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Speaker 1: Welcome to the Pre-K Teach and Play Podcast where solutionaries are 

reclaiming children's right to learn through play, re-imagining inclusive 
classrooms, and revolutionizing early care and education. Here's your host, Dr. 
Kristie Pretti-Frontczak. 

Kristie: Hey everyone. This is Dr. Kristie Pretti-Frontczak and this is Episode 46 of the 
Pre-K Teach and Play Podcast. Today, my guest is Susan Hopkins and you'll get 
to know her a little bit just in our introduction in our opening conversations. You 
can also read her bio and you'll find out that she's the amazing Executive 
Director of The MEHRIT Center. She has done all these fabulous things from 
being a teacher, to a coordinator, to a curriculum developer. She's worked in 
many places across this globe. 

Kristie: For me, in a word, I would say she's brilliant. I mean, brilliant, brilliant, brilliant. 
Okay, that's more than one word, but it's the same word. You'll find out very 
quickly that she embodies this amazing set of teachings and philosophies and 
framework that comes out of Dr. Stuart Shanker's work, The MEHRIT Center 
around being a Self-Reger. This idea of self regulation. 

Kristie: In this episode, we talk about all things from what's below the threshold of our 
awareness, what are things that we need to do in terms of co-regulation, what's 
going on in this thing called the interbrain? How do we have humility to be a 
learner? We really talk about the genuine need for children to play. So not only 
do we talk about what's going on in the brain, what is meant by self regulation, 
but we go into or just maybe start to scratch the surface of our shared love 
around the necessity of children and play. 

Kristie: So you're going to definitely want to stay through the whole conversation 
because towards the end, Susan shares some of the most inspiring comments 
and ideas and hope that I'd heard in a long time. So I think that you will also 
find, not only is her message brilliant and useful and practical, but it's also really 
hope filled. 
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Kristie: One quick note for any of you who are regular listeners to the podcast or who 
follow my work in particular. You know that I often talk about different parts of 
the brain using colors. We talk about using Dan Siegel's work, the upstairs brain, 
the downstairs brain. We also talk about the window of tolerance being the 
green zone and that when children are in fight or flight, they're in the red zone. 
When they're in freeze or faint, they're in the blue zone. 

Kristie: Through the work of Stuart Shanker and of Susan Hopkins at The MEHRIT 
Center, they'll often talk about the triune brain, which is a three-part brain, just 
like I was saying, the upstairs, the downstairs, and this middle part that is our 
optimal space of learning. We talk about them as zones. 

Kristie: They'll talk the blue part of the brain, which is that upstairs brain for them or the 
neo-cortex. When they talk about the blue brain, don't be thinking about 
children who are in freeze or faint, but really think about from the triune brain, 
it's the pre-frontal cortex or the neo-cortex, the thinking brain, the regulator 
brain. 

Kristie: Then when they talk about the red brain, they're talking about the limbic system 
and that's really that middle earth area where there's lots of big emotions. So 
we oftentimes think of the red as the fight or flight. Then they'll talk about the 
brown brain as being that downstairs or that reptilian brain. 

Kristie: So that's maybe a little bit more than you needed to know, but I wanted you to 
be aware of that she'll mention different colors at times when she's talking 
about the states where kids are in and their ability to manage energy intention, 
and the work out of The MEHRIT Center is a little bit of a variation in their use of 
colors, not in their ideas of what's going on in the brain and/or how we think 
about self regulation as managing energy intention. 

Kristie: So there you have it, that's the one little side note for this conversation. 
Otherwise, I hope you enjoy it. I hope that you find the content to be super 
practical, as well as what I mentioned a few seconds ago, certainly hope filled 
from this beautiful, amazing colleague, Susan Hopkins. 

Kristie: So Susan, if you don't mind, I think that so many people have learned about 
your work and Stuart's work hanging out with me because I'm a big groupie of 
you all. So I was hoping you could just start with your journey because it's so 
powerful in terms of, not only with your daughter, but your work with Stuart, 
but then just your own journey. How you got to really loving Self-Reg, early 
childhood, and young children, all that goodness. 

Susan Hopkins: It feels like it makes sense now, I'm just about 52 and it's like so many different 
paths and places I went, the good, the bad, and the ugly kind of thing have all 
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come together to be really meaningful now. I often think of it as an eclectic 
mishmash. I've been a teacher for a long time. I always think of myself as a 
teacher first, 22 years in education, in all different areas. The whole draw to 
going into education was from being run out risk youth. 

Susan Hopkins: Lots of mental health stuff. I grew up in a loving in some ways, in many ways, on 
my mom's side, but also a very unhealthy home and really struggled. I dropped 
out of high school a bunch of times. I sometimes look back at those teenage 
years and I'm so thankful for a few people along the way that got me to the 
other side of that. 

Susan Hopkins: So I went into education because I wanted to be that adult for kids like me that 
reached certain points in their life and didn't have safe places to land and safe 
places to turn. So it was my draw, at first, really thinking of the middle school 
years, like a grade seven-ish kind thing. That was my first draw. 

Susan Hopkins: I started off as an intermediate teacher. I was trained in British Columbia of 
Canada, which is grade four to seven, traveled to Italy for four years, which 
really changed my worldview, helped me notice that I had a cultural mindsets 
and that they weren't facts. They were ways of seeing the world. 

Susan Hopkins: Then spent 10 years after that in Northwest territories of Canada. Seven in a 
remote community where I did all roles vice-principal, I was program support 
and I got passionate around inclusion, which led me to the early years. I'm 
telling you like a biography versioning you can cut down. 

Kristie: Yeah, it frames us. I love that you're talking about how you're still embracing 
what those lessons were. 

Susan Hopkins: Yeah. Well, working in this... I was in this remote community called Behchoko, 
it's a Tlicho nation. It's about an hour. If you looked at the top of the map of 
Canada, where we're not quite... my nephew was little when he used to think I 
was out with Santa Claus. We're not quite there- 

Kristie: What do you up there like said, "Oh, let's go up North." 

