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Early-life experiences that include supportive 
multisensory input and attuned relationships are 
necessary and formative to brain development, as 
children learn to self-regulate through the experience 
of co-regulation with others. Play is also essential to 
the developmental process for all children; engaging in 
playful activities with children creates the prime 
conditions for building regulatory capacities later in life. 

It is best to introduce and practice these activities with 
your child before starting the Safe and Sound Protocol 
(SSP) or Integrated Listening System (ILS) programs, 
so they are safe and familiar. In addition to any of the 
applicable activities in the Nervous System Regulating 
Activities eBook, use these recommendations to help 
build regulatory capacity in children.

This eBook was co-authored by Kelly Beins, OTR/L, 
and Rebecca Knowles, OTD, OTR/L, RYT, with 
support from the Unyte Clinical Team.



When delivering the Safe and Sound Protocol
(SSP) to your clients, we recommend that you
provide regulating activities to support their
nervous system through changes they may

experience. 

Use the activities in this guide to engage and
support your clients through mindfulness,

vocalization, breathing and movement. It is
best to introduce and practice the activities

with your client before starting the SSP, so the
activities are safe and familiar. 

We encourage you to try these before, during
and after SSP delivery, modifying or adapting

them as it best suits your client. 
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M I N D F U L N E S S

Bring attention to your body.

Feel your feet on the ground or your seat on the chair.

Promote body awareness through all the senses. What
can you see? Take in sounds from around the room and
inside your body. Can you feel the fabric of your clothing
touching your body? What smells and tastes do you
perceive?

Notice and orient your awareness, alternating between
inside and outside the body.

Sensory Orientation

Rationale
Practicing orientation (connecting to your environment using the
senses) helps to shift attention to the present moment, away from
disruptive or repressed thoughts to more pleasant sensations in
body and sensory experience.

Hanscom, D. A. (2021). Plan A - Thrive and Survive Covid-19 (2nd ed.). Vertus Press, Inc.

Bring attention to your body and your environment, and
away from disruptive thoughts.

Pretend/Imaginative Play

Free Play

Play

Blocks 
(DUPLO®, LEGO®, Jenga, Magna-Tiles)

When delivering to children, create opportunities for playful
engagement between you and the child, or between the child and
their caregiver(s).

In some cases, you may need to model play and support both the
child and caregiver with co-regulation, so that they can all
experience the regulating benefits.

Provide access to the blocks in an environment that allows for
movement, ideally on the floor.
Let the child explore the blocks.
Model different types of activities, like stacking, sorting or
arranging blocks.
Stay responsive to the child’s cues and engage in
opportunities for shared play.

Rationale
Block play allows children to explore the materials' and environment's
physical and social qualities, building essential functional skills.¹

Provide access to toys that allow children to assume
qualities, create scenarios and enact stories (e.g. cars,
character figures, stuffed animals, dolls, pretend food).
Stay responsive to the child’s cues and engage in
opportunities for shared play.

Rationale
Pretend play helps children develop foundational social-emotional skills,
creativity and expressivity.²

Provide access to a variety of toys, materials and
environmental objects.
Allow the child to self-select preferred activities.
Observe the child’s selection, looking for preference, style of
play and preferred body position.
Stay responsive to the child’s cues and engage in
opportunities for shared play.

Rationale
Unstructured, quiet and active play are predictive of regulatory capacity
in later years. When paired with harmonious and safe relationships,
play contributes to the development of prosocial behaviors, like
communication and collaboration, and leads to development of
language, executive functions and other cognitive skills.3,4



Find yourself in a comfortable position and allow your
body to feel grounded in your space.

Take a deep breath in, and as you exhale, start to visualize
yourself in nature. What do you see? Perhaps you see the
fall leaves rustling in the wind. Perhaps you see the waves
slowly rolling onto the shore. Maybe it’s the next mountain
peak off in the distance. What else do you see in this safe
place?

Know that this is a place just for you. It is a safe, warm and
peaceful setting that brings you comfort. Using your
breath, you can return here anytime. 

M I N D F U L N E S S

Visualization

Rationale
Spending time in nature is one approach that has demonstrated
anxiolytic effects. However, spending time in nature may not
always be possible, as may be the case in indoor therapeutic
settings. Alternatively, nature-based guided imagery has been
found to be effective for reducing anxiety symptoms. 

Nguyen, J., & Brymer, E. (2018). Nature-Based Guided Imagery as an Intervention
for State Anxiety. Frontiers in psychology, 9, 1858.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01858

Close your eyes and picture yourself somewhere safe
to reduce symptoms of anxiety. 
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V O C A L I Z A T I O N

Take a deep breath in and feel your lungs fill with air.

