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Emotional Regulation Milestone Tracker
Expected self-regulation skills by age from infancy through adolescence

Emotional Regulation Development

Emotional regulation is a developmental skill — not a character trait. Children can't regulate

emotions they don't yet have the brain architecture to manage. The prefrontal cortex (the brain's

regulation center) doesn't fully mature until the mid-20s. Expecting a 3-year-old to "use their

words" during a meltdown is like expecting a 6-month-old to walk — the hardware isn't there yet.

This tracker helps you understand what's developmentally normal and when to be concerned.

Infancy (0-12 months): Complete Co-Regulation

Infants have ZERO self-regulation capacity. They depend entirely on caregivers to regulate their

emotional and physical states. Responsive caregiving during this stage builds the neural circuits

that will later enable self-regulation.

AGE REGULATION SKILL HOW YOU'LL SEE IT ✓

0-3

mo
Turns away from overstimulation

Looks away, arches back, or fusses

when overwhelmed

0-3

mo
Self-soothes briefly with sucking Sucks on fingers or pacifier to calm

3-6

mo

Signals needs through differentiated

cries

Different cries for hunger, pain,

boredom, fatigue

3-6

mo

Calms when picked up by familiar

caregiver

Crying decreases within 1-2 minutes

of being held

6-9

mo
Uses transitional objects for comfort

Reaches for blanket, stuffed animal, or

specific toy when distressed

6-9

mo
Shows stranger/separation anxiety

This is a sign of healthy attachment,

not a regulation problem

9-12

mo

Looks to caregiver for emotional cues

(social referencing)

Checks your face before reacting to

new situations

9-12

mo
Can be redirected when upset

Distraction works for mild distress (not

hunger or pain)
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Toddlers (1-3 years): Emerging Awareness

Toddlers begin to have words for emotions but cannot yet regulate them independently. Tantrums

are normal and expected — they are NOT a sign of poor parenting or a difficult child. The limbic

system is fully online; the prefrontal cortex is barely getting started.

AGE REGULATION SKILL HOW YOU'LL SEE IT ✓

12-18

mo

Points to or labels basic

emotions in others

Points at a crying child and says "sad" or

looks concerned

12-18

mo

Seeks caregiver when distressed

(secure base)

Runs to you when hurt or scared — this IS

regulation (using the relationship)

18-24

mo

Begins complying with simple

rules (with reminders)

Stops when you say "no" (sometimes).

This is early impulse control.

18-24

mo

Uses comfort objects

independently

Gets their own blanket or stuffed animal

when upset

24-30

mo

Labels own basic emotions

(happy, sad, mad)

"I mad!" or "I sad" — even after the feeling,

this is progress

24-30

mo
Can wait briefly with support

Waits 30-60 seconds for something with

verbal coaching ("Almost ready!")

30-36

mo

Shows empathy for others'

distress

Brings a toy to a crying friend, pats

someone who is sad

30-36

mo

Tantrums begin decreasing in

frequency (not intensity)

Going from 5-8 per day to 1-3 per day is

progress

Normal tantrum frequency for 2-year-olds: 1-9 per week. Duration: 1-5 minutes typically. If

tantrums last 25+ minutes consistently, happen 10+ times daily, or involve self-injury, discuss

with your pediatrician.

Preschool (3-5 years): Building Skills

AGE REGULATION SKILL HOW YOU'LL SEE IT ✓

3-4

yr

Uses words instead of actions

(sometimes)

Says "I don't like that" instead of hitting — at

least some of the time

3-4

yr
Follows 2-3 step routines

Gets dressed, eats breakfast, brushes teeth

with minimal prompting
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AGE REGULATION SKILL HOW YOU'LL SEE IT ✓

3-4

yr

Calms with simple strategies

(with coaching)

Takes a breath when reminded, hugs a stuffed

animal, uses calm corner with parent

3-4

yr
Tolerates minor frustration

Keeps trying when a puzzle piece won't fit (for

a bit) before seeking help

4-5

yr

Identifies emotions in stories

and pictures

"He looks scared" or "She's happy because she

got the dog"

