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Dysregulating vs. Co-Regulating Environments 
School environments can be causes of stress, dysregulation, and excessive cognitive load, or they can be co-
regulating experiences.  

 

Co-regulating environments are those that provide predictable and consistent structure students can rely on, 
provide adults who are attuned and responsive to students’ needs, and model and match the level of 
engagement and energy required for students to meet their goals. This does not necessarily mean classrooms 
are always calm and quiet, but rather that a student will always be in a space that supports them.  

Unfortunately, when school becomes a dysregulating environment, it …  

• Threatens students’ physical, emotional, and identity safety. It is not predictable or consistent and does 
not respond effectively when student safety is at risk.  

• Lacks a sense of trust and community. When environments are not culturally responsive and inclusive, 
they can cause excessive cognitive load and stress. 

• Fails to provide supports for students’ self-regulation, relationship skills, and other foundational Building 
Blocks. Without these supports, students may struggle to regulate their own thoughts, emotions, and 
behaviors – including stress. 

• Escalates students’ biological stress response, making engagement and learning incredibly difficult. This 
is particularly important for students whose brains and bodies may already be on “high alert,” due to 
experiences of trauma or chronic, unbuffered stress. 

Creating co-regulating school and classroom environments supports students’ development of foundational 
Building Blocks skills like self-regulation and stress management, cultivates trusting and supportive 
relationships, and fuels engaged learning. 
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