
LAST month’s newsletter about channelling boys’ energy at recess 
generated some enthusiastic emails. Many parents wrote about the 
skilled and compassionate guidance they had seen school staff pro-
viding on playgrounds. One parent passed along an email comment 
from her son’s teacher: “Before a boy develops a pattern of acting 
out, I strive to understand his view and whether he may have some 
unmet needs. I am super curious to find ways I can honour your 
son’s competitive nature and also help him to learn that not everyone 
pushes to win as hard as he does.” Several teachers also wrote about 
balancing the need to accommodate a student’s individual tempera-
ment with the needs of other diverse personalities in their class. At 
the same time, however, numerous parents criticized school staff for 
focussing too much on promoting conformity, and too little on their 
son’s unique personality, and needs.

I am reprinting the comments of one parent who expressed the 
sentiments of many. This mother’s inquiry about the well-known 
Marshmallow Experiment highlights how our concern for what is 
now referred to as emotional regulation can be misapplied.
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Vancouver
October 25, 2013

Teaching
boys!

Earlybird rate $99 available until October 4

Outstanding value!   Includes 2 books! 

This workshop will sell out - Register today!

Practical 
Strategies 
to engage boys 

Dear Barry,
My Grade 4 son excitedly blurts out whatever he is 
thinking in the moment, and he also has a hard time 
keeping his hands to himself. Our doctor said that 
he does not have ADHD, but that he has a strong-
willed, short-fused, and very extroverted personality. 
She also says that he is exceptionally curious and 
creative, and is definitely not a “pleaser”. 

When his teacher and I discussed her concerns 
about his playground behaviour, she said that he 
had an emotional regulation problem and that he 
had to be sent regularly to the Emotional Regula-
tion Room so the Youth Worker could teach him 
how to control his emotions. My son tells me that 
he doesn’t like the ER room, and that his teacher 
sends him there because she doesn’t like him. Is 
the ER room just a new name for the old “sit in the 
corner” strategy used years ago? 

Also, the teacher went on to describe a marshmallow 
test, saying that kids who delayed eating the marsh-
mallow had fewer problems later on in life. She said 
that my son needed to learn more self-control by 
increasing the gap between his impulse and his ac-
tion. Is the Marshmallow test really as decisive as the 
teacher says it is? 

Carrie, Metro Vancouver

L e a r n 
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avoid temptation. Thus we may infer that finding the 
willpower to resist giving in to an impulse is influ-
enced by the ability to find constructive distractions 
while waiting. 

In addition, a 2012 follow-up study from the Uni-
versity of Rochester and published in Cognition 
found that children’s willpower was influenced by 
the reliability of the environment. Children who 
trusted the experimenter and had the experiences of 

 ©
 2

0
1

3
 B

ar
ry

 M
ac

D
o

n
al

d
 -

 M
en

to
ri

n
gB

oy
s.

co
m

Vancouver
September 28

Calgary
October 5

Toronto
Ajax / November 16

SMaRTS
acTion

TaLk

Boy

RATHER than suppressing boys’ high-spirited physi-
cality, aggression, or shy reluctance, learn how you 
can respond to their varied needs and guide them 
to express these drives in safe and respectful ways.

LEARN how listen beyond a boy’s frustration and 
anger to connect with him and to understand his 
deeper needs.

LEARN how to mentor your son with loving limits so 
he learns to be assertive while also to respect others.

...because it’s better to build boys than to mend men!
Register today!
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Dear Carrie,
Without a doubt, the term emotional regulation 
is a buzz word in education these days. Whereas 
back in 1981 not a single citation for this term 
existed in the literature, an Internet search for this 
term today will yield more than 28,800,000 hits. 
The British Columbia Ministry of Education 
claims that emotional regulation, which may be 
defined as the ability to stay calmly focussed and 
alert, “is necessary in order for children to pay at-
tention and learn in school.” The Alberta Health 
Services states, “When children learn to regulate 
or control their emotions, they learn how to recog-
nize what they are feeling, how to cope with their 
emotions, and how to show feelings in respectful 
ways that don’t hurt them or others.” 

 The Marshmallow Experiment

In the famous Marshmallow Experiment from the 
late 1960s and early 70s, researchers at Stanford 
explored self-control in children by presenting pre-
schoolers with a choice between one immediate 
small reward or two small rewards, if they could 
wait about fifteen minutes after the researcher left 
the room. (If you go to YouTube, you can find sev-
eral clips of children using various tactics to resist 
the urge to gobble up the treat, while others reach 
for the sweet immediately.) Follow-up experiments 
found that the 30% of children who were able to 
delay gratification for a preferred reward had fewer 
behavioural problems and more long-term success in 
life than the low delayers.

