
Co-Regulation in Practice
 
STRATEGIES FOR PRACTITIONERS WHO SERVE YOUTH AGED 14-24: 

POSITIVE PRAISE STRATEGY 

Self-Regulation is a central ingredient in lifelong success, predicting 

healthy relationships, economic self-sufficiency, and physical and 

emotional well-being. Adolescence involves rapid change in youths’ 

brains and bodies, and is therefore an important time to foster 

self-regulation development. Adults play a significant role in this 

development. 

Self-regulation 
/self reg je’ lei sh(a)n/novn 

the act of managing thoughts and  
feelings to enable goal-directed behavior.  
Examples include calling a time out in an  
argument for the good of the relationship,  
or avoiding an impulse purchase to save  
money for something of greater value to  
you in the future. 

Adults can enhance youth self-regulation by providing co-regulation 
support. Through co-regulation, adults form relationships where 

youth feel cared for and known; co-create safe and nuturing 

environments; and give youth opportunities to practice self-

regulation skills and reflect on how to apply them in their lives. 

Co-regulation  
/co reg Jo’ lei sh(a)n/ noun

the supportive process between adults  
and youth that integrates three key  
types of support: 1) providing warm,  
responsive relationships, 2) creating   
supportive environments, and 3) coaching  
and modeling self-regulation skills. 

Practitioners can use strategies like the one in this 
handout to provide co-regulation support for youth. 

Co-Regulation	 The complete Co-Regulation in Practice Series offers six strategies to 

foster self-regulation, each targeting one part of Co-Regulation.
 

Relationship Strategies — Welcoming, Positive Praise 

Environment Strategies — Group Agreement, Rest and Return 

Self-Regulation Skills — Breath to Refocus, Take Note 
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POSITIVE PRAISE 

Two Strategies for Positive Praise: Verbal and Written 
Hearing words of praise often sparks positive feelings within us. Praise 

can build our self-esteem, help us feel we belong, and even motivate 

us to change our behavior for the better. When we feel good about 

ourselves, we are more patient, more compassionate, and more caring. 

In this positive mental space, we are better able to learn and more likely 

to try new things. 

This module explains how to use two praise strategies—2-Part Verbal 
Praise and 4-Part Written Praise—to build warm, authentic relationships 

with participants or co-workers and to foster a supportive environment 

in your program. 

TWO WAYS TO PRAISE
 

2-Part Verbal Praise 
Verbal praise works well in 

the moment to motivate 

positive behaviors and 

strengthen your connection 

with participants. 

4-Part Written Praise 
Written praise requires more time, but it is a powerful 

tool that fosters warm connection, builds a sense of 

accomplishment, and motivates positive behavior. It 

can mean so much to receive a thoughtfully written 

compliment. When that message can be read again and 

again, it may influence the recipient’s thoughts, feelings, 

and behavior at important moments over time, having a 

positive effect that lasts well beyond the first read. 
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2-Part Verbal Praise 

Praise is powerful. But not all praise is equal. Consider the difference in how you feel when you hear 

“You’re the best!” versus “Dashia, I really appreciate your effort to get here. I know you have to 

take a couple of buses, and it tells me how committed you are—not just to the program, but to 

yourself and to the rest of us.” Vague praise feels nice, but it does not impact our motivation in 

the long run because it lacks clarity and specificity about what behavior, effort, or accomplishment 

made a difference. When praise is personal and specific, it becomes a tool that not only feels good 

to give or receive but also supports self-regulation development. 

Praise is most often used as an expression of happiness or gratitude in response to something 

pleasing. In this way, praise acts like a positive consequence for a positive behavior. However, praise 

can also be used as an antecedent, meaning it can be used to motivate a person to behave in ways 

that align with individual or collective values and goals. For example, “Joe, I have noticed that when 

you work hard to focus in this class, it has such a powerful impact on our class community.” When 

using praise as an antecedent, the praise comes before the specific behavior rather than after, and 

is likely to generate more positive behavior both now and in the future. 
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POSITIVE PRAISE 

The Strategy: 
Try setting a goal to use 

2-Part Verbal Praise with 

two different participants in 

each workshop! 

1 MAKE IT PERSONAL 

2 MAKE IT SPECIFIC 

Giving specific, personal praise not only affects the thoughts, feelings, and behavior of the recipient, 

but it also helps us feel better about ourselves and the people around us. When we make time to 

notice and praise the efforts and accomplishments of co-workers and program participants, we focus 

our attention on the positive, increase our gratitude, and make supportive connections with others. 

When we feel better, we do better. 
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POSITIVE PRAISE
 
2-PART VERBAL
 

Before you begin:
 
Positive verbal praise can be done publicly in a group or privately in one-on-one conversation. 

Consider the culture and preference of the recipient first. For this strategy, target praise toward 

the use of self-regulation skills and behaviors that promote healthy relationships, a positive 

workshop or workplace environment, and the well-being of others. Keep track of whom you 

praise and be sure to first target those who may not experience positive praise often. 