In unison or independently, exhale as you chant Ōṁ
(aum), or sing your favorite phrase of music. 

Continue for one to three minutes. 

Singing and Chanting

Rationale
Singing or chanting increases blood flow to the brain, and supports
regulation of the heart and nervous system, particularly when performed at
a rate of five to six breaths per minute. Group synchronization increases
social cohesion leading to increased positive mood and focused attention
and thus decreasing ruminating thoughts. Chanting stimulates
glossopharyngeal cranial nerve and auditory feedback that cross-activates
the ventral vagal complex.

Perry, G., Polito, V., & Thompson, W. F. (2016). Chanting meditation improves mood
and social cohesion. International Conference on Music Perception and Cognition;
The Society for Music Perception and Cognition (SMPC), 324-327.

Nester, J. (2020). Breathe: The new science of a lost art. (1st ed.). Riverhead Books,
New York.

Sing a song that’s been stuck in your head or a simple chant
while taking notice of changes in your mood or focus. 

Steam Roll

Sensory Bin

Sensory processing refers to how we take in information through
our sensory systems. Most sensory activities include stimuli from
multiple sensory systems, and should be individualized for each
child based on their needs and preferences. Remember that
sensory strategies that are regulating (supportive) for some may
be dysregulating (unsupportive) for others. A sensory-informed
evaluation will help guide activity selection.

Here are a few sensory activities you may explore with your client.
Please review the Sensory Considerations guide in MyUnyte and
revisit the Sensory Considerations module in your Foundational
SSP Training for further recommendations.

Sensory

Swinging

Sensory bins are containers with multisensory objects. They
may include a variety of manipulatives, like Play-Doh, fidget
toys or Wikki Stix, or items with different textures, like cotton
balls, water beads, rice, paper clips or small figurines.
Sensory bins can be customized based on developmental
needs and preferences, and can be economically designed
using familiar household materials. 
Allow the child to freely explore the sensory bin.

Provide deep pressure by rolling or pressing an exercise ball or
foam cylinder over the child’s extremities.
Get permission; start slowly and gently, and increase the
intensity and duration according to the child’s comfort.
Time and pace the pressure so it is provided in synchrony with
the child’s exhale and in a rhythmic, predictable manner.
Stay responsive to the child’s cues throughout.

Rationale
Sensory strategies have been found to help improve sensorimotor skills
and motor planning; socialization, attention and behavioral regulation;
reading-related skills; participation in active play; and achievement of
individualized goals.⁵

Help reduce stress by stimulating the vestibular system with
some light rocking.
Consider using everyday equipment, such as rocking chairs,
playground swings or hammocks, or sensory equipment in a
clinic or gym.
Start slowly and gently, and increase the speed and duration to
the child’s tolerance.
Alternatives include bouncing up and down on an exercise ball
or holding and swaying the child.

Rationale
When paired with music, rhythmic movement has been found to improve
self-regulation and executive function. Vestibular stimulation through
swinging has been found to reduce stress, as measured by decreases in
blood pressure, respiratory rate and improved sleep quality.6,7



V O C A L I Z A T I O N

In unison or independently, hum a familiar tune (don’t
worry if you’re off-key). 

Notice the sensations in your head, throat and chest. 

Experiment with different volumes and physical
qualities.

Humming

Rationale
The vagus nerve passes through the vocal cords and inner ear.
Rhythmic vibrations from humming stimulate the vagus nerve
and help to calm the nervous system. 

Malchiodi, C. A. (2020). Trauma and expressive arts therapy: Brain, body, and
imagination in the healing process. NY: Guilford Publications.

Stimulate the vagus nerve to help calm your nervous
system with this simple exercise.
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Slowly exhale, emptying your lungs.

Inhale slowly and deeply through your nose for the count
of four until your lungs are full.

Hold your breath for a count of four (lungs full).

Exhale for a count of four.

Hold your breath for a count of four (lungs empty).

Repeat three to four times.

4-Part Box Breath

Rationale
Voluntary rhythmic breathing activates the vagus and its
medullary nucleus, regulating autonomic stress-reactivity.

Loizzo, J. J. (2018). Can embodied contemplative practices accelerate resilience
training and trauma recovery?. Frontiers in human neuroscience, 12, 134.

Activate the vagus nerve by breathing with
rhythm, pause and intention.

*Do not hold your breath if you are pregnant or
feel lightheaded.

B R E A T H I N G

Finger Painting
(Shaving Cream/Whipped Cream, Paint or Sand)

Creative Arts
Creativity is an expression of the social engagement system.