Susan Hopkins: I said I had taught in Italy at an international school for four years. Awesome, 
just like terrific in Milan, which is one of the places where the outbreak of the 
COVID-19 has just happened. So taught the same kids for four years, but I came 
back to Canada. I had visa issues, was part of it. I was at a point, "Do I settle in 
Italy for the rest of my life or come home?" 

Susan Hopkins: I faced this reality that I could have been a substitute teacher, but I had always 
wanted to work in indigenous communities. I had a bit of an adventurous 
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traveling spirit, I guess. I really wanted to learn new things and experience new 
things. I just started applying and I got hired up North, and what a blessing it 
was. 

Susan Hopkins: So I really think those two pieces, Italy and Tlicho in particular were a big part of 
me getting my feet back on the ground and figuring out who I was. So it drew 
me into early years too. So as the inclusion and program support work that you 
had data cross, it became across in four small communities, five schools, and 
include K to 12. But, of course, you're looking at all of the early years. 

Susan Hopkins: You're looking at the children coming in. We had Aboriginal headstart in our 
schools, we had a childcare. My daughter spent her first three years in a Tlicho 
childcare. You begin to look at how to support children, especially the ones that 
aren't that on that linear path or that were like me in all of different ways that 
were struggling. 

Susan Hopkins: After that, I went to the ministry of education and became the early childhood 
and kindergarten coordinator. That's where I thought I knew so much. I knew 
some, more than maybe the average teacher did just because of the work that 
I'd done in inclusion, but I had so much to learn. That's where I met Stuart 
Shanker. 

Susan Hopkins: So I was writing a kindergarten curriculum. That's four and five year olds. It was 
playing culture based. Relationships with the land is one of the competencies. 
So it was really situated in this beautiful Northern context, about all people over 
many years. But I did research and I kept coming across this self regulation thing 
that I thought I understood. I had been talking about it for years. I thought it 
was managed your emotions or yourself or whatever and he was saying 
different stuff. 

Susan Hopkins: So I sent him an email and that was like a decade ago and we've been working 
together. It really was, for me, it opened the door at a time in my life when I had 
opened the door to realize where I was screaming off rooftops, educators, 
policy makers, people with blocks put it in the early years. It's what really 
matters. 

Susan Hopkins: Stuart opened the door that understanding of the science of self regulation and 
what it was from his definition opened the door to the house and beginning to 
think about what it meant, in the early years and beyond, but really it all starts 
early. It really does. There's so much we can do. 

Kristie: Let's talk about that definition of self-reg because I, like you, thought I 
understood it. That's not to say that the way that Stuart conceptualizes it is the 
only way, but maybe we would say that. But it's so powerful when you 
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understand the trickiness of the word self in self regulation. When you can 
dismantle that it's not about the self, unless you're talking about internally stuff. 

Kristie: Even my good friends that talk about Stop, Think, Act, I know that their research 
and their work is beyond that. But even that phrase, which I love, is still really 
closer to this idea of managing emotions and actions. So talk to us a little bit 
about how you've come to understand Self-Reg, as simply as you want, or as- 

Susan Hopkins: It's a huge and it's such an important starting place. I think your point about 
people working with other definitions are not wrong, it's really important. 
Common language says so many times we'll come together with people and 
we're all talking about self regulation. We all mean the same thing. There's 
other constructs like that, like resilience is another one. Are we all meaning the 
same thing? Often we're not. That can be a really neat place of coming together. 
So I think it's a really important starting place. 

Susan Hopkins: When we're talking self regulation, we're using the original psychophysiological 
understanding. I know that's a big word, but brain body. It's about what's going 
on in the brain and body as it's responding to stress and the energy use to 
respond to that stress and then recover from it. 

Susan Hopkins: When we hear stress, we tend to think of, "Oh I worried about, I had an 
appointment in an hour or bills to pay or this is happening and that is 
happening." That's like a mainstream. It's something that in our culture we've 
come to understand as stress. 

Susan Hopkins: Stress from a brain body perspective is working on us physiologically and we're 
constantly responding to it. There's all sorts of systems. The classic example is 
temperature that your body is monitoring and that's all without awareness. 
That's an important thing. It's the sub-cortical stuff, lower parts of the brain 
monitoring, just moving you, keeping you alive. I'll connect back to the people 
because that's key. It's not just about you. 

Susan Hopkins: But it's also not just about thinking. It's about things that are happening 
automatically beneath the threshold of conscious awareness. So it makes you 
sweat if you get a little too hot, keep your temperature down. That's just one, 
blood glucose levels, there are another one. The whole hunger, things that had 
to do with digestion and hunger, all of these areas are happening beneath the 
level of threshold of awareness. 

Susan Hopkins: In 2014, there's an article in child development that Stuart was one of the 
co-authors, one of his former students, who's now a provost over in Geneva was 
really the lead on it. He discovered 447 definitions in the peer reviewed 
literature. They're almost all from the psychological field. We're not anti those. 
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That's about managing your emotions, that's about making good.... you often 
hear the language of making good choices, sometimes the muddled together. 

Susan Hopkins: So you'll hear a bit of someone will talk about the fact that your heart rate goes 
up or what have you, but then it's always comes back to things that we can 
consciously choose and think and do differently in a moment and we can make 
these. 

Susan Hopkins: Some of the times that's true, lots of it. Anybody that has succeeded on a path, 
even if it's a little bit mishmashy, you have been able to exercise this self 
control, this conscious decision making choice in the moment. 

Susan Hopkins: We've all had moments where things just happen to us. So I'm not saying no 
accountability. It's like a response, a reaction. Our brain and body from an 
evolutionary perspective are wired for that. If my fire alarm goes off in my 
house, my brain and body kick into gear and I thinking about, "I go grab my 
daughter, I check my pets," and it's designed to keep me safe. 

Susan Hopkins: It also happens to us in modern day, especially under other circumstances. If I 
go and grab my bag of salt and vinegar chips at the end of a very long day, is 
that just about a self control that I should have thought better and oh how weak 
I am? No, I'm human. 

