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• Play-based self-regulation intervention for children aged 3-5 
attending ECE centres.

• 10 week research study delivered to 800+ children in ECE 
centres in Auckland and Southland in 2018. Funded by The 
Tindall Foundation.

• Play 30 pilot currently taking place in Māngere (8 ECE providers). 
Funded by the South Auckland Social Wellbeing Board 

ENGAGE – brief summary



• Self-regulation skills are cognitive functions that help us to 
control our thoughts, our emotions and our behaviours

• Self-regulation skills help us to:

What is self-regulation?

• Remember instructions
• Ignore distractions
• Juggle two or more 

tasks at once
• Keep going with 

difficult or frustrating 
tasks

• Resist the temptation 
to do something that 
might not be good for 
us

• Wait for rewards
• Take turns
• Work well with 

others
• Recognise our 

feelings

• Deal with difficult 
emotions – anger, 
fear, anxiety, 
frustration

• Etc…



What is self-regulation?

Three different names commonly used in research:

• Self-regulation
• Self-control
• Executive function



Committee for Children (2016, August 1 ), 
Self-Regulation Skills: Why They Are Fundamental [Video file]. 
Extract 00:15 - 02:13 https://youtu.be/m4UGDaCgo_s?t=15 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m4UGDaCgo_s&feature=youtu.be&t=15
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m4UGDaCgo_s&feature=youtu.be&t=15


• Children use their self-regulation skills every day:
• Sitting still long enough to listen to a story
• Recognising when they are thirsty, and asking for a drink
• Remembering to use the toilet and wash hands before leaving the house
• Being able to take turns using a toy with another child
• Recognising when they are frustrated and stopping themselves from hitting
• Controlling their movement around others when running around inside
• Etc…

• Adults also use of self-regulation skills every day:
• Getting ourselves out of bed when the alarm goes off, instead of sleeping in

• Choosing a healthy breakfast instead of something more delicious
• Turning up to a work meeting, even though we feel anxious about it
• Teaching ourselves a new skills – even though it might be difficult and frustrating
• Getting on with a work colleague that we find annoying
• Etc…

What is self-regulation?



• Dunedin Longitudinal Study (2011)

• Childhood self-control strongly predicts physical health, substance 
dependence, personal finances, and criminal offending outcomes

• Effects of children's self-control could be separated from 
intelligence, SES and mistakes they made as adolescents. 

• In another cohort of 500 sibling-pairs, the sibling with lower self-
control had poorer outcomes, despite shared family background. 

• Interventions addressing self-control might reduce a panoply of 
societal costs, save taxpayers money, and promote prosperity.

Why is self-regulation so important?



NZEI Te Riu Roa (2014, October 2) 
Prof. Richie Poulton: Childhood self control & Inequality [Video file]. 
Extract 19:30 - 30:02 https://youtu.be/H-JbhlJ6KDU?t=1170 

https://youtu.be/H-JbhIJ6KDU?t=1170
https://youtu.be/H-JbhIJ6KDU?t=1170


• Self-regulation is a skill, and skills can be 
trained.

• People with fulfilling, healthy adult lives 
often have good self-regulation skills.

• People with good self-regulation skills 
make better decisions more often, and 
function more effectively in a wider 
range of situations – leading to more 
positive outcomes.

• If we can improve the self-regulation 
skills of young children, do it on a large 
scale, maintain those gain through 
adolescence and into adulthood – the 
social benefit will be enormous. 

Why are we so interested?



• Achieving a life-course outcome requires a life course approach, so 
we still need to work on health and social outcomes across:

• First 1000 days development
• Early language development
• Reducing exposure to toxic stress
• Effective parenting outcomes
• Effective transitions from ECE – primary – secondary
• Etc…

• It’s clear that self-regulation is one of the most powerful “circuit 
breakers” to preventing negative life-course outcomes.

Why are we so interested?



• Aged 3 – 5 years – ‘magic window’ 
where the brain is especially malleable 
and large gains can be achieved.

• Children from backgrounds with 
higher levels of stress, deprivation, 
neglect etc – their cognitive systems 
are often ‘running hot’, which inhibits 
early self-regulation development.

• These children have been 
demonstrated to underperform 
relative to their peers at age 3 and
benefit the most from quality 
interventions. 

Who are the high-priority children?



• Most existing self-regulation interventions fell into two categories:

• Parent to child (>90%)

• Full curriculum (<10%)

• Neither suited to scaling – especially for high-stress and high-deprivation 

children who benefit most from interventions.

• Modify an evidence-based parent-t0-child intervention (ENGAGE) for 

group-based delivery in ECE.

• New Zealand has >90% enrolment in ECE – including most high-priority children

• ECEs have more resources, and better capability to deliver games than most parents 

• The group dynamic encourages additional participation, language, complexity etc

• Get the intervention working in ECE – then expand to whanau/community.