Make it personal 
Praise is more meaningful when it calls attention to the actions of an 

individual rather than a group. “Jeff, I noticed you did…” rather than 

“You are such a great group.” 

Make it specific 
Praise has a lasting effect when it involves details. Include information 

about the effort, behavior, or accomplishment that made a difference. 

“I heard you take a deep breath when the group started to get rowdy. 

That kind of practice is not only good for you, it’s also good for your 

friends to see. Thank you!” 
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4-Part Written Praise 

Research suggests it can take as many as 20 positives to outweigh one negative. Think about 

how many negatives might accumulate in a day. Psychologists say that to tip the scale, it is 

easier to add positives than take away negatives. Brain science also suggests that we have what 

is referred to as a “negativity bias” (Baumeister et al., 2001). This means that even when the 

intensity is equal, experiences of a negative nature (e.g., unpleasant social interactions, upsetting 

thoughts or emotions, harmful events) have a greater and longer-lasting effect on how we think 

and feel than neutral or positive experiences. One way to counter all this negativity is to build 

longer-lasting positives by writing them down! 
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POSITIVE PRAISE 

The Strategy: 
This written praise strategy 

involves four parts. 

Try to give every participant 

a praise note or text 

during the first half of 

your program. Praise your 

co-workers, too! 

1 Make it personal. 

2 Make it specific. 

3 Praise effort and 
accomplishment, not 
natural ability. 

4 Tie the praise to 

a bigger purpose.
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POSITIVE PRAISE
 
4-PART WRITTEN
 

Before you begin: 
Positive praise notes can be post-its, cards, texts, or emails given to youth or coworkers that praise 

specific efforts and accomplishments. Written praise is recommended because it can have repeat

ed positive effects (through re-reading). To be most effective, focus praise on skills-practice or 

efforts that foster healthy relationships, a positive workshop or workplace environment, and the 

well-being of others. Keep track of whom you praise and be sure to first target those who may not 

experience praise often. Try to give every participant a praise note or text during the first half of 

your program. Praise your co-workers, too! 

Make it personal. 
Praise is more meaningful when it calls attention to the actions of an 

individual rather than a group. “Kevelle, you answered that question so 

thoughtfully...” rather than “You all are the best!” 

Make it specific. 
Praise has a lasting effect when it involves details. Include information about the 

effort, behavior, or accomplishment that made a difference. “I heard you take a 

deep breath when the group started to get rowdy. That kind of practice is not 

only good for you, it’s also good for your friends to see. Thank you!” 

Praise effort and accomplishment, not natural ability. 
There is evidence that general praise about natural ability, e.g., “You’re so 

smart,” or “You’re such a natural facilitator,” can sometimes backfire, reducing 

motivation to work hard, try new things, or practice. By contrast, praising effort 

helps the recipient see a direct link between trying hard and achieving positive 

outcomes. “Things may not have gone how you hoped, but I could really tell you 

tried. To me, that matters more than doing it right the first time.” 

Tie the praise to a bigger purpose. 
When people see how their behavior contributes to the good of the community 

or helps accomplish the goals of the organization, the praise makes even more 

of an impact. “When I saw Jordan come back to our program, I got a burst of 

inspiration that we can connect participants again if we don’t give up.” 
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Self-Regulation Training Approaches and Resources 
to Improve Staff Capacity for Implementing Healthy 
Marriage Programs for Youth (SARHM) 

The SARHM project was a study that aimed to increase the capacity 

of practitioners in youth-serving Healthy Marriage and Relationship Education 

(HMRE) programs to promote self-regulation development among participants. 

It is funded through a collaboration between the federal Administration for 

Children and Families’ (ACF) Office of Family Assistance (OFA) and the Office 

of Planning Research and Evaluation (OPRE) with the aim of further advancing 

relationship health and self-sufficiency by applying a developmental frame to 

human services. SARHM translated theory about co-regulation—the interactive 

process of adult support for youth self-regulation—into practice by developing 

a set of strategies that aligned with an evidence-informed co-regulation 

framework. The strategies were developed based on theory and evidence, but 

have not yet been tested for effectiveness. 

As part of a nationwide initiative to promote healthy relationships in adult 

individuals, couples, and youth, OFA funds comprehensive healthy marriage 

and relationship education (HMRE) services. The SARHM project team 

partnered with two youth-serving HMRE programs to conduct formative, 

rapid-cycle evaluations to develop and refine co-regulation strategies by 

pilot testing them, providing data about their implementation, and refining 

them in the field without changing their curricula. Visit OPRE’s website for a 

detailed final report on SARHM (Baumgartner et al., 2021). A list of additional 

products, including a guide for practitioners (Frei et al., 2021), a brief describing 

a preliminary draft co-regulation measure (Alamillo et al., 2021), and additional 

resources are available on OPRE’s website under SARHM. 
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