4-5

yr

Begins using strategies

independently in low-stress

situations

Goes to calm corner on their own, takes a

breath before asking — but only when mildly

upset

4-5

yr

Waits for a turn (with

reminders)

Can wait 2-5 minutes for a turn in a game with

occasional coaching

4-5

yr

Separates from caregiver

without significant distress

Goes to preschool/kindergarten with brief

sadness (not prolonged or debilitating)

School-Age (6-11 years): Increasing Independence

AGE REGULATION SKILL HOW YOU'LL SEE IT ✓

6-7

yr
Uses multiple coping strategies

Can name 2-3 things that help them calm

down

6-7

yr

Manages disappointment

without major meltdown

Upset when plans change but recovers

within 10-15 minutes

6-7

yr

Follows rules in structured

settings

Raises hand, waits in line, follows game

rules (most of the time)

8-9

yr

Identifies triggers for big

emotions

"I get mad when people don't follow the

rules" or "Tests make me nervous"

8-9

yr

Problem-solves interpersonal

conflicts (with support)

Can brainstorm solutions to friend

disagreements with some adult guidance

8-9

yr

Delays gratification for short

periods

Can save allowance for a few weeks, wait

until after homework for screens

10-11

yr

Recovers from strong emotions

within 20-30 minutes

Has a bad moment but resets and re-

engages

10-11

yr

Begins perspective-taking in

conflicts

"I think she was mad because I didn't

include her" — seeing others' viewpoint
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AGE REGULATION SKILL HOW YOU'LL SEE IT ✓

10-11

yr
Self-monitors emotional state

"I need a break" or "I'm getting frustrated" —

recognizing before explosion

Adolescence (12-18 years): Refinement Under Construction

Adolescence often looks like regulation is going backward — and neurologically, it partly is.

Hormonal surges, synaptic pruning, and an amygdala that's outpacing the prefrontal cortex create

a perfect storm of intense emotions with still-developing control. This is normal, not pathological.

AGE REGULATION SKILL HOW YOU'LL SEE IT ✓

12-14

yr

Uses self-regulation strategies

independently (most of the time)

Goes for a walk, listens to music,

journals when upset — without being

told

12-14

yr

Understands that emotions are

temporary

"I know I'll feel better tomorrow" even

while upset now

12-14

yr

Manages social emotions

(embarrassment, jealousy)

Can experience these without

persistent behavioral disruption

14-16

yr
Reflects on own emotional patterns

"I always get stressed before tests" —

awareness of personal patterns

14-16

yr
Regulates emotions in social settings

Manages frustration with friends

without cutting them off or exploding

14-16

yr

Seeks appropriate support when

overwhelmed

Talks to parent, counselor, or trusted

adult when things feel too big

16-18

yr
Plans ahead for emotional challenges

Studies in advance for anxiety-

triggering tests, uses strategies

proactively

16-18

yr
Tolerates ambiguity and uncertainty

Can sit with not knowing outcomes

without spiraling

16-18

yr

Takes responsibility for emotional

reactions

"I overreacted. I'm sorry." — ownership

without excessive shame

When to Seek Professional Support

Consider evaluation if you consistently see:

Regulation skills significantly behind age expectations (by 1+ year)
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Meltdowns that are increasing in frequency or intensity over time (not decreasing)

Self-harm during dysregulation (head-banging, biting self, cutting)

Aggression that is injuring others regularly

Inability to function in age-appropriate settings (school, activities)

Regression — losing skills they previously had

Dysregulation that lasts 45+ minutes consistently

Your own parenting strategies aren't making a difference after consistent effort

Seeking help early is not overreacting — it's what informed parents do. Occupational therapy,

play therapy, and parent-child interaction therapy (PCIT) are evidence-based interventions

that work best when started early.
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