Susan Hopkins: Self regulation is really the foundation what's beneath and make self control 
possible, make social emotional learning possible, makes the ability to stop, 
think, and act. You've got to even begin to recognize that things are going on. So 
it's this really humanistic way of looking holistically and taking in the science, the 
brain-body science of what's going on. 

Kristie: We need to think of that as the foundation. Right now, as we're recording this, 
we're still living through the pandemic. So I always look that as a positive thing, 
we're still living, but the harder part is through the pandemic part of the 
sentence. I know that you and Stuart have been talking a great deal about 
Self-Reg in this context. But as we think about the pandemic and all that it 
brings with it and all those stressors, how do you help people see even more 
scream from the rooftops that we need to be thinking about Self-Reg right now? 

Susan Hopkins: Because it's easy to find ourselves slipping into... you spoke earlier about the 
self making it seem like it's all within individuals. The truth is the brain. Our 
brain's connect to other people's brains, and we can get swept up in energy. If 
you've had something political come to mind or some example of seeing, it 
could be in a staff room and negativity spreads. It's not just the idea of 
negativity. It's actually changing our brain-body states. 
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Susan Hopkins: It can also happen for the positive. It's a really important one for the earliest. I'll 
tell you the five practices of Self-Reg as we go because I think they can be useful 
touchstone tools for us. It's first of all noticing that a, this happens to us. B, we 
have a brain and body. We, the adults, we're going to have... and you can learn 
all this stuff. I have examples of yesterday. We talk about going a little red brain. 

Susan Hopkins: When I went a little red brain over some little thing. For me, it was more of an 
internal desert, really frustrated, but something that really didn't matter that 
much. It's a sign of there's a lot of weight on the shoulders and it happens to us. 

Susan Hopkins: So one of the things that we can do is a, recognize that we lend our calm to our 
kids. If you're somebody that's in a position that works with early childhood 
educators, lend them your calm as much as you can. There's so many ways that 
we can do that. I don't mean to sugar coat, "Oh, everything's going to be," this is 
an uncomfortable time for many of us and there's a lot of unknowns. We have 
the pandemic touching our families and worries, and all these things coming up. 

Susan Hopkins: In order to be able to do this coagulation to be there as the adult, and I'm 
speaking about thinking of parents, but it's early childhood educators. It can 
have to do with when you're working with parents, it can have to do with, if 
you're a specialist that goes in and supports and you're seeing all the signs, you 
can see them physically, you can see giant pupils or agitation. You can hear 
voice really up high or things that don't seem rational. 

Susan Hopkins: So we reframe. It's a very first of the Self-Reg practices, reframe. You got to 
notice it, and sometimes you won't notice it in the moment, you'll notice it 
afterwards. So you notice it afterwards. That's all good. 

Susan Hopkins: Reframe what's happening in this particular moment. How can I see this 
differently and recognize it's a sign of very heavy stress backpacks. So it's not 
stress is bad, too much stress and not enough resources to manage those. That's 
what's happening to a lot of our kids, it's happening to a lot of our families, and 
it happens to you and I as well. This is all part of it. 

Susan Hopkins: So beginning to recognize that not everything is a choice. When we do things 
that don't seem rational or our kids do things that don't seem rational or we've 
got, folks calling in sick all the time, or the parent that's emailed us 5,000 times 
and asked us the same question. They're not actually trying to give you a hard 
time, they're having a hard time. 

Susan Hopkins: So just recognizing it for what it is, is a really important first step. I don't just 
mean thinking with compassion. I mean, not, but I also mean if you had the 
Fitbit of the future and you could look into their brain and body, we're not going 
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to do that, but just imagining it, you can see some of the outward signs in the 
physiology. You can actually begin to recognize some. 

Susan Hopkins: You can also just tell from the fact it's not rational. If I looked inside, I would see 
a whirlwind of stress hormones. I would just see this whirlwind inside. What 
matters first is that connection. That through my relationship, through these 
interbrain connection, which is what we talk about, I can actually help that other 
person dial down their attention. I can help that little person, I can help that big 
person, I can help them dial it up to. 

Susan Hopkins: I can say something to trigger and you know what I mean? We can lend our 
chaos and not even mean to do that or I can lend it and dial it down. It's not 
always about the words. It's not always about the words, it's a good starting 
with our own states. Reframing what we see and then responding in ways that 
makes sense to us in that moment, in that context. 

Kristie: Susan, I don't mean to make you be your teacher self, but I think you won't 
mind because you are a teacher. The interbrain, when I was taking some of your 
classes, that was a big one for me, to sit with and read and listen to over and 
over again. But then it finally made sense when maybe you or Stuart said about 
the Bluetooth. Would you mind just explaining how you conceptualize the 
interbrain or the role that interbrain plays, because you also said co-regulation 
and I think that's another one that people get a little bit tripped up on. 

Susan Hopkins: Yeah, for sure. So the interbrain is Digby Tantam's work. Anybody that is 
interested, go look up Digby Tantam. So the idea of a Bluetooth. Imagine that 
there's a connection between brain to brain. First of all, this is not just a woo, 
woo idea. This is, if you look up mirror imaging science, if you following this stuff 
in the early years, for example, where they hook mamas up and babies up, and 
they're finding a synchrony happening between the brains. 

Susan Hopkins: So by synchrony, I just mean the same part of the brain is lighting up the right 
side of the mum's brain, front right. For example, are lighting up and matching 
through a shared experience. 

Susan Hopkins: So it's idea that first of all, we're wired for connection. As human beings, we 
really are. That's why the relationships are the core. They're not just some nice 
thing. This isn't just for the extroverts, I'm a bit introverted personally, in a lot of 
ways. It's for all of us, we have this wired for connection. But this is the 
mechanism. 

