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Harnessing visualization and future 
thinking skills to help children meet our 
behavior expectations
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Children do well 
when they 
can….

• If they’re not doing well, it’s our 
job to figure out what’s standing 
in the way.

“How do I get them to want to do it?”
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Extrinsic vs intrinsic motivation
• Intrinsic motivation: drive to engage in an activity 

for its own sake. It holds interest, is engaging and 
challenging, and elicits feelings of pleasure and 
satisfaction.

• Extrinsic motivation: drive to participate in an 
activity based on meeting an external goal, 
garnering praise and approval, winning a 
competition, or receiving an award or payment. 
Not driven by the desire to engage in an activity 
for its own sake.
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Following rules requires upstairs brain skills

• Perception and Attention

• Hindsight and foresight

• Emotions and Self-
regulation

• Cognitive Flexibility

• Language and 
communication (including 
self-talk)

• Social thinking 
skills/perspective taking

Future self continuity hypothesis:
• Individuals are motivated to 

consider future outcomes or 
rewards if they feel a 
connection between their 
current and future selves -

• (Ersner-Hershfield et al., 2009)

Difficulty with hindsight and foresight
• Living in the moment
• Impulsivity
• Inconsistent behavior
• Difficulty learning from 

past experiences and 
consequences 

• Difficulty anticipating a 
consequence

• Difficulty working for a 
reinforcer

• Difficulty with delaying 
gratification
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Social Thinking emerges in Pre K

• Starts to develop at birth
• Baby develops internal map of the 

world based on sensory experience
• Cognitive anchor to attach meaning

• 3-6 months: cause/effect
• 7-8 months: object 

permanence
• 24-36 months: 

symbolism/pretend play
• Preschool: Theory of Mind

• Perceive their environment

•  Focus on a given stimulus

• Interact with the environment

• Sustain attention long enough to process

• Process the feedback from the interaction

• Create a mental image

• Compare the new mental image to prior knowledge

• Attach a phonological sequence (word)

• Practice

To learn implicitly from our environment a child 
must:

Marshmallow test and delayed gratification
• Hypothesis 1970s: Kids who can 

wait to eat the marshmallow have 
better outcomes in life.

• Update in 2012: Children will wait 
longer to eat the marshmallow if 
they trust the adult to give them 
another one

https://hiddenbrain.org/podcast/wh
en-to-eat-the-marshmallow/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/s
cience-nature/the-marshmallow-test-
gets-more-complicated-73835934/
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•https://thinkkids.org/Thinking-Skills-Assessment/

How is the child’s:

• Imaginative/Symbolic Play
• Inhibition and Flexibility
• Language- past and present 

tense

Imaginative Play and symbolism
• Generating past and future events engages 

the same parts of the brain as imagination 
and creative thinking (common core 
network)

• Is the child drawn to cause/effect toys?

• Do they pretend one object is something 
else?

• Are they dressing up or role playing?
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Executive function:
• Inhibition and Cognitive 

flexibility allow 
disengagement from the 
present moment in order to 
imagine the future

Language: 

• 3-year-olds begin to use 
future tense (I’m going 
to…) 

• Receptive vocabulary is 
correlated with future 
thinking skills such as: 
planning, delay of 
gratification and thinking 
ahead

• Scripted stories
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• What is a reward?

• What is a consequence?

• What skills do kids need to use 
to get a reward or avoid a 
consequence?
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Self-Regulation and 
Anger Management are…

• Self-Regulation is the ability to 
regulate your emotions and 
behaviors in different settings and 
activities. 

• Anger Management is the ability to 
calm down and regulate emotions 
when angry or upset. 

Before children can problem solve, they need be 
able to:

• recognize anger in oneself and others
• calm down when their emotions become 

elevated
• use appropriate ways to express anger or 

other impulses
• recognize that anger can interfere with 

problem solving
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"The goal is to move through the emotion". 
–Tera Sumpter

• Self-Monitoring- the ability to take inventory of our 
sensations, thoughts, actions

• Self-Modulating- the ability to adjust or fix the response to 
those sensations, thoughts, actions

• Self-Advocacy- beginning to take ownership of the 
sensations, thoughts and actions by asking 

• what do I need?: e.g. a break, a deep breath, a hug, etc.
• How do I get it?: e.g. ask with words, pictures, gestures, etc.

