
 

Big Picture: why self-management matters 

In character development, self-management is the skill set that helps students align actions 
with values, especially under pressure. Contemporary research on the “predictive brain” tells us 
that the brain continuously integrates signals from the body (interoception), the situation we’re 
in, and the concepts we’ve learned to anticipate what to do next. Sometimes those 
anticipations show up as emotional experiences and action urges. 

Two levers put this system on stronger footing: 

1.​ Your physiological budget (often nicknamed the “body budget”): sleep, nutrition, 
hydration, movement, and general health routines that keep the body’s energy and 
regulation systems in balance.​
 

2.​ Your concepts: the emotion and coping ideas, words, and strategies you’ve learned that 
guide how you interpret sensations and choose responses. 

The encouraging news: both levers are influenceable. Small, consistent routines and richer 
concepts noticeably improve self-management. 

Lever 1: Supporting the Physiological Budget 

Sleep: the foundation routine 

Sleep restores attention, memory, and decision-making, all essential for learning and 
classroom behavior. A practical target for most adolescents and adults is consistent, adequate 
nightly sleep supported by steady routines. 

Teacher-facing guidance you can share with families/students 

●​ Set a regular sleep/wake schedule (including weekends when possible).​
 

●​ Create a wind-down ritual (dim lights, quiet activity, light stretch, journaling).​
 

●​ Put devices away well before bed and charge them outside the bedroom.​
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●​ Make the sleep space comfortable: cooler temperature, minimal light/noise.​

 
●​ If persistent sleep difficulties continue, consult a health professional. 

Student “Sleep Snapshot” (journal prompts for one week) 

●​ Bedtime / wake time​
 

●​ Estimated time to fall asleep​
 

●​ Night awakenings (how many / why)​
 

●​ Morning check-in: how refreshed do I feel?​
 

●​ Caffeine today? Exercise today? Screen-off time last night?​
 

Use class check-ins to help students notice patterns (e.g., “On nights I scrolled late, math felt 
harder the next day.”). Tie observations to academic/behavioral outcomes - no shaming, just 
data and reflection. 

Nutrition & Hydration: steady fuel, steadier focus 

Balanced food choices and regular hydration support attention, mood stability, and stamina. 
Encourage practical wins rather than perfection. 

Shareable starter tips 

●​ Aim to include color and fiber (fruits/vegetables/whole grains) at meals.​
 

●​ Add lean proteins to stabilize energy (eggs, yogurt, beans, nuts, fish/chicken).​
 

●​ Notice “energy dips” tied to long gaps without food; plan a nutrient-dense snack.​
 

●​ Keep a water bottle handy; make hydration cues visible (fill at homeroom, after recess, 
etc.). 
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School-level nudges 

●​ Offer adequate time to eat lunch; reduce “rushed lunch” stress.​
 

●​ Highlight healthier options on cafeteria signage and morning announcements.​
 

●​ Integrate short mini-lessons on fueling for learning (science/health tie-ins).​
 

●​ If feasible, try a classroom herb box or a small garden bed to connect food → focus. 

Movement: mood, attention, and memory in motion 

Regular activity improves executive functions and emotion regulation. 

Everyday movement ideas (no special equipment) 

●​ Two-minute “reset walks” between tasks.​
 

●​ Desk-side mobility breaks (hips/shoulders/neck).​
 

●​ Class routines that embed standing, posting, gallery walks, and partner rotations.​
 

●​ Encourage after-school movement students enjoy (dance, cycling, team sports, active 
play).​
 

Why it helps​
 Movement changes body signals (heart rate, breathing, temperature), which the brain reads as 
“readiness.” Over time, this improves stress recovery and makes it easier to choose 
values-aligned actions when stakes are high. 
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Lever 2: Working With Concepts (How We Name and Frame 
Experience) 

Step 1: Deconstruction - notice the body before naming the feeling 

Teach students to inventory sensations first, labels second. 

