Creating and Using Soft Space to
Help Young Children Develop Self-Control
Creating and teaching young children how to use a soft space (sometimes called “safe
place” or “calm spot”) to “take a break” can be an effective strategy to help them learn to
self-regulate their bodies and/or strong feelings. Children as young as two years can learn
to use this strategy on their own, with adult support. Read more in the following excerpt from
Zero to Three (www.zerotothree.org).
Help your child learn to soothe himself.
When a child breaks down, he is telling you he is no longer able to cope. Children don’t learn anything when
they are in this disorganized state. So the goal at these times it to help your child calm down so he can then
focus on learning from the experience that led to the breakdown. Helping your child calm down is not giving in
or spoiling your child. It is teaching him an important skill. Sometimes children can be soothed by being held
closely, or rocked, as they need this kind of touch and body contact in order to reorganize. This is okay and
should not be seen as “giving in.”
But sometimes nothing works. In fact, sometimes our efforts to soothe children can actually increase their
distress. At these times, children often benefit from having time alone. It gives them a break and can help them
calm down. But this time alone should not be treated as punishment. It is a positive tool for helping children
take a safe break until they can pull themselves together.
What you can do:
Create a safe space in your home with comfort objects such as pillows, stuffed animals and books. Some
families call this their “cozy corner”. Let your toddler help create the space. Explain to your toddler that this is
the special place where people go in your family when they need a break. Help your child learn to regulate his
own feelings and behavior by letting him know that he can end his break when he has pulled himself together
and is ready to interact again. Model taking a break. When you are having a hard time, feeling frustrated or
angry, go to the safe space, too. This is a powerful way to model self-control and shows that you need a break
too, sometimes. It also shows your child that taking a break in the cozy corner is not punishment, but a safe
retreat. (Zero to Three, 2010)

You can read the entire article on Developing Self-Control From 12-24 Months at the ZERO
TO THREE website: https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/1287-developing-self-controlfrom-12-24-months
Additional information and resources on creating and using soft space to help young children
develop self-control can be found at the links below:
•
•
•

Preschoolers Need a Quiet Space:
http://www.theseedsnetwork.com/preschoolers-need-a-quiet-space-too/
How Soft is Your Early Childhood Environment?
http://www.communityplaythings.com/resources/articles/2008/how-soft-is-your-earlychildhood-environment
Tips for Tots: Tip #1 Create a Quiet Space
http://www.abhct.com/CustomerContent/WWW/CMS/files/1_1_ECCP_TIPS_FOR_TOTS_CREATE_A_QUIET_SPACE
_5_19_11.PDF
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