Susan Hopkins: You can think of it like a Bluetooth. There are a number of ways we connect 
with others. We do it through shared gaze, through shared emotion, through a 
good laugh, a good belly laugh, touch is an important one and there's all sorts of 
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different ways. But if you think about anybody who has ever... if you have a 
child, a teenager as an educator, there's a joke about the look. But the look, by 
that it's just you look at a child who's about to do something or doing and they 
know. That actually is a sign of this interbrain connection. 

Susan Hopkins: For me, it's what we look for when we talk about relationships are important, 
everybody knows that. But you've got to feel this link with people. When you 
don't, it's not that you've done something wrong. It's just not quite there yet. 
For kids with fragile attachment or there's attachment issues or that can be any 
number of reasons, but it's like a shared bubble space. That's what I like to think 
about it. 

Susan Hopkins: So our co-regulation happens within that. If we don't have that relationship, 
that's where we have to start. We built safety, so the child has to feel safe, the 
adults have to feel safe, the group, and we're looking for those signs of safety, 
but then we built connection and they're separate those two things. 

Susan Hopkins: From there, we can help a child recognized in our work at co-regulation, many 
look at co-regulation is working around the behaviors and so on and being like a 
scaffolding. It is that. But from a Self-Reg lens, it's helping with noticing, 
becoming stress aware, helping a child reframe a behavior, helping them 
recognize and figure out how to reduce the stress. 

Susan Hopkins: So it's really about us looking at it from a self reg lens, bringing the softer eyes. 
Like I just talked a bit, that's an elder gave me this idea of soft eyes. When we 
didn't get it perfectly, if the soft eyes helped us understand there was 
something more going on in our brain and body and how can we get that right. 
So that then we can come back and be our best selves. 

Kristie: Earlier we were talking about, and you were just speaking to like lessons from 
the elders and your work up in the North, and we've mentioned the brain 
research in different ways just tangentially. Talk to me a little bit about how you 
have seen the five principles of Self-Reg or just even this definition of the 
interbrain. How have you seen that play out across ages, across gender, across 
races, across socioeconomic, like different identities. How have you seen the 
practices applied and how are your thoughts when you think about different 
identities or different populations? 

Susan Hopkins: Yeah, it's a big question and it's probably part of my life journey for this last... 
what I hope will be unfair. As I said, I'm 50. My years leading Self-Reg, I really 
define a lot of the last five and I see the next 20 is just being a really big learner. 
I think that's an important piece of this, that humility as well. 
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Susan Hopkins: So I'm on a learning journey myself in this area right now. I really have been in a 
lot of ways, but there's some foundational... I'll tell you a little bit about that 
because it really ties back to equity and movement in our world. The things that 
have happened as a result of anti-black racism movements in particular, Black 
Lives Matter, are two areas in Canada here a lot around anti-indigenous. Really, 
honestly, any area of equity you can think of. 

Susan Hopkins: I did a lot of work in LGBTQ, for example, neurodiversity is a passion area as 
somebody who's probably fits the neuro diverse definition in some ways. It's a 
passionate. I'll tell you about my journey because I'm at a pivot point where I'm 
going deeper there and I know I have more to learn. 

Susan Hopkins: A couple of things. So the five practices of Self-Reg are reframe behavior. It's not 
just a new picture, it's actually taking a bit of science, trying to think about the 
psychophysiological and unpacking. Trying to look at everything from a lack of 
motivation to absenteeism to you could have fights and arguments to shut 
down. We can look at just about any area through a Self-Reg lens. You can begin 
to look at all of these areas and it gives you a new understanding. So it's a really 
important one. 

Susan Hopkins: The most important thing there is asking why and why now and what more? 
That iceberg metaphor, what more is there to see? If you have not figured it out 
with the classic management approaches, you're doing the same thing over and 
over again, it's not changing anything. There's more to understand. 

Susan Hopkins: When you do that, you think this compassion, if you're hearing that in me, it's 
not necessarily something you strive for. It comes through deeper 
understandings. Even if you don't have every bit, you don't need all the fancy 
science. I don't have it. It's true, as I try to keep up with them, but it's 
understanding there's more. 

Susan Hopkins: Then we recognize stressors. We look at five domains. So we look at biological, 
emotion, cognitive, social, prosocial. So this holistic understanding of being a 
human being. My work, a lot of it has been in indigenous communities. Well, in 
Canada, we have a lot of diversity too. I've worked in settings with lots of 
newcomers. For example, newcomers to Canada, all sorts of different contexts. 

Susan Hopkins: But my personal experiences lands a lot in working in indigenous communities. I 
lived in one for seven years. It speaks to that because you're looking at the 
whole person when you're trying to understand why a child's not getting with 
his peers or how I get the child to stop running out of the center or how I 
address the early roots of literacy, for example, or any of these sorts of areas 
when you're understand it within the holistic context. That's within a person, 
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but within the group of people within the time. We cannot think about where 
we are at right now. 

Susan Hopkins: We call it being a stress detective. Then we reduce the stressors we can. You 
can't reduce them all. You cannot change that COVID-19 is where it is. What is 
some of the things we can change? Then we reflect and become stress aware. 
So that involves this idea of interception, which is just noticing what's going on 
in your body internal and noticing what's going on around it is mindfulness. 

Susan Hopkins: Lots of people practice in its form of mindfulness that are Self-Regers, because it 
resonates, but that's their practice. There are different ways to do it. Some 
people do it with a hard run or a journal or talking with a good friend, there's 
different ways, but it becomes means you become aware of when you're in a 
just right state and when you're not and beginning to notice the patterns. 

Susan Hopkins: I like thinking of it like a sneeze. So you feel a sneeze coming on and you notice 
it before it happens. For many of us that get caught in a whirlwind, it's 
afterwards. So it's becoming really aware of how to keep yourself in a nice 
balance so you feel good and you can be your best self. 

Susan Hopkins: Then the fifth one is one that's often missed, it's respond. It's really about 
restoration. So it's about the things that fill you up as a human, that the long 
term that things you do for no other reason, always makes me think of the early 
years in play. Genuine play is not the numeracy lesson we turned into a deck of 
cards. It is the play-base learning where we have intentional teaching and we 
helicopter things in and then let children explore and play in ways that are 
meaningful to them that they wouldn't be anywhere else. 