Use creative arts, like drawing, painting or other mediums, to
provide children with a right-brain modality to support hemispheric
integration and autonomic regulation. Partner Drawing

Free Drawing

Seated at a desk or table, provide dollops of shaving cream or
access to similar materials.
Allow the child to freely explore the material. For those who
are reluctant to touch and/or get hands messy, you may
consider sealing the “paint” in a large Ziploc bag.
You may encourage the child to spread the shaving cream to
create a canvas, finger-painting in the shaving cream.

Provide access to drawing or coloring materials (e.g. crayons,
markers, dry-erase markers). 
Assist the child in finding a comfortable position and
appropriate surface.
If developmentally appropriate, ask them to describe or title
their work.

Provide access to drawing or coloring materials (e.g. crayons,
markers, dry-erase markers). 
Sitting with the child, encourage them to start drawing a
picture, such as the head of a monster. 
Take turns drawing one additional element to the picture (e.g.
the child draws the arms, you draw the legs, and.  so on)
Once complete, prompt the child to give the picture a name or
create a story about it.

Rationale
Drawing can be an effective strategy for self-regulation in children,
alongside helping to identify and express emotions.⁸



B R E A T H I N G

To trigger a deep yawn, do six or seven fake yawns and
eventually a real yawn will emerge. 

Keep going, and by the 10th or 12th yawn, you may feel
changes.

Do you feel relaxed, highly alert and completely present
in your body? (Your eyes might start watering and your
nose might run — that’s normal.)

Yawning

Rationale
Yawning stimulates a part of the brain called the precuneus.
This part of the brain plays a key role in self-reflection and
memory retrieval. Yawning supports our sense of being more
self-aware and decreases anxiety. It also supports regulation of
the brain’s temperature and metabolism, bringing a sense of
increased cognitive awareness and relaxation. 

Newberg, A., & Waldman, M. R. (2006). Why we believe what we believe:
Uncovering our biological need for meaning, spirituality, and truth. Simon and
Schuster.

Stimulate the part of your brain that supports self-reflection
and memory retrieval with a big yawn (or several).
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Sit comfortably with your shoulders, head and neck
relaxed.

Place one hand on your chest and the other just below
your rib cage.

Breathe in slowly, and feel a slight rise in your chest, a
slight belly rise, and lateral expansion of your lower ribs
as your diaphragm moves downward. 

Exhale slowly through your nose or pursed lips.

Ground yourself with deep breaths, focusing on the
movement of your body. 

B R E A T H I N G

Diaphragmatic Breathing

Rationale
Diaphragmatic breathing has demonstrated positive effects on
attention, affect and autonomic regulation, as indicated by
cortisol levels.

Ma, X., Yue, Z. Q., Gong, Z. Q., Zhang, H., Duan, N. Y., Shi, Y. T., Wei, G. X., & Li, Y. F.
(2017). The Effect of Diaphragmatic Breathing on Attention, Negative Affect and
Stress in Healthy Adults. Frontiers in psychology, 8, 874.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00874

Try these child-friendly yoga poses.
Provide access to an open space that allows for movement (a
yoga mat is optional).
Guide the child through yoga poses, encouraging them to
breathe throughout.
If developmentally appropriate, encourage the child to pair
animal sounds or expressions with the pose (e.g. “Can you
hiss your breath like a snake?”).

Mountain Pose: Stand tall like a mountain.

Dog Pose: With your “paws” on the ground, bow your
head between your arms like a puppy.

Cat and Cow Pose: On hands and knees, curl your
spine like a cat, then drop your belly and arch your
back, looking forward like a cow.

Snake Pose: Lying on your belly with your hands on
the ground, push your chest up and hiss like a snake.

Frog Pose: Squat on the ground with your knees and
ankles bent like a frog. Turn your head side to side and
stick out your tongue to catch a fly.

Rationale
Yoga has a demonstrated ability to reduce anxiety and can help support
autonomic regulation.

Yoga

Nature Walk

Movement
Coordinated movement is a voluntary bodily function informed by
sensory information and quality communication between the brain
and body.

Use structured and unstructured movement activities to reinforce
brain-body connection and regulation.

Identify a natural area with enough space to wander.
Walk with the child through nature, allowing the child to freely
explore the environment.

Rationale
Nature walks can improve mental health symptoms, such as reducing
anxiety and depression. A reduction in stress is also observed in group
participation and is shown to positively affect regulation in children.

12

9,10,11
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Find a comfortable position.

Inhale and exhale slowly for several rounds of breath.

