings and engag-

ing in ensuing mischief. As he wears his wolf suit, 
his outer presence reflects his inner feelings. The 
book takes young readers into the imagination of 
Max as he focuses his reserve of wild energy into a 
fairy tale journey into the land of the Wild Things, 
where he becomes king of the Wild Things and leads 
them in a wildly expressive rumpus. Max ultimately 
tames the Wild Things and, missing his mother, he 
decides to calmly set sail back to his home where his 
dinner is still waiting for him and is still hot. The 
story strikes a familiar chord in the minds of young 
children as they can easily identify with Max and his 
struggle for expressing himself in appropriate ways. 
 Follow-up discussions can help support and high-
light the social learning embedded in the story. Some 
questions and ideas you might consider posing 
include:
■  How does Max deal with his feelings of unhappi-

ness and anger? 
■  Does Max control his anger? If so, how? 
■  How do Max’s feelings change at different parts of 

the story?
■  Invite children to look at Max’s facial expressions 

on each page to assist with an examination of his 
emotions. 

Books that worka  s a M p l i n g  o f  q U a l i t y  c h i l d r e n ’ s  l i t e r a t U r e
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lilly’s purple plastic purse 
by Kevin Henkes (New York: Greenwillow Books, 
1996)

This book allows young children to hop into the 
mind of a mouse named Lilly who wants noth-

ing more than to bring her purple plastic purse to 
school. Not able to control her wants, she is so anx-
ious to share her purple purse with the class that she 
ignores her teacher’s warning to wait and interrupts 
the class. As a result, her teacher takes her purse to 
keep until the end of the day. Lilly is furious with 
the teacher and draws a terrible picture of her for 
her to find. The story effectively takes children 
through a sequence of events from a problem with 
the character’s self-discipline to uncontrollable emo-
tions leading to a poor choice, to a lesson stemming 
from the character’s growth, to a place of remorse 
and final amends.  

When sophie gets angry—really, 
really angry…
by Molly Bang (New York: Scholastic, 1999)  

A simple story line with clear, corresponding illus-
trations addresses head-on what can happen 

when young children get angry and the self-regula-
tory choices they make. Most important, the book 
provides children with positive ways of dealing with 
anger without negating or dismissing their feelings. 
 The story begins with a sibling conflict over a toy. 
For children with siblings, these first couple of pages 

set off a wave of empathetic silent nods. The conflict 
quickly culminates with an expression of Sophie’s 
anger in simple text, “Oh, is Sophie ever angry 
now!” Sophie then engages in a series of explosive 
expressions of anger, kicking and screaming and 
expressing her desire to “smash the world to smith-
ereens.” Children are vicariously drawn to the dra-
matic illustrations and the metaphor of “Sophie is a 
volcano ready to explode.” Like the author of My 
Mouth Is a Volcano, Molly Bang chooses the volcano 
metaphor to stress the point that children’s initial 
expressions, whether of anger or wanting to be 
heard, are often explosive and uncontrollable. 
Knowing this, children need to explicitly gain 
knowledge of strategies that can help them learn 
appropriate self-control behaviors.  
 In this story, Sophie’s feelings of anger are never 
called into question. It is a fact that children will get 
angry. How they express and recover from their 
anger is the key element to self-regulatory success. 
Children witness the calming of Sophie as she takes a 
step away from her personal volcano and the situa-
tion, tapping in to her internal emotional controls 
and regaining her composure. The colors in the illus-
trations keenly reflect the self-control process Sophie 
is experiencing. Alongside the textual expressions of 
anger are illustrations composed of hot shades of red 
and orange. As Sophie regains control, the illustra-
tions become tranquil, cool shades of blues and 
greens. When Sophie calms down, she is then able to 
go back home to the unconditional love of her family. 
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 Some criticize the strategy Sophie uses to control 
her anger—physically running away from the con-
flict and being comforted by the outside natural 
world without supervision. But experts caution: 
“Don’t always look for steady growth in stories…the 
prelude to growth is often some sort of fall” 
(Kilpatrick et al 1994). In Sophie’s case, running 
away from home is not a model choice for a young 
child trying to control anger. A better strategy is 
walking away from an anger-provoking situation.
 It is important for families and educators to 
approach this story with a reflective eye toward the 
embedded learning. Sophie’s choice to run is just 
one step in her character growth, just as her explo-
sive anger is a part of her growth. Her running rep-
resents her prelude to growth, and it requires discus-
sions with children about the choices Sophie makes. 
After reading the story, take the time to ask ques-
tions such as: 
■  Why was Sophie angry? 
■  Who made Sophie angry?
■  What did Sophie do when she was angry? 
■  What was good about what she did? What was not 

so good? 
■  Was Sophie sill angry when she came home? 
■  What made Sophie happy again? 
 Through this book, children can explore their own 
methods of dealing with anger by simply discussing 
the story, making text-to-self connections and reflect-
ing on ways of regulating their own anger. 

i lost My Bear 
by Jules Feiffer (New York: Harper Collins 
Children’s Books, 1998)  

In this book the main character has misplaced her 
cherished stuffed bear. This sends her into a fran-

tic, disorganized search and appeal to her family for 
assistance. Busy with other responsibilities, the fami-
ly responds with a calm, simple suggestion: “Try to 
think like a detective and remember where you were 
playing with it last.” When her search turns up noth-
ing, the story presents a four-paneled, two-page 
spread that reads, “Nobody will help me find my 
bear. So I cried. And nobody stopped me. So I 
stopped myself.” The act of stopping herself and 
regulating her frustration ultimately leads to the 
choice of focusing her energies on finding her bear. 
 The story unfolds with a series of dramatic, lay-
ered, and often humorous events that lead her to 
stumble upon other long-forgotten, cherished toys 
that distract and occupy her until bedtime. At bed-
time her attention is jolted back, and she cries once 
again but this time out of shame for having forgotten 
about the bear. In this moment, her sadness is imme-
diately comforted by her mother who gently places 
her in bed to discover the bear neatly tucked in 
beneath the sheets. 
 When reading this book aloud, children can see the 
positive outcomes from the choice the little girl made 
to stop herself. An important step in self-regulation is 
an awareness that the uncontrollable moment is also 
often the most unproductive moment. 