Susan Hopkins: From my lens and what we see in communities and cultural differences, Self-Reg 
is really neat because it's not a program. You cannot program and if anybody's 
program isn't yet, Self-Reg isn't a program. That's an individual application of it. 
It's a framework. Is the best way I think of. There's a ton of science, but there's 
also some guiding principles behind which we use and look at things and how 
we construct it. 

Susan Hopkins: So when I work with communities, they construct what's meaningful for them. I 
don't just say that in a token way. A lot of places I've worked we say that and 
then we come from above with our Western white worldview kind of approach 
to how it should be done. I'm sure we could catch ourselves in that more. That's 
one of the things I'm trying to become even more aware of now. But it looks 
different in different places. 

Susan Hopkins: So what they've done, and I'm using first nation on the West coast of British 
Columbia is driven through a holistic inclusion from what would be the 
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community services agency that's brought in the early years, brings in parents, 
asks elders what they need. That's how it develops. In other places, it's been a 
system plan. They've written up a strategy, they've used Self-Reg to inform it. 
They've done a lot of training and they roll it out and they measure it. It can look 
really different in different places. 

Susan Hopkins: The key is honoring that there are different worldviews or different ways of 
knowing, recognizing our own bias within that, because we can tend to think 
one of the gifts of this, for someone like me, is recognizing when we 
accountability to bits. When we don't honor that professional judgment and 
that intuition, that understanding of relationships, things that would be there 
more if we didn't get in the way with so much paperwork. Again, I'm not 
criticizing that. I just think it's time to start becoming aware. 

Susan Hopkins: In my work, I told you offline before we started that I've been a learner of 
culture and with cultures and elders from the community for about two decades 
now. I think I do it with an amount of humility in indigenous communities. I 
recognize I don't have all the answers. I know a bit of stuff. I'm so honored when 
I go into these communities and work. I learn so much and it comes back and 
informs what we do. 

Susan Hopkins: But I've had to also realize, in the last couple of months, from the Black Lives 
Matter movement that I have more work to do. So I have felt myself as a... and I 
share this openly because I encourage all of you to do the same reflection. If 
someone has done all this work and has been part of a community and learned 
through and suddenly realizing, "Oh, I thought it was honoring all of this." I think 
in some ways I was the spirit of it, but am I doing enough? 

Susan Hopkins: So I'm actually taking a course right now from Anima about deep diversity. 
We're taking a look at our organization and the fact that, for example, in the 
early years, we have a real mix of folks that come and take our courses, but in 
foundations, it tends to be folks with degrees that there's definitely an over 
representation of white middle-aged women. Why? We've asked ourselves that 
before and how we can open it up more, but how can I move more towards 
being anti-racist and really supporting an equity lens on everything we do. 

Susan Hopkins: That's one of my journeys right now and I'm excited about it. We're working on 
it as an organization and I'm tapping the people that are experts. You have to be 
so cautious in that because whose expertise do you value? Who do you hear? 
Nothing about us without us is a great touchstone to think about. It's like, if you 
want to understand what it's like to be a teenager, to be a young adult with 
autism, the best person to give you some advice on that as a young adult with 
autism, and then there's only going to be one view. 
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Susan Hopkins: So yeah, I don't know. I've gone all over the place there, but really, this is a 
framework. It's not a a program. It can be interwoven with all science types of 
different work, like Kristie, you do that. You bring bits of Self-Reg in, but you also 
have all of your areas as well. It's really a conversation starter and it can give 
you a bit of the bones, always linking back to that. There is science beneath this. 
There's more to understand. 

Kristie: I think it was beautiful too, because I do think a little bit about the word 
accountability or even the science behind it is still really grounded in the white 
dominant culture, in terms of those are things that we value, or those are things 
that tell us, it's got the seal of approval. What I was distilling from your 
conversations was also the experiential and the wisdom of elders and 
communities that they can bring to these. It's like melding it. So it's taking the 
science and what we know and the framework, and then also saying, "But this is 
how we believe, or this is what's important to our community," and being able 
to put those together. Is that kind of- 

Susan Hopkins: Yeah, and also look noticing our bias because you're going to tend... your biases 
is not something I once told somebody, one of my mentors when I was doing my 
doctoral research, that I was going to bracket my bias and she was lovely, but 
she said, "That's not a nice idea." It stayed with me, but she was meaning was, it 
is actually important to notice it, name it and share it. Those are from an ethical 
perspective if you're a researcher. But just, it helps you see the world. 

Susan Hopkins: You can never completely put it away because you are a subjective human being 
going through and you're going to see in certain ways. So the one thing I would 
add to what you just shared Kristie is recognized that we're going to be 
egocentric or culturally centric in thinking that our way is better. That's what I've 
seen happen in many indigenous communities. It's this people will come in and 
they want to help, and they have compassion, but there's this really 
misunderstanding, that we're seeing things through a single worldview lens and 
because of that, we're missing. 

Susan Hopkins: I'll give you an example where I lived. There was a misunderstanding in the 
school where I worked, the Behchoko and early childhood center as well that 
when someone in the community would pass away. So there was a community 
of 2,000. Those of you that live in small communities, you feel every passing 
very personally. Everybody would always want to go to the funerals. 

Susan Hopkins: So there's a lot of funerals. There's a lot of elders. I can remember hearing that 
assumed to be like a sign of laziness or trying to get more time off when it is not. 
It's the very opposite from this culture that is a community culture. It's a very 
much a collective culture. 
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Susan Hopkins: That is what you do. You know why? When someone passes away, I lived in this 
little street, I would watch cars, 15, 20 cars for six months after there's one 
mom that I'm thinking of that passed away from cancer at a young age, like 40, 
45. The whole community came together. Every night that family had food, they 
had company. 

Susan Hopkins: So what do we miss when we just assume it's you only have three sick days and 
you're not allowed to take this off. You actually add incredible stress to the 
person, because then of course, there's the added community level that if they 
don't go to the funeral, it's perceived as... but it's not even a thought. It's just, 
how would you do things differently? 

