ADHD

Direct
Supporting A .-
Emotional Regulation

A practical guide for parents and carers § -__
supporting children with big emotions, --
meltdowns and overwhelm.
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@ Connect first. Correct Iater. Teach when calm.
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During the meltdown, the goal is safety and calming.
After the meltdown, the goal is learning, repair and planning for next time.

A helpful way to think about dysregulation Lo Stay calm and reduce the demands

Emotional dysregulation is not simply bad behaviour. When a child is in meltdown, it is usually not the right time

Fm: many children, Spe f:ially th_': e with ADHD, autistic for reasoning, teaching, consequences or long explanations.
traits, sensory sensitivities, anxiety or developmental The first aim is to reduce stimulation and help the
immaturity, big emotions can overwhelm their ability nervous system settle.

to think, listen or problem-soclve.

Parents are often most effective when they treat the
emotion as the problem to manage together, rather
than treating the child as the problem.
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e Team up with your child against the feeling, g Move siblings or other peopie away.
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Use fewer words.
Lower your voice,
Reduce eye contact if this escalates your child.

not against the child. Remove unnecessary noise, lights or demands.
Give your child physical space while keeping them safe.
Avoid arguing back or trying to win the moment.

9 Look for the trigger, not just the behaviour

After your child has calmed, it can help to explore what came
before the behaviour, rather than focusing only on what

“You are safe. | can see this is really hard.
I’m going to help you calm first,

your child did. and we’ll talk later.”
Common triggers include:
® Hunger, tiredness or thirst. * Not understanding instructions.
® Too much noise or sensory input. * Too many instructions at once.
® Transitions, such as stopping * Waiting, sharing or tum-taking. Younger children often need adult help to manage
W iy '“““EE ﬂ‘f 1“;5: i . U":Hpﬂﬂlﬂﬂ changes. big feelings rather than being expected to calm
osing a game or not getti . ' .

St ot 9 E-.Z;?:.:ZT;:TH or themselves independently.
* Feeling criticised, embarrassed

or corrected.

“What was too much, too hard,
: too fast, too loud or too unexpected?”
This can be especially helpful for children with ADHD
or autistic traits, where behaviour may reflect overwhelm,

impulsivity, sensory distress or difficulty shifting attention
rather than deliberate defiance.

What this booklet is designed to do
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Gives pr'qu:th:al, Helps you buiFdla
-:n-mpaaﬁmnate Etl'ﬂil‘".‘g conneclion

Our goal is to help your child calm enough to learn, make better choices,
and build the skills they need for life.

Reason Repair

Helps you plan before Supports safer
crizes, reduce escalation behaviour without
during crises, and repair excusing unsafe
afterwards. behaviour.

strategies to help so your child feels
you and your child safe, seen and
stay calm. understood.
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3. Use co-regulation
before correction

Children learn emotional regulation through repeated

experiences of being helped to calm. Correction is still
important, but it usually works better after the child is calm.

Parents can use:

0 4. ﬁee;bbundaﬁas shor
calm and firm

Being validating does not mean allowing unsafe or
“You're not in trouble for having a feeling.” unacceptable behaviour. The key is to set the boundary
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without escalating the child further.
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“I won't let you hurt yourself or anyone else.”

“We can sort this out when your body EXampNes:

feels calmer.” 0 “It is okay to be angry. It is not okay to hit."
“Let's breathe together.” ), 7

G “I can’t let you throw that. I'm moving it away
“Do you need quiet, a drink, or a break?” to keep everyone safe.”

G “You can shout into a pillow, stamp your feet,

. fouRgHAinglR giso devariues prger o= 4 or go to your calm space. You cannot hurt people.”

normal emotion and encourages adults
to stay calm and give space when G

i “I will talk when your voice is calmer.”
someone is very angry.

This helps the child learn that all feelings
£1C) are allowed, but all behaviours are not.

Co-regulation helps the child's nervous system
settle. When children feel safe, connected and 5. Avoid too much talking

understood, they are far more able to listen, during the meltdown
learn and make better choices.

Many parents naturally try to explain, persuade or ask lots
of questions, but this can make things worse when the child
is overwhelmed. During dysregulation, keep language

. I'm here p_ 1 very simple.

Instead of:

“Why are you doing this? You know this
isn't acceptable. We talked about this yesterday.”

Try:
“Pause. Breathe. Safe hands.”

We can work
this out

Or:
“First calm, then talk.”
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;é‘ 6. Repair afterwards

Once the child is calm, parents can briefly revisit
what happened. This should not be a lecture.

The aim is to help the child understand the pattern
and practise a better plan for next time.

Useful questions:

"What happened?”

“What were you feeling in your body?”
"What was the trigger?”

“What helped?”

“What could we try next time?”

"Do we need to repair anything or say sorry?"”

00000

A helpful structure is:

“You were really upset because you didn't
get the colour you wanted. Your body went
into meltdown. Next time, we can ask