Prompt 

●​ “What do you notice in your body? (stomach, hands, chest, breathing, head)”​
 

●​ “What was happening just before you noticed this?”​
 

●​ “What basic needs might be in play—food, rest, water, movement, connection?” 

This separates sensations from stories and opens options: the same pounding heart could be 
dread or excitement depending on context and interpretation. 

Step 2: Recategorization - choose a more helpful label 

Once sensations are clear, try on alternatives that point toward constructive action. 

●​ Anxiety → anticipation + preparation​
 

●​ Nervousness → focus + readiness​
 

●​ Irritation → boundary-setting​
 

●​ Worry → planning​
 

●​ Fear → seek support + stepwise action 

The goal isn’t to deny difficulty; it’s to find a label that preserves accuracy and points to a 

workable next step. Over time, this shifts predictions the brain makes in similar future contexts.

 

Emozi® is a registered trademark of A.Mackey, M.Ed.  ©2024 Anna-Lisa Mackey, M.Ed.. All rights reserved. 

 



 

Step 3: Emotional granularity - expand the word toolkit 

More precise words = more precise options. Encourage students to learn and use nuanced 
terms (e.g., disappointed vs. discouraged; overwhelmed vs. overloaded). Invite culturally rich or 
newly coined words that capture real experiences (e.g., “hangry”). Each new term becomes a 
tool the brain can reach for. 

Class routine (3 - 5 minutes) 

●​ “Word of the week” with student-generated scenarios.​
 

●​ Quick role-plays picking the best-fit term from a small set. 

Step 4: Gratitude and positive noticing - tilting the library of concepts 

Brief, regular attention to what’s going well adds accessible “positive” concepts without 
ignoring challenges. 

Micro-practices 

●​ 3 good things at day’s end (one social, one effort-based, one small joy).​
 

●​ “Savoring snapshot”: write two sensory details from a pleasant moment (what you 
saw/heard/felt).​
 

●​ “Thank-you moments”: specific appreciation stated or written. 

These practices correlate with better coping, prosocial behavior, and health markers—and 
expand the brain’s predictions toward workable responses. 

Step 5: Social reality - shared tools and language 

Classrooms run on common norms. Provide named, visible, and rehearsed routines so 
students can reach for them when emotions run hot. 

Emozi examples (adapt to grade band) 

●​ Mini-Emozi®: HALT–HOOT–HEART (pause, breathe like an owl, choose a caring action).​
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●​ Emozi® Elementary: S.T.A.R. (Stop -Think - Act - Reflect) with anchor posters and quick 

debrief slips.​
 

●​ Emozi® Middle: SCOPE (Stop - Consider - Options - Plan - Evaluate) embedded in 
problem-solving tasks.​
 

●​ Emozi® High School: SCOPE-IT (adds Insights - Transform) for reflective journaling after 
conflicts or projects. 

Practice these when students are calm so they remain reachable when students are stressed. 
Schools that normalize universal self-regulation routines often see less volatility, fewer 
removals from class, and more independent problem-solving. 

Pulling it together: a simple sequence for students 

1.​ Check the body (sleep/food/water/movement? quick breath/reset?)​
 

2.​ Name sensations → try a label (deconstruction → recategorization)​
 

3.​ Pick a tool (S.T.A.R., SCOPE, SCOPE-IT, or a class routine)​
 

4.​ Act one step (the smallest next right action)​
 

5.​ Debrief briefly (What helped? What to try next time?) 

Key takeaways 

●​ Self-management improves when physiology is supported and concepts are 
strengthened.​
 

●​ Small, consistent habits (sleep, food, water, movement) reduce avoidable friction.​
 

●​ Naming sensations first, then choosing helpful labels, widens response options.​
 

●​ Shared schoolwide routines (HALT- HOOT - HEART, S.T.A.R., SCOPE, SCOPE-IT) make 
regulation visible, teachable, and doable.​
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