Susan Hopkins: It's the same with kids. There's so many, the richness of practices, like where I 
was, they were drum dances and the language is very much alive. So people 
would talk about problems in the community and yet you go out to a drum 
dance, which is the drumming and then you move around and then there's 
different types of dances for different events or the hand games, which is this 
traditional game that has been revived there. 

Susan Hopkins: The energy in this space with like 500 people in everybody is safe and 
connected. That's a form of cultural self-regulation. So then we're going to go 
and, "Oh, let me teach you to Self-Reg. Here's a squishy ball. It's recognizing 
your understanding the foundations and the principles and then what are the 
things that make you feel connected and balanced and whole and human. Those 
are locally situated. 

Susan Hopkins: I don't even know for the Tlicho and I lived there seven years. But I know what I 
don't know I know it's not my question to answer. It's me to be the learner and 
see what I can learn. 

Kristie: Okay. Susan, I have to wrap this up, but I've got to ask you one really important 
thing you said about play. So I'm going to ask you one question. We're going to 
try to do it really fast about play, and then I'll ask you my final question. 

Susan Hopkins: Okay. 

Kristie: So the fifth step of Self-Reg is sometimes the hardest for me, maybe that's 
because I'm learning and so I'm like relearning and then I get back to one again. 
So I haven't been to five enough times. I loved what you just said or what I 
inferred what you said. So just restate what step five is. Then will you speak to 
the importance of play as something you do at that fifth step? 

Susan Hopkins: A lot of people that learn Self-Reg or will hear a little snippet of things, think 
that we're talking about stress management, because there are some overlaps 
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with stress management. There are some things that exercise and deep 
breathing can be one, or I like gardening is my thing these days, but it's not just 
about that. 

Susan Hopkins: So really the second and third step are somewhat that they go way deeper, but 
they are definitely recognizing and reducing stress so that we can cope and deal 
with the things we have to deal with. We are finite human beings. Kristie, you're 
as busy as I am. We can barely breathe whenever we connect. People can't see 
me right now, but my hands are flying. We're intense and busy. We're finite. 
There's only so much you can do in anybody that's ever gone, gone, gone, gone, 
gone, and crashed has experienced that. 

Susan Hopkins: That's why it's only a piece of it. It's all five practices all the time and we're 
always reframing our behavior. We recognize and reduce the stressors that we 
can. You get really fast at doing this. The real key I think what really sets 
suffering aside, it's why it merges with mindfulness as well, is this awareness of 
we are human. The most generous thing that we can do for others is to take 
care of ourselves. We need things to refuel. It's not just the idea, it's actually our 
energy, our glucose is limited, that we can only manage so much and that it's 
not all about coping. It's about humaning. 

Susan Hopkins: It's not all about doing. Sometimes it's about being and it can look very different 
in different ways for different people. What fills your tank up might be very 
different than mine. It might change over time. It's that time for being. The thing 
about play that connects it there is that... well, first of all, a huge shout out to all 
of you, early childhood educators and folks working and advocating for the 
importance of play. 

Susan Hopkins: There is a massive misunderstanding, by well meaning people, that the way to 
help kids get ahead is by Gene Clinton's talk, tells it stuff in the dark or school 
qualification is the language you may have heard where we take what happens 
in grade one, and we guess darn it earlier. It's like because we know for 
example, reading where they're reading at grade one matters. So it does. I'm 
not taking that away from anyone. 

Susan Hopkins: Literacy and reading at grade one, and it's been connected. Grade three has 
been connected to other kinds of outcomes, but how do we actually get there? 
So that's the misunderstanding we think, "Oh, well, we want them to be reading 
because that's become an indicator," for example. So you could apply to math 
or whatever. 

Susan Hopkins: All we do is drill it down into little bits and teach, it doesn't work that way. For 
the kids that are thriving anyway, they'll be fine with that. You actually can 
widen gaps, the brain and body. I always like to remember that long before we 
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created this artificial construct we, humans decided this idea of school, the 
brain's body has been moving through time and that the brain is wired. 

Susan Hopkins: Young children are brilliant. If they had the space to begin to ask some questions 
and search things up and explore and play. Play is not something that is just 
meaningless and a waste of time. It's actually how they learn. Adult play too. By 
the way, it's not just young children, I'm trying to get teenagers and adults. 
There's all sorts of versions of play. 

Susan Hopkins: Imaginary play but through that, you're actually laying the groundwork for all of 
those other things that you want. You've got a kid that's ready, lots of literacy, 
we do lots of reading in small groups and connections. If you're a parent that 
touches you reading and exploring the book and all that stuff is really important. 
But don't underestimate play that has no adults involved. 

Susan Hopkins: Become a great watcher of what the children are doing. There's the free play 
idea, but then there's also, which is important, just play for place purpose and 
trust. That their brains are being wired for the things that they need. They're 
going and trying and figuring out and sourcing and they're figuring out 
relationships and they actually self regulation has developed through their. 
Somebody doesn't like something you did, you let them figure it out. Do you 
sometimes need to intervene? Yeah, we have to realize that that's our stress 
sometimes getting in the way and closing off too soon what could have been a 
real opportunity to learn. 

Susan Hopkins: Pay attention to what the kids are doing and playing, you'll learn an awful lot. If 
you have a curriculum to follow, you can actually see the curriculum in the play. 
You want to teach them to communicate. Then we forced them to sit in a circle. 
Meanwhile, they were doing all this really rich communication, if you ask the 
questions. If you're an early childhood center and you set up a corner because 
you wanted it to be a store and they have turned it into a hotel with store 
shape, do you go with the flow? So it's this idea. 

Susan Hopkins: But play is really a source of richness and learning. We've connected at this tons 
of research that connects it to health wellbeing, and all of those learning goals 
that you have down the way. We figured out who we are, we figured out our 
connection with learning, we ask big questions. When my daughter was little, 
we went to this beautiful cottage, and there were butterflies. She couldn't have 
cared less about the butterflies or the flowers. She was interested in the flying 
ants. I don't care about them. I didn't like them. 