Breathe in for five seconds and out for five seconds (six
breaths per minute).

Continue this pattern for several minutes.

Use this breathing technique to
reduce stress.

B R E A T H I N G

Resonance Breathing

Rationale
Resonance breathing has been found to increase heart rate
variability (HRV) and resilience to stress.

Steffen, P. R., Austin, T., DeBarros, A., & Brown, T. (2017). The Impact of Resonance
Frequency Breathing on Measures of Heart Rate Variability, Blood Pressure, and
Mood. Frontiers in public health, 5, 222. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2017.00222

Breathing Games

Breathing
General Strategies to
Enhance Co-regulation
and Safety During Activity

Help the child feel grounded with deep, slow breaths, using
games to make it fun and playful. Encourage the child to feel
the movement in their belly, chest and face.

Sitting on lap or being held by a caregiver during activity.
Use a calm, relaxed vocal tone, delivered at a moderate speed.
Use trauma-sensitive touch to demonstrate social
engagement (e.g. high-fives).
Enhance facial expressions to show curiosity, joy and
encouragement.
Use eye contact and body position, or limit both based on
the child’s needs, to create safety and connection.
Remember that a child’s ability to engage may fluctuate
throughout and between listening sessions. Stay present
and engaged, even if it appears the child is not.
Look for opportunities to model, take turns, or offer items
that will support the child’s ideas as they explore and
complete activities.
Attune to the child’s autonomic state through the activity,
and modify both program delivery and activity participation
accordingly.

Practice breathing out, like blowing out a candle with pursed lips.
Blow soap bubbles through a straw to create a “bubble
mountain.”
Blow soap bubbles with pursed lips, taking turns blowing and
popping.
Practice “bumble bee” or ”hummingbird” breaths by humming
with closed lips while breathing out.

Rationale
Diaphragmatic and slow breathing has demonstrated positive effects on
attention, affect and autonomic regulation, including in child populations.13,14



B R E A T H I N G

Find a comfortable position.

Inhale and exhale slowly for several rounds of breath.

Begin extending your exhale to twice the length of your
inhale (e.g. two seconds in, four seconds out).

Maintaining a 1:2 ratio, gradually extend your breath to
your comfort (e.g. four seconds in, eight seconds out).

Continue this pattern for several minutes.

Extended Exhale

Rationale
Extended exhale breathing has been found to increase HRV and
engage the parasympathetic nervous system.

Bae, D., Matthews, J., Chen, J. J., & Mah, L. (2021). Increased exhalation to
inhalation ratio during breathing enhances high-frequency heart rate variability
in healthy adults. Psychophysiology, 58(11), e13905.
https://doi.org/10.1111/psyp.13905

Slow down your breathing through a
longer exhalation.
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M O V E M E N T

Roll your shoulders up, back and down, and direct your
gaze forward. 

Slowly begin tipping your right ear toward your right
shoulder without turning your head. 

Shift your attention to the left side of your neck. When
you feel it fully lengthened, bring your eye gaze to the
right and take four to six deep breaths while noticing
the sensation in the left side of your neck. 

Return your head and gaze to the starting position, and
repeat on the left side. 

Releasing the Neck

Rationale
The vagus nerve runs behind the sternocleidomastoid muscle and
in front of the scalenes, which tend to be two of the tightest
muscles in the neck, and can cause irritation to the vagus nerve.
Stretching out these muscles relieves pressure that may
compromise vagus nerve function.

Ozel Asliyuce, Y., Berberoglu, U., & Ulger, O. (2020). Is cervical region tightness related
to vagal function and stomach symptoms?. Medical hypotheses, 142, 109819.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.mehy.2020.109819

Feeling tightness in your neck? Relieve the muscles in
this area to decompress the vagus nerve.

Reference



M O V E M E N T

Stand up and place your feet hip distance apart. 

Lift up onto your toes and press your heels back into the
floor beneath you. 

Slowly and gently start to lightly shake your body. 

You may start to feel the shaking first in your limbs and
muscles, but as you continue, let it sink deeper into your
muscles, tissues and other body parts. 

Gentle Shaking

Rationale
Regular qigong practice that includes gentle shaking and
movement can help relieve symptoms of depression, improve
self-efficacy and personal well-being.

Tsang, H. W., Fung, K. M., Chan, A. S., Lee, G., & Chan, F. (2006). Effect of a qigong
exercise programme on elderly with depression. International Journal of Geriatric
Psychiatry, 21(9), 890–897. https://doi.org/10.1002/gps.1582 

Follow this qigong practice that tells us,
in essence, to shake it out.
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