parTiCipanTs in The lives of

sTorybook CharaCTers.
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owl Moon 
by Jane Yolen (New York: Philomel Books, 1987)  

This book tells a story of a little girl and her father 
who go owling together through the woods on a 

still winter night illuminated by the moon. Through 
Yolen’s rich poetic text the reader experiences how 
much can be learned from simply listening and 
watching; something that requires a lot of self-control. 
 During their walk the little girl is as quiet as the 
trees themselves. The sounds of crunching feet in 
the snow and distant train whistles are heard, but as 
the little girl says, “I never called out. If you go owl-
ing you have to be quiet, that’s what Pa always 
says.” At the end they finally meet up with a great 
horned owl. “For one minute, three minutes, maybe 
even a hundred minutes we stared at one another,” 
the little girl says. In this moment it is clear that 
their silence and patience paid off and the two head 
home satisfied. 
 This story provides educators and families with an 
opportunity to discuss the character’s ability to rely 
on her internal controls and simply be silent. 
Drawing attention to the purpose of being quiet 
helps to broaden a child’s understanding of why 
self-control is important and beneficial.  
 In addition, we learn at the beginning of the story 
that the little girl had been waiting to go owling 
with her father for a long, long time. Owl Moon thus 
provides an entryway for discussions about delayed 
gratification. “Self-regulation includes the abilities to 
control impulses, delay gratification, resist tempta-
tion, reflect on one’s feelings and monitor oneself” 

(Han and Kemple 2006). These components are all 
present in Owl Moon, embedded in the gentle story 
line and quiet character choices. 
 

•     •     •

These books are just a sampling of quality chil-
dren’s literature available for teachers to use as 

lessons and examples of self-regulatory struggles 
and successes. With all, if even for a moment, young 
children are participants in the lives of the storybook 
characters, “sharing their challenges and wanting 
them to make the right choices as they think about 
what they would do in a similar situation” (Hall 
2000). This is the reflection that we want children to 
call upon as they grow. 

references 
Boyd, J., S. Barnett, E. Bodrova, D. Leong, and D. 

Gomby. 2005. Promoting Children’s Social and 
Emotional Development Through Preschool Education. 
http://nieer.org/.

Bodrova, E. and D. Leong. 2003. Self-Regulation in the 
Early Childhood Classroom. www2.scholastic.com/.

Bodrova, E. and D. Leong. 2008. Developing Self-
Regulation in Kindergarten. www.naeyc.org/.  

Cook, Julia. n.d. Retrieved from www.juliacookon-
line.com/index.html. 

Think abouT whaT They would do

in a similar siTuaTion.



Texas Child Care / fall 2010 35

Elias, M., J. Zins, R. Wiessberg, K. Frey, M. 
Greenberg, N. Haynes, R. Kessler, M. Schwab-
Stone, and T. Shriver. 1997. Promoting Social and 
Emotional Learning: Guidelines for Educators. New 
York: Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development. 

Elliot, S. 1993. Caring to Learn: A Report on the Positive 
Impact of a Social Curriculum. Turners Falls, Mass: 
Northeast Foundation for Children, Inc. www.
responsiveclassroom.org/.

Findlay, D. 2001. Characters with Character. Fort 
Atkins, Wis.: Alleyside Press. 

Gartrell, D. 2004. The Power of Guidance: Teaching 
Social-Emotional Skills in Early Childhood Classrooms. 
Clifton Park, N.Y.: Cengage Learning. 

Hall, S. 2000. Using Picture Storybooks to Teach 
Character Education. Phoenix: The Oryx Press. 

Josephson Institution. 2010. Picture Books to Support 
Character Education Lessons. http://character-
counts.org. 

Kilpatrick, W, G. Wolfe and S. Wolfe. 1994. Books That 
Build Character: A Guide to Teaching Your Child Moral 
Values Through Stories. New York: Touchstone. 

Northeast Foundation for Children. n.d. The 
Responsive Classroom: Creating Safe, Challenging 
and Joyful Elementary School Classrooms and 
Schools (fact sheet). www.responsiveclassroom.
org/.

Pitcl, J., E. Provance, and C. Kerslake. 2006. Social and 
Emotional Well-Being: The Foundation for School 
Readiness. San Francisco: WestEd. 

Rimm-Kaufman, S., R.C. Pianta, and M. Cox. 2001. 
Teachers’ judgments of problems in the transition 
to school. Early Childhood Research Quarterly 15: 
147-66. 

Rimm-Kaufman, S. 2006. Social and Academic Learning 
Study on the Contribution of the Responsive 
Classroom® Approach. Turners Falls, Mass.: 
Northeast Foundation for Children, Inc. 

Shannon, D. 1998. No, David! New York: Scholastic, 
Inc. 

Thompson, R. 2001. The Roots of School Readiness 
in Social and Emotional Development. The 
Kaufman Early Education Exchange 1 (1): 8-29.  

about the author
Ellen Greengrass is a kindergarten teacher at 
Riverdale Country School in Riverdale, N.Y. She 
holds a bachelor’s degree in English literature and a 
master’s degree in early childhood education.