Susan Hopkins: She couldn't wait to learn more about flying ants. I knew nothing about them. 
So we went on a journey. So through that, she learns about the flying ants, but 
she learned she can ask questions that mom doesn't know, and we can research 
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and figure out our ways. It's all sorts of really neat things that you can do in the 
background. 

Susan Hopkins: But the importance is the message, play is children's learning. Play is how they 
develop. If I was running a center today, I would do everything through play. So 
now that's not saying I don't want anyone to hear that. That doesn't mean that 
the children that had already to read don't have the opportunity to do that. 

Susan Hopkins: But it's not going to be all of them. It's not going to be one size fits all. There will 
be no little desks. It'll be this richness and it would all be done through play 
because that's what they're brilliant at. They could teach the rest of us 
something. If we leave them some space for it. 

Kristie: Oh my gosh, Susan, we should have just talked about play the whole time, 
seriously- 

Susan Hopkins: Well, let's do that next time. 

Kristie: Seriously, we are going to because there were so many things I'm like, "Oh my 
gosh," and I have to let you go. So just to bring that one to full circle, when you 
think of restoring that's where kids do that. Are you also saying they do all this 
stops? 

Susan Hopkins: That's an interesting question. To start with the restoration one, we can tend to 
hear that in. Everybody thinks, got to... I have people take me to their centers 
and they show me their salt rocks or their mindful corners and things. If you're 
doing that, that's not a bad thing that for many that can help. I just want to tell 
you as somebody that I had a diagnosis of ADD as a teenager and I'm like 
intense. 

Susan Hopkins: I've even taught yoga and I taught meditation, but I have to do it in a certain 
way. If somebody just tries to do that to me, it's the worst thing that I need 
something physical. So it's really important to think about this restoration that 
this final one is being about the things that fill us up and make us feel great. 

Susan Hopkins: I've had some people tell me it's the thrill sports. The risky behavior sports that 
are like a rappelling down class and this kind of thing. That's what fills them up 
without going into too much sciences, a whole bunch of stuff happening in your 
brain and body. When you think about what restores you, they still consume a 
ton of energy, but are you left on the other side feeling better than when you 
did it before? 

Susan Hopkins: I think that's a really important thing when what might be for you might leave 
you feeling better afterwards, for me might leave me drained. Social stuff does 
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it one for me. I love having dinner with my friends and all that, but afterwards, 
I'm like, "Oh." That's not being critical. That's just understanding me. 

Susan Hopkins: So play really is the great balancer for children. It is where you, as the educator, 
as the parent, can learn so much about them. You will see the behaviors to 
reframe. When you think that Johnny is being too selfish with the toy, that's not 
selfish. That's actually the frustration of having... it's a developmental. We could 
go into looking at developmental as an explanation for it. But we don't want to 
attach it a critical that there's a character flaw. I know there's not. The 
frustration of it is too much for him. 

Susan Hopkins: That's a stressor, that's consuming energy. So we use the other ones for the 
young children. It started off by talking about the self and Self-Reg is throws 
people. So it's not meant that we reg. I reg you for the rest of your or manage 
you. No, it's a help you notice your energy intention. Remember the original 
definition, Self-Reg is about understanding stress, managing energy intention. 

Susan Hopkins: So for a child, if you ask them, how are they feeling? They'll tell you, "I'm calm." 
But you might notice you get really focused when they're at their train set, 
"Wow. Look at you." So intensely focused, help them notice. Sometimes it's not 
just words, but just noticing how focused and the strengths and the things that 
they're already doing. 

Susan Hopkins: So play to me is the richness of it, of what an early childhood educator or 
parenting and what we can do and how we can learn about children and help 
them understand themselves better too. Because a lot of the kids that get in 
trouble a lot, that's the messaging they hear, "Bad kid, bad kid," no, not bad kid, 
human kid. They may have a maladaptive mode of self regulation. 

Susan Hopkins: I've seen kids bang their head against the wall, or have a tantrum. They didn't 
choose a tantrum. The tantrum happened to them. It's actually their body 
adapting to the stress and it's maladaptive. It's not a good thing. We would 
rather have it be something healthy, but we have to honor that that's actually a 
biological thing that's happening, a physiological thing that's happening. How do 
we move them along? We respond with love and with compassion, help them 
reframe and see things differently. 

Susan Hopkins: We also recognize the other thing about the fifth step and play is that, if you've 
got a bunch of stuff planned in your work and/or your family, or what have you, 
and you're reading the signs in a child or a group of children that they're 
overstressed, it is not the time to go forward with the math lesson, whatever it 
is, the numeracy or the whatever, even if you, you notice that. 
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Susan Hopkins: Okay. First of all, I can dial down some of the tension with my responses just by 
stopping and not doing something in this moment. It's a waste anyway, to be 
honest with you, even if I think of older kids, if you're trying to teach them 
something and you're drilling through, like all of us have had a moment that we 
just spent an hour on something, and we're like, "We don't remember a thing." 
That's because your brain is focused on other stuff. 

Susan Hopkins: So go to the restore, spend more time with the play, the joy. Look for joy. I 
think, especially for kids right now. So the little moments, the taking a little bit 
of extra time outside and find an ant under a plant, somebody is very excited 
about it and spend some time with it. Actually, you're restoring, you're 
communicating safety, you're cuing safety, you're bringing more balance. That is 
really the way to help children right now. 

Susan Hopkins: It's also more calming for us when we begin to let go of the reins and realize we 
don't have to control the management, plan it all out. Plan some and then flow 
with it and realize... I always think that can really help educators understanding. 
I know parents and understanding what they really want. 

Susan Hopkins: I've had parents, people tell me before, "Parents want us to send home 
worksheets," for example. In my experience, that's not really true. What they 
really want, and here's a reframe, is they want to know their children are 
learning. They want to know their children are getting what they need. Because 
they want the best for their children. They care about the trajectory. They want 
them to do all these things. 