(*this it the “replacement behavior”)

https://terasumpter.com/blog/helping-children-develop-effective-self-monitoring-and-self-regulation

Controlling Impulses Means Building a New Path

• Automatic vs. Intentional 
responses to stress

• Plan ahead, set goals, 
initiate first steps

• Built through practice in 
situations that matter

• Flexibility
• Resilience
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Games and Activities for Inhibition

 Red Light/Green Light
 Freeze Tag
 Duck, Duck, Goose
 Musical chairs
 Simon Says
 Jenga
 Bop-It
 Breathing Techniques
 Mindfulness for Kids/ Yoga

22

23

24



6/2/2025

9

Introducing Tucker the Turtle

https://challengingbehavior.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/TuckerTurtle_Story.pdf

It’s not about the turtle…
Step 1: Interoception: Can the child feel 
dysregulation starting?  

 Step 2: Inhibition: Can they take the pause 
and create space for a new response? 

 Step 3: Regulation: Can they use a core 
regulatory practice/replacement behavior? 
(Connector, Activator, Affirmation, Settler) 

 Step 4: Interoception: Can they notice the 
difference between how they felt when they 
started the technique and how they feel 
now?

Help make Tucker more concrete
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Step 1: Ask the child to put a word or picture on 
what they feel in their body when they are mad. 
Then use those words or pictures to help them 
identify when they need to use the procedure. 
E.g., red, hot, Hulk, lion, volcano, spiky, etc.

Step 4: Ask the child to put a word or picture on 
what they feel in their body when they are 
calm. Use that work or picture to help them 
identify if the procedure worked. E.g., blue, 
cool, Captain America, cat, pool, smooth, etc.
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Children need opportunities to PRACTICE  

28

“When I feel _(red)
I need to (go to the calm down 

area).”

Plan, Do, Review

• Practice Pre experiencing 
and re-experiencing

• At transitions, have children 
visualize moving through the 
next activity. 

• Social stories build self talk
• Solution kit reduces cognitive 

load
• Reflexive questioning- How 

did you do that?

Opportunities for Children to Reflect
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Support children to reflect on self-regulation and anger management.

“What did you do 
today when you were 

upset that art was 
full?” 

“I saw children 
using the cozy 

center today when 
they were feeling 

upset!” 

28

29

30



6/2/2025

11

References
• Cristina M. Atance, Andrew N. Meltzoff, My future self: Young children's ability to anticipate and explain future states, Cognitive 

Development, Volume 20, Issue 3, 2005, Pages 341-361,
• Buckner RL, Carroll DC. Self-projection and the brain. Trends Cogn Sci. 2007 Feb;11(2):49-57. doi: 10.1016/j.tics.2006.11.004. Epub

2006 Dec 22. PMID: 17188554.
• Improving prospective memory in school-aged children: Effects of future thinking and performance predictions –

ScienceDirect
• Marks J, Schneider S, Voigt B. Future-oriented cognition: links to mental health problems and mental wellbeing in 

preschool-aged and primary-school-aged children. Front Psychol. 2023 Sep 27;14:1211986. doi: 
10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1211986. PMID: 37829062; PMCID: PMC10565826.

• Mazachowsky, T.R, & Mahy, C.E.V (2020). Constructing the Children’s Future Thinking Quesitonnaire: A reliable and 
valid measure of children’s future-oriented cognition. Developmental Psychology, 56(4), 756-772.

• Fan F, Liao X, Lei T, Zhao T, Xia M, Men W, Wang Y, Hu M, Liu J, Qin S, Tan S, Gao JH, Dong Q, Tao S, He Y. Development of the 
default-mode network during childhood and adolescence: A longitudinal resting-state fMRI study. Neuroimage. 2021 Feb 
1;226:117581. doi: 10.1016/j.neuroimage.2020.117581. Epub 2020 Nov 19. PMID: 33221440.

• Hershfield HE. Future self-continuity: how conceptions of the future self transform intertemporal choice. Ann N Y Acad
Sci. 2011 Oct;1235:30-43. doi: 10.1111/j.1749-6632.2011.06201.x. PMID: 22023566; PMCID: PMC3764505.

• Matte-Landry A, Grisé Bolduc MÈ, Tanguay-Garneau L, Collin-Vézina D, Ouellet-Morin I. Cognitive Outcomes of 
Children With Complex Trauma: A Systematic Review and Meta-Analyses of Longitudinal Studies. Trauma Violence 
Abuse. 2023 Oct;24(4):2743-2757. doi: 10.1177/15248380221111484. Epub 2022 Jul 4. PMID: 35786061; PMCID: 
PMC10486170.

Like us on Facebook @WVECPBIS
 

marshall.edu/bmhtac/ 
wvecpbis.org 
wvpbis.org/ 
challengingbehavior.org

Thank you!
• Kate Morris, MA, CCC-SLP morriska@marshall.edu
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