The ability to delay gratification and manage emo-
tions is not a simple matter of willpower, however. 
Interestingly, researchers have discovered that the 
children who could have longer wait times found a 
way to distract themselves, such as playing with a 
toy; one child even covered up the marshmallow to 
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promises fulfilled were able to wait much longer for 
promised rewards if they had good reason to be-
lieve that the reward would actually be delivered. 
The study also found that children primed to sus-
pect the marshmallow might not ever get there are 
likely to give up in half the time. 

In this experiment, children were divided into two 
groups, with one group primed to feel they were in 
a reliable situation, and the other in an unreliable set-
ting. Children were then presented with closed jars 
of crayons, and told that if they could wait to open 
the jar until the adult came back, they would get a 
newer and bigger set of art supplies to draw with 
instead. For children in the reliable group, the adult 
returned with the promised shiny new supplies; 
with the other group the adult returned, apologiz-
ing for not having the new supplies and suggest-
ing that the child draw with the original crayons. 
With the same group of children the researchers 
ran a second, similar scenario using stickers, and a 
third using marshmallows. Again, each child was 
left alone with a marshmallow and told that if he 
or she could wait, a second marshmallow would be 
given when the adult returned.

It turns out that those children in the reliable envi-
ronment waited on average four times longer than 
children in the unreliable environment and twice as 
long as children in the original test.  In answer to 
the question about how decisive the Marshmallow 
Experiment is for determining outcomes, you might 
be intrigued to read that the lead researcher at the 
University of Rochester reported: “Our results defi-
nitely temper the popular perception that marsh-
mallow-like tasks are very powerful diagnostics for 
self-control capacity. Being able to delay gratifica-
tion—in this case to wait 15 difficult minutes to earn 
a second marshmallow—not only reflects a child’s 
capacity for self-control, it also reflects their belief 
about the practicality of waiting,” says Celeste Kidd. “
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Despite the small sample size of only 28 children—
too small to be conclusive—the findings are thought 
provoking: How much can reliable environments 
and trustworthy adults help children learn to resist 
impulsivity and develop self-regulation?

Emotional self-regulation appears also to be related 
to the experience of living in a reliable and trustwor-
thy environment, and to skills of strategic reasoning 
that can be developed.

 Emotional Regulation is not Compliance

At times we focus in school on children’s emotional 
regulation without looking at how children experi-
ence our own emotional reactivity or trustworthi-
ness. Children need the experience of consistently 
caring and trustworthy adults as they struggle with 
emotional impulses that may conflict with social and 
academic expectations. Detailed rules and escalating 
sanctions for breaking them will not contribute to 
the development of emotional regulation.

If we view self-regulation as simply a matter of re-
sisting impulses and controlling negative emotions, 
it looks more like external compliance than a com-
plex internal state related to arousal states, emotions, 
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experiment with the remaining money. Be prepared 
for him to spend it all at once on the first day. Then 
he will have the experience waiting for more mon-
ey until the following week, and if the allowance is 
distributed in a predictable and reliable way, he will 
gradually learn that many good things come not right 
away, but in due course.

Since primary school children have heightened 
needs to engage with their environment in tactile 
ways, invite them to place their savings in a pig-
gybank that they can shake and inspect whenever 
they want.  For children in intermediate grades, set 
up a bank account to help them slow down their 
impulse to spend and reflect on their spending pri-
orities. (A wise friend once told me that whenever 
he felt the impulse to purchase something he hadn’t 
planned to buy, he would wait a day to see if the de-
sire was still strong. Often the time lag allowed him 
to realize that he didn’t need or even want the item. 
Credit counsellors recommend a similar willpower 
management strategy when they suggest freezing a 
credit card in a milk carton full of water.)

Page 5  Emotional-regulation and the Marshmallow Test            Barry MacDonald

behaviour, and in time, thinking skills. Unlike mere 
compliance, self-regulation nurtures the ability to 
cope with greater and greater challenges while find-
ing inner equilibrium.