Susan Hopkins: So we help them understand how this thing called the child development, 
human development, and learning happens. To equally value this wellbeing and 
balance and relationships, really that's what contributes into all of those things 
that lead to the learning to read and recognizing it in play. 

Susan Hopkins: I just have to add one little pitch for play. We don't even realize that we watch 
kids playing with blocks. They're just playing with blocks. They're actually 
making mental pictures. Just one example, there's a million, but they're making 
a mental picture before they put the block on, which is a precursor to learning, 
to read, making predictions as we read. They're all part of it. 

Susan Hopkins: The imaginative play is a precursor to writing. So it's like, "Oh, I'm going to turn 
the restaurant into a hotel," how brilliant is that? What kind of creativity does 
that take? When we can feed into that, that's what leads to all of those things 
that we as parents and educators and society care about for our kids. 

Kristie: We're just going to drop the mic. There, I just dropped the mic. Susan, you're 
amazing. So many nuggets we're going to have to go back and listen to this a 
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million times, because there are so many things for us to learn and I just can't 
thank you enough, seriously. 

Susan Hopkins: Thank you for inviting me to talk about my favorite topic. I have a lot of favorite 
topics, but I think- 

Kristie: That's okay. That's why I share them and I learned so much every time I have 
the opportunity to listened with you. Yeah, just thank you. 

Susan Hopkins: Well, thank you. Thank you to everyone that's listening to this, whatever role 
you're in right now. This is a challenging time. In my context, there's no cases 
here where I am in Peterborough. But as a parent, I just went through a very big 
scare. My daughter has been in the hospital eight out of the last 19 days. They 
had a scare that it was COVID and it was the multi-system inflammatory 
syndrome. In five days, we were in SickKids, which is a world class hospital with 
every doctor you could imagine. 

Susan Hopkins: It kind of put things in balance. I've been careful, we have our bubble families 
and all of that thing, but I realized that it's not just about the actual COVID 
touching a huge... my heart goes out to anybody whose family has been 
touched or hurt or suffering through this. 

Susan Hopkins: I also want to say for all of you that are worried about it, those are real, those 
are stressors and it is a time that, for me, we can and come together. I am 
absolutely convinced that we will come out on the other side of this. I think a lot 
of things we'll have, I hope we learn as few hard lessons as possible. 

Susan Hopkins: I think we're also going to see things differently and we're teaching our children 
resilience as we go. Make no doubt about that, that if I could put genies back in 
the bottle and change things I would, and I too am thrown off by the unknowns 
and the shift and the changing, whatever policies and governmental stuff you're 
dealing with and watching the rates and all of these things, but what we can do 
is know that it's how we respond and how we care for a self. 

Susan Hopkins: This is a time that you all need an extra step five. So whatever you can do to 
restore and know that that's not selfish, that is giving. The better balanced you 
are and if you're a... I was a single mum for a long time, and you've got five 
minutes, get your five minutes. Tap into the community that you can in the 
ways to support you, and really think about how we can lend our calm to our 
children. 

Susan Hopkins: We'd be as safe as we possibly can. We follow all the physical safety rules. Then 
we try to think outside of the box at the hospital, there were all the PPE. 
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Everybody was in, facials and full on for five days. I was locked in there with her 
too. What it reminded me was that we can still build relationships. 

Susan Hopkins: There was humor, there was the first doctor just showed him from a distance 
there's connection. We knew all these people that looked all the same as they 
were coming in and out, and that there were ways to do that. There are ways 
that keep safety in their responses. They were like, "We're being cautious and 
careful, but it's all going to be okay and we kind of move through it." 

Susan Hopkins: There's a lot that we can do just by a, making sure that we're in the best state 
we can, because that can help others. We can't co-regulate, we can't run calm. 
We can't keep safety when we're not feeling that. It's a hard time. So you may 
not be able to do that fully, but even a little bit can make a difference. 

Susan Hopkins: Then that messaging around, "Okay, we have our boundaries, we're going to be 
physically safe," remembering little ears are hearing everything. So make sure 
what you want them to hear is what they're hearing. If you need to do a little 
gabbling on your own, do that with your partner or separate or away from the 
ears. That messaging is that, "Yes, this is serious. Yes, we have to take care. Yes, 
we're protecting ourselves and others, but we're going to get through this 
together." That's what resilience is. 

Susan Hopkins: You come against something and how do you respond and move through it? On 
the other end of it, they'll have learned that they can move through a really 
hard time by coming together with the people, asking for the things that they 
need. If your kids are having more meltdowns or whatever, recognize that that's 
because this stress is piling, they're wearing it. If you're seeing things that you 
didn't see before, that's because they're choosing badly. That's because there's 
stuff going on for them as well. 

Susan Hopkins: So a huge hug, thank you for everything that you do. You're making a difference 
in the world and early childhood educators I dream of the day that everybody is 
out shouting your names off rooftops, just like Christina and I are because your 
work matters. Thank you. 

Kristie: Thank you. A few quick things as we wrap up this episode. First, a note of 
gratitude to my guests, for their wisdom, generosity, and willingness to support 
the early care and education revolution so deeply. Second, do you know about 
my ECE Solution Membership program? It's a special membership library chock 
full of hundreds of searchable resources and tools that you can have in hand, at 
the click of a button. Visit preKteachandplay.com/ECE-membership to learn 
more and become a member today. 
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Kristie: Lastly, if you were inspired by this episode, if something affirmed your beliefs, or 
perhaps you discovered a practical tool, you can put into practice to help all 
children thrive in school and in life. Then I invite you to share the episode on 
whatever app you're using. Share with someone you feel would benefit or 
someone who would be inspired by today's conversation. Someone who will 
make a difference for them. Then be sure to subscribe so you can stay 
connected. With so much gratitude for all that you do, fellow revolutionaries, 
until next time. 

Speaker 1: Be sure to visit prekteachandplay.com for more resources, tips, and tools for 
early educators. 
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