Finding an intervention 



• Developed by Dr Dione Healey 
• Strong evidence base via parent-child delivery
• Research version: 25 simple children’s games – played for 30 

minutes a day, over a 10 week period.
• Minimal resources required
• Minimal training required
• Flexible enough integrate into existing teaching practice at 

kindergarten, ELC, child-care, etc.

ENGAGE 



• ENGAGE covers four self-regulation domain areas:

Inhibitory control
Controlling impulses, delaying gratification – the marshmallow test…

Attention & memory
Sitting still and listening, remembering instructions, blocking out distractions

Emotional control
Recognising and regulation emotions, co-operating, turn-taking, etc

Motor co-ordination 
Fine and gross motor skills, controlling speed of movement, balance, etc.

ENGAGE 



• ENGAGE 10-week pilot (2017):
• Reduced aggression and hyperactivity
• Increased attention and pro-social behaviour
• Fewer reported accidents
• Visible changes in children’s ability to play the games

ENGAGE 





ENGAGE – Auckland Delivery in 2018 

• AKA and IY Teacher / Parent
• Support requested from teaching teams for children 

with behaviour concerns
• Safety plans needed for some children 
• Reflection and discussion on self regulation – was 

there anything that we could implement 
organisation wide?









ENGAGE – Auckland Delivery in 2018 – Key Themes 

• Children and teachers enjoyed playing the games – often practice 
that hadn’t been regular part of the routine

• Gave teachers better understanding of children’s self regulation 
skills and a framework to notice, recognise and respond

• When teachers used intentional language with games then again in 
other parts of the programme children were more able to 
generalise the self regulation skills into their learning

• Challenging to implement when it is not viewed as part of the ECE 
programme – replaced current mat time practice or transition to 
school practice.

• Many teachers reflected on intentional pedagogy and how this 
aligned with their philosophy and teaching practice



ENGAGE – Auckland Delivery in 2018 

• What has been the direct impact on behaviour in the centres?
• What we are learning about children’s self-regulation
• What we are learning about teacher capability
• Where to from here for the study and for AKA practice
• Importance of grounding delivery in real life experience



Play 30 – Māngere Pilot 





Intentionality and use of language are essential to successfully 
delivering self-regulation interventions.

• Consistent use of language in the games often generalises into 
standard classroom activities.

• Gives teachers and children a common language set, and a 
shared understanding of self-regulation.

• Helps teachers/children maintain regulation for longer periods, 
and intervene earlier when dysregulated behaviour is escalating.

• Can provide language for whānau to use at home.

8.    “Things You Can Say”



Inhibitory control

• Try hard to stay nice and still, even if you really want to move!
• This helps us get better at waiting for things we really want.
• This game is about being patient…



Attention & memory

• Listen carefully this part – you’ll need to remember it later.
• This game is making our memory stronger!
• Making a picture in your mind can help you to remember



Emotional control

• Big, slow deep breaths can help us to calm down
• The ‘hot feeling’ in your face might mean you are frustrated
• How does this music make you feel? 



Motor coordination

• If you feel wobbly, you’ll need to use your balance!
• This game helps our arms and legs to go where we want them…
• Look around and make sure you’re not too close to the next person



• Analyse and publish outcome data from 2018 ENGAGE and Play 30 
delivery (quantitative and qualitative).

• Develop a full-version programme (capable of ongoing delivery, 
beyond 10 weeks) supported by a web platform and mobile app.

• Develop streamlined outcome measures (8-12 questions max).

• Expanded ECE delivery (term 2 onwards).

• Commence RCT.

• Pilot language-focussed delivery (especially early years and whānau).

• Pilot delivery to new entrant and year 1 primary school cohorts.

Potential next steps (2019 and beyond)



Multiple outcomes: Implications 

• Enhancing self-control might reduce costs of ...

crime control 

health care 

social welfanj 

a healthy an1 

improve the /, 

· old age

next generation 

1/offitt. et al t2011: A gradient of ch ildhood self-control predicts health .vealth and public 
safet:; PNA S 1Proeeecilrgs of the NatJor.a.' Academy of Sc:'erices oUhe USA) Vol ; 081}) 
2693-2698 

1/offitt. Caspi & Poulton R 120: 3: Lrfelong Impact of Earl:; Self-Control AmenC<Jr 
Sc1ert1st Vo! 10"'.(51.352-359 

NZEI Te Riu Roa (2014, October 2) 
Prof. Richie Poulton: Childhood self control & Inequality [Video file]. 
Extract 31 :03 - 35:01 https://youtu.be/H-JbhlJ6KDU?t=1863 

https://youtu.be/H-JbhIJ6KDU?t=1863
https://youtu.be/H-JbhIJ6KDU?t=1863


Jimmy McLauchlan 
Methodist Mission Southern   
www.mmsouth.org.nz

Contact

http://www.mmsouth.org.nz/
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