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 Some lessons you only need to learn once. For me, it 
was the day I learned how chronic stress affects kids. It was 
2010. I was student teaching in a third grade classroom. 
“Lorenzo” didn’t show up for school and, to be honest, I was 
kind of happy. He was always so lazy. Day after day, he sat in 
his desk doing little. He rarely smiled or played with the other 
kids. Talk to me? Forget it. I was tired of trying to motivate him 
all the time. The day Lorenzo was absent felt like a day off. And 
then I learned my lesson one day when the counselor came 
down to talk to my mentor teacher and me. She told us that 
immigration officials raided Lorenzo’s home in the middle of the 
night. His father had been deported, hauled off right in front of 
him. As if I were in a movie, I suddenly saw the past several 
months flash backward through my mind, but in a different light. 
His head on the desk, his droopy eyes, his guarded smile. This 
was not lazy; it was heartache, anxiety and stress. I never 
called a kid lazy again. In the years since, I have had many 
more students like Lorenzo. I’ve learned that chronic stress 
often looks like withdrawal (Jensen, 2009). I have learned 
strategies to help my students cope with a world they cannot 
control. 

The Zones of Regulation

 One of the tools that has helped my students most is 
Leah Kuypers’ Zones of Regulation (http://www.zonesofregula-
tion.com/). The Zones, for short, gives students a framework to 
understand, communicate about and manage their emotions to 
fit a given environment.

The Green Zone

 The green zone is the optimal state for learning. When 
we are in the green zone, we are calm, focused, alert, safe and 
content. We are ready to listen, collaborate, take risks and 
grow. In my class the green zone looks like a mass of 
cardboard and hot glue. It sounds like a student saying, 
“Excuse me, but I disagree with that because…” It feels like a 
tongue stuck out in concentration.

The Yellow Zone

 In the yellow zone we start to lose control of our 
emotions. We are distracted from our learning. I tell students 
that we are in the yellow zone when we are “a little bit” of 
something. A little hyper, anxious or frustrated. Even hungry. 
Yellow zone emotions are like a warning light, begging us to 
slow down before we lose control altogether. In my class the 
yellow zone looks like a furrowed brow or a wiggly bum. It 
sounds like a quick shout, “No! That’s mine!” It feels like a 
cheerful squeal of discovery and success. 

The Red Zone

 In the red zone all emotional regulation is gone. 
Whether we are explosively angry, frozen with fear or manically 
happy, this zone calls for a time out. Full stop. Learning doesn’t 
happen in the red zone. In my class the red zone looks like 
running. It sounds like the crash of a desk, angrily shoved. It 
feels like a mirror reflecting these extreme emotions onto 
anyone in the area.

The Blue Zone

 In the blue zone everything slows down. Whether we 
feel sad, sick, tired or bored, our brain and our body are just off 
beat. Like the yellow zone, the blue zone distracts us from 
learning. In my class, the blue zone looks like a kindergartener 
drooling on her drawing. It sounds like awkward silence after 
I’ve been talking too long. It feels like how fast can I get out of 
here?

The Zones in My Classroom

 The Zones are one of the first things I teach students 
each year. Students tell me their zone every day as soon as 
they walk in the door. I greet them with a hello and a hand-
shake, and they tell me about their emotional state. This task is 
made easier for my students by a set of posters modeled after 
the movie Inside Out (Docter et al., 2015). Each character 
poster (retrievable from https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/-
Store/Creatively-Themed) is attributed to a zone, and the 
familiar visuals break down this difficult concept for my young 
students.  
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As a specialist, students whirl in and out of my class every 30 or 
45 minutes. This little check in allows me to devote a moment of 
time to each individual child, reminding him or her that I care 
about them, and I am a support system for them at school. It 
also helps me take a quick temperature of the class, hoping to 
prevent issues that may arise later. Early in the year students 
help me build a chart full of strategies for coping with whatever 
zone they are in. Any students who come into class in the yellow 
or blue zone look to the chart and self-select a strategy. 
Students in the red zone have the option to choose a strategy off 
the chart or get help from me before class starts.

All the Zones Are OK!

 Recently I stumbled on an article that made me realize 
I’ve made a mistake in implementing this strategy with my 
students. Leah Kuypers, who originally developed The Zones, 
wrote an article for the website Social Thinking titled All The 
Zones Are OK! Tips for Managing the Zones You’re In (www.so-
cialthinking.com). In the article she explains the difference 
between our internal emotions and how we manage them 
externally. In the past I’ve always told students that it is our 
responsibility, theirs and mine, to be in the green zone when we 
are at school. It is our job. We have tools and supports to get 
there, but it is still our job—to learn and teach. After reading the 
Kuyper article, I realized that I had never made that internal/ex-
ternal distinction to my students before. That is a lesson I will 
only learn once, too. 



The day after I read that article, “Antonio”, a second grader, 
came to class in the blue zone. He told me he was sad 
because his little brother was in the hospital. I comforted him 
quickly then suggested he find a strategy from our poster to 
help him get to the green zone for class time. All seemed well. 
About five minutes later I noticed him sitting at a desk set off 
from the rest of the class, one usually used for students 
struggling to work in proximity to others. As I continued teach-
ing and called on him to join our conversation, he suddenly 
broke out in uncontrollable sobs.

When I finally got him calmed down, he explained more. 
His little brother had been in the hospital for a week, accompa-
nied by both mom and dad. Antonio was being cared for by 
Grandma. He was lonely, sad and very worried about his 
brother. My mind went instantly to that article. All the zones are 
OK. It is not about changing a student’s internal state but 
changing the way they regulate their exterior actions to fit the 
environment around them. How dare I tell this little boy to get to 
the green zone. Sadness cannot be just cast off. That kind of 
brotherly love should be commended not discouraged. I 
learned my lesson. Now I teach students the difference 
between the way they act on the outside and how they feel on 
the inside. I teach them that all zones are OK. We talk about 
appropriate times to show each zone on the outside and that 
our strategies are meant to help them do their job, no matter 
how their insides are feeling.

I wish I could go back and teach this lesson to little 
Lorenzo. I wish I could give him this tool to talk about his 
feelings to show him that all The Zones are OK. I saw him last 
winter at a high school basketball game. Today he is a junior. 
That gives me hope. It tells me he learned these skills some-
where. He learned to show the green zone on the outside. He 
learned to be resilient. He stayed in school.
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