 Learning Willpower Begins Early

Your own parental example will trump anything you 
can ever say about willpower. Shared experiences can 
help your child learn that some worthwhile life ex-
periences and satisfactions take time to arrive. Here 
are a few suggestions for you to model and promote 
young children’s ability to delay gratification:

—Make cookies that have to be chilled in the refrigerator
     before baked
—Read aloud a long story, one chapter each night
—Plant bulbs this month for the spring
—Plan a family vacation or a weekend activity 
—Share a project that takes several steps, and 
     photograph the steps to review later

Parents of preschoolers can help little ones build tol-
erance to delay gratification by exercising their own 
willpower, resisting their own urges to give in to un-
warranted demands in a consistent and reliable way. 
Even though it may seem tempting to give in to your 
son’s whining plea for a treat at the grocery checkout 
station, avoid giving in. Remember it is the certainty, 
not the severity, of your response that will teach him 
over time to manage his willpower. Consider whether 
he may have other unmet needs—for attention, for 
rest, or for proper nutrition—but resist the tempta-
tion to grab a candy bar to stop the whining.

 Provide a Weekly Allowance

A weekly allowance that is not tied to completing 
chores or to behaviour will teach elementary-aged 
children how to manage spending impulses. De-
pending on your son’s age, set aside a certain percent-
age of his allowance for later enjoyment, and let him 
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 Constructive Understandings of 
 Emotional Regulation

Meanwhile, back on the playground, I agree that 
your son will benefit from learning to “increase the 
gap between his impulse and his action.” Learning to 
stay calmly focussed and alert while working toward 
a genuinely worthwhile but distant goal is a life skill 
that we all need.

Further, when your son gets into trouble, I would 
caution that exiling him to the Emotional Regulation 
Room with a Youth Worker to teach him an emotional 
regulation lesson is not an effective approach. Like 
you, many thoughtful parents and educators worry 
when new language such as emotional regulation can 
be used to cloak out-of-date punitive measures, like 
the Time-out Room or the Classroom Corner. Al-
though there may be a few cases when children ben-
efit from a calm reflective environment to settle, iso-
lating children from their peers for everyday upsets 
may convey the message that the child is unwanted. 
A more effective approach is to help children de-
velop skills of self-monitoring their own emotions 
throughout the day. According to the British Co-
lumbia Ministry of Education: “Research shows 
that embedding self-regulation in all classroom ac-
tivities, especially play, works better than teaching 
self-regulation as a separate, stand-alone activity.” 

Your son will learn to better manage his elevated 
extraversion and physicality on the playground 
when he finds fun and worthwhile recess activities 
to engage in, and participates in constructive con-
versations with peers and caring adults about con-
structive and non-constructive behaviour. What he 
needs most is compassionate adults who can pro-
vide consistent and reliable supervision, and to no-
tice when his emotions escalate, providing support 
as they unfold. In dozens of examples in Boy Smarts 
and Boys on Target, I show how prevention of 

P.S.  Please pass this article along to someone who might benefit. 
You are also welcome to post the link to MentoringBoys.com on 
your website or Facebook page to help friends and colleagues to 
sign up to receive the free monthly newsletter.

Email me about your successes and challenges!

Barry MacDonald
MentoringBoys.com

aggressive behaviour is far more effective than 
sanctions after the fact. 

We all need willpower to do or refrain from do-
ing, those things that serve a larger purpose we may 
hold—whether it is a larger stash of marshmallows, 
a career we are aiming toward, or a vision we are 
working to realize. 

Keep in mind, however, that what masquerades as 
willpower can at times be simple fear of risking dis-
order, judgment or failure. 

Appreciate too that impulsivity can also be the ba-
sis for spontaneity, flexibility, and expressions of in-
terpersonal warmth. It is also linked with gifts of 
creativity and humour. 

Finally, if you are tempted to try the Marshmallow 
Experiment on your child at home, don’t. Your child 
has a history of expectations about your reliability 
and can likely predict whether or not you will return 
to the room and make good on your promise for a 
preferred but deferred reward. 

Instead you can work toward finding your own inner 
compass, modelling the kind of calm self-regulation 
that comes from a practice of attention and love. •  •  •  
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 Invite your family doctor to join me at the 
59th Annual Conference for Primary 
Care Physic ians  in Vancouver on 
November 21, 2013.
As the lead speaker on The Brain and 
Behaviour I will be introducing Boy 
Smarts ideas to health care specialists 
gathering from across North America.

 Educator Book Special
Buy 1 Get  1 FREE

on bulk purchases until 
November 30, 2013.
Take advantage of this special offer 

to  start  a book study group at  your 

school  and learn powerful ways to 

help boys excel .

Includes free shipping anywhere in Canada!
Additional shipping charges for the United States.
Details on MentoringBoys.com

For smaller  orders consider the 
TWO BOOK SPECIAL 
$49.99  (regular price is $78)

Includes shipping anywhere in Canada!
Shipping to the United Stated is an additional $8.00 BC School Counsellor Association

 


