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Parent Resources: Lesson 7
“Emotional Regulation” 
(Defense Mechanisms) - 

Part 1

What This Lesson Is About

In this lesson, students are learning about emotional regulation—the ability to notice strong 
emotions and choose how to respond, rather than reacting automatically.

Middle school and high school students experience intense emotions every day. Stress, 
peer conflict, embarrassment, social media, and feeling misunderstood can all trigger 
fast reactions. This lesson helps students slow those moments down so they can build 
awareness, self-control, and self-respect.

The goal is not to judge emotions or label behavior as “good” or “bad.” Instead, students 
are learning to notice patterns and recognize that—even under pressure—they still have 
choices.

In this lesson. students are taught about 
emotional regulation using a visual metaphor of 
a Knight in Armor carrying a Shield.

Just like a knight wears armor and carries a 
shield to stay protected in battle, emotional 
reactions often protect teens in uncomfortable 
or stressful situations. These reactions—called 
defense mechanisms—are like the shield coming up automatically when something feels 
threatening.

Students discussed how:

•	 Everyone carries emotional armor and a shield at times
•	 Most reactions happen automatically, without thinking
•	 The shield isn’t about being tough—it’s about protection
•	 Armor and shields can be helpful in some moments, but heavy or limiting in others
•	 The goal is learning when to lower the shield and pause before choosing a response

This metaphor helps teens talk about behavior without shame and builds understanding 
instead of blame.

The Visual Metaphor:  
A Knight in Armor with a Shield
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This activity is designed to be simple, flexible, and realistic for busy families. There’s no set 
schedule and no expectation to cover everything. Even an occasional short conversation 
can reinforce what your teen is learning.

Try this:

Choose one vocabulary word and connect it to a real situation your teen might recognize. 
Keep the conversation brief—often 5 minutes or less—and let it happen naturally.

Use the prompts below as conversation guides (not a checklist):

Pressure Situation
“Was there a situation recently that felt more stressful or frustrating than it should have?”
(This might include group work, a text that didn’t get answered, being corrected by an adult, 
or feeling left out online.)

Defense Mechanism
“When that situation happened, what did you feel like doing right away?”
“What kind of shield do you think came up—shutting down, snapping back, joking it off, or 
acting like you didn’t care?”

Emotional Regulation
“Was there any pause between the feeling and the reaction?”
“What might that pause have looked like?”

Positive vs. Negative Response
“Looking back, did that reaction help—or make things harder later?”
Keep the focus on outcomes rather than blame.

Self-Respect
“After it was over, how did you feel about yourself?”
This helps teens connect their choices to long-term self-respect, not just consequences.

At-Home Vocabulary Activity: “Catch It in Real Life”

Key Vocabulary: 

•	 Emotional Regulation: The ability to notice what you are feeling and choose how you 
respond instead of reacting automatically.

•	 Defense Mechanism: An automatic reaction used to protect yourself emotionally when 
you feel stressed, embarrassed, disrespected, or overwhelmed.

•	 Pressure Situation:  Any moment that triggers strong emotions, such as conflict with 
friends, correction from adults, social pressure, or online interactions.

•	 Self-Respect: How you feel about yourself after the situation is over, based on the 
choices you made.

•	 Angry: Feeling mad or irritated
•	 Coping: Finding ways to calm down or handle feelings in a healthy way
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At school, students are practicing how to:

•	 Recognize pressure situations that trigger strong emotions
•	 Identify common defense mechanisms (shutting down, snapping back, joking it off, 

acting like they don’t care)
•	 Understand that feelings influence reactions—but don’t have to control them
•	 Pause between feeling and reacting
•	 Tell the difference between positive and negative responses

A key idea students learned:

The pause between feeling and reacting is where choice—and 
power—lives.

What Students Are Learning at School

At Home – Try This! 

Why this matters:

Negative reactions often feel easier or more natural—but they usually create more problems 
over time. Learning to pause and choose a response helps teens protect their relationships, 
confidence, and future opportunities.

Conversation Starters:

Use these when emotions are calm—during a drive, at dinner, or after a long day:

•	 “What kinds of situations tend to push your buttons the fastest?”
•	 “When you feel disrespected, what’s your go-to reaction?”
•	 “Was there a moment recently where your reaction surprised you?”
•	 “Looking back, did that reaction help—or make things harder later?”

Practice Together:

Name the Pause: When emotions show up, help your teen name the moment instead of 
reacting right away.   

Important Note: There’s no right or wrong way to do this. The goal isn’t to fix behavior—it’s to 
help your teen build awareness and language for what’s happening internally.
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Emotional regulation isn’t about controlling emotions—it’s about building awareness, choice, 
and self-respect.

Teens are still developing the parts of the brain that manage impulse control and decision-
making. Learning these skills now gives them an advantage later—in relationships, school, 
work, and life.

Progress matters more than perfection. Thank you for partnering with us as your teen builds 
lifelong resilience skills.

Ideas for Further Discussion at Home

•	 Talk about reactions you see in movies, sports, or social media.
•	 “What armor do you think that person put on?”
•	 “What might’ve happened if they chose a different response?”

•	 Ask your teen to notice one moment this week where they paused—even briefly—
before reacting.

Celebrate effort, not perfection!

“Looks like that situation brought up some strong feelings.”

Model It: When appropriate, name your own process.

“I noticed I was getting frustrated, so I took a breath before responding.”

This shows that emotional regulation is a skill adults are still practicing too.

Parent Takeaway 


