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Why Emotion Regulation Is the
Skill Every School and District
Leader Needs Now

Marc A. Brackett

alk into any school today and you'll feel it as much

as see it: students carrying anxiety like heavy

backpacks, teachers stretched thin from constant
disruptions, parents anxious about safety and grades,
and administrators pressed from all sides. Super-
intendents, principals, and district leaders face
daily decisions under a microscope—budget
crises, board conflicts, staff shortages,
community outrage.

What separates a leader who escalates tension
from one who inspires calm isn’t general intel-
ligence (IQ), years of experience, or charisma. It’s the
capacity to regulate emotions—their own and others’.

Over the last 25 years at the Yale Center for Emotional
Intelligence, our team’s research and our work in over 5,000
schools has shown again and again: leaders who know how to
deal with feelings don't just survive stress, they create healthier
climates where everyone—students, teachers, families—can thrive.

Emotion regulation isn't “soft stuff.” It’s a core leadership skill, every bit as measurable and consequential as literacy and
math. Emotion regulation predicts outcomes we care about most in schools: teacher retention, student achievement,
school climate, and community trust. Leaders who regulate well think more clearly, sustain better relationships, and
make wiser decisions under pressure.

By contrast, dysregulation is costly. It clouds judgment, undermines trust, drives burnout, and erodes culture. One
outburst from a superintendent can undo months of relationship-building with a member of the school board.

Consider the superintendent walking into a board meeting where parents are furious about program cuts. Her chest
tightens, her mind races. In that moment, she has a choice. If she reacts from fear, the meeting spirals. If she names her
anxiety, grounds her body, and reframes the outrage as grief over loss, she can respond with empathy and invite collabo-

ration. Her self-regulation becomes co-regulation—the entire room shifts because she chose wisely.

That'’s not theory. That's daily leadership.
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One of the biggest barriers to cultivating emotion
regulation skills is misconception. Let’s be clear:

« It's not suppression. Pushing feelings down only
intensifies them later. Emotions will get expressed
one way or another!

« It's not faking calm. Staff can sense when a leader
is seething under a smile. Inauthenticity erodes
trust.

« It's not about eliminating emotions. Fear, anger,
anxiety, and sadness are not flaws to erase. They're
signals—data about what matters most. Anxiety
reminds us that there’s an uncertain outcome about
something we care deeply about.

« It's not indulgence. Regulation isn't wallowing in
feelings. It’s leveraging them wisely to guide
decisions.

The point isn't to feel less. It’s to use feelings more intel-
ligently.

Why Now? Key Strategies for Emotion
Regulation

We are living through what I believe is an emotion crisis.
Eighty-one percent of U.S. teachers say behavior has
worsened. Nearly half report misbehavior as their number-
one stressor. Teachers lose up to 10 hours of instruction a
month managing outbursts instead of teaching.

Add political polarization, the aftermath of the pandem-
ic, and record levels of youth anxiety and depression,
and the need for emotionally intelligent leadership has
never been greater. Leaders who can't regulate are swept
into cycles of reactivity. Leaders who can regulate create
stability, clarity, and resilience.

The good news? Regulation isn’t innate—it’s 100% learned.
That means it can be cultivated at any age. In my latest
book, Dealing with Feeling, I share a science-based playbook
to help you develop regulation skills. For school and district
leaders, here’s a brief overview of some key strategies:
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Dealing with Feeling

Use your Emotions to
Create the Life You Want

Dealing with Feeling by Marc Brackett explains the
latest science of emotion regulation and provides
an evidence-based playbook to help us learn to
manage our feelings to become the best version of
ourselves. Full of strategies, exercises, and practical
advice, Dealing with Feeling is a book that you will
want to keep close at hand.

For education leaders, emotion regulation skills are
critical leadership skills that can help shape the entire
culture of your teams, your schools, and your district.

Also by Marc Brackett
Permission to Feel

The Power of Emotional
Intelligence to Achieve
Well-Being and Success

PERMISSION

EEEL-

Marc Brackett, Ph.D.

-~

DISTRICT MANAGEMENT JOURNAL | WINTER 2026 7



8

o Shift Your Mindset

Ditch the myth of “good” and “bad” emotions.
Anger can fuel justice; anxiety can sharpen
preparation. What matters is how you channel
the data that emotions provide.

Name It to Tame It

Vague labels like “upset” don’t help. Are you
apprehensive, overwhelmed, or under pressure?
Precision guides strategy. A superintendent who
admits, “I'm feeling pressure about making a
decision without enough evidence” is better
equipped than one who mutters, “I'm stressed.”

Reset Your Nervous System

Emotions get expressed in the body. Ground
yourself before you enter a high-stakes
moment—three slow breaths before a press
interview or a staff walk-through can reset your
physiology and your presence.

Reframe the Situation

Cognitive reappraisal is a leader’s superpower.
What looks like resistance may be fear. What
feels like failure may be growth. This mental
shift turns conflict into opportunity.

Build Emotional Alliances

No leader regulates alone. Having “emotion
allies”—trusted colleagues to process tough
interactions—prevents rumination and restores
balance. One superintendent told me her weekly
check-ins with a peer saved her from quitting.

G Care for Your Body

Sleep, nutrition, and movement are not extra-
curriculars; they are the infrastructure of
leadership. A tired, depleted leader cannot
model regulation.

Practice Recovery, Not Just
Resilience

Regulation doesn’'t mean being composed at all
times. It means recovering more quickly after
stress. Leaders who intentionally restore—
through joy, rest, or connection—return to their
schools stronger.
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The Dealing with Feeling Wheel

Becoming the
Best Version
of Yourself

The Hidden Driver
of Regulation:
Your Beliefs About
Emotions

Optimizing Your
Emotion Regulation
Budget

From Chaos to
Clarity:
Labeling Your
Emotions Precisely

Cultivating Your
Emotional
Strength Through
Relationships

Quieting Your Mind
and Body

Redirecting
Your Thoughts

The Dealing with Feeling Wheel represents the seven
broad areas of healthy emotion regulation.

Source: Dealing with Feeling by Marc Brackett

When practiced consistently, these strategies become
leadership habits or automatic ways of responding that
shape not just isolated moments, but the entire culture
of a school, organization, or team. And these habits
don't stay at the office door.

Emotion regulation
predicts outcomes
we care about most
in schools: teacher
retention, student
achievement, school
climate, and
community trust.



Leaders who know how to deal with feelings
don’t just survive stress, they create healthier
climates where everyone—students, teachers,

families—can thrive.

Schools are emotional ecosystems. Students and staff
don't just listen to what leaders say; they feel how
leaders are. A dysregulated leader normalizes reactivity.
A regulated leader normalizes resilience.

One principal I worked with began faculty meetings
with a two-minute pause for mindful breathing. Teachers
rolled their eyes—at first. Within weeks, they were
asking for it. Over time, the culture shifted from frenetic
to focused. The principal didn’t just regulate herself; she
co-regulated her staff, and the ripple effects reached
classrooms.

That’s the hidden power of leadership: emotions are
contagious. Regulation is leadership in its purest form.

And let’s not forget that these are the same skills that
help us stay present with our children at the dinner
table, manage conflict in our marriages, and show up
for friends in moments of need.

The Call to Action for Education Leaders

Emotion regulation is not a “nice-to-have.” It is the
single most important skill for leaders who want to

create safe, thriving schools in an emotionally charged
world. And it can be acquired at any age!

My hope is that leaders across education embrace these
skills—not only to navigate their own pressures but to
model resilience for staff and students. Regulation
doesn't erase challenges. But it equips us to face them
with clarity, compassion, and courage.

Leaders can build these skills systematically, with strat-
egies they can apply immediately. In Dealing with Feeling,
I show how. The goal is not perfection but progress:
showing up as our best selves more often, and teaching
those around us to do the same.

If we want schools where teachers feel supported,
students feel safe, and communities feel hopeful, we
must start with leaders who can deal with their own
feelings—and help others do the same. ¢
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RULER, an evidence-based approach to social-emotional learning, which has been
adopted by over 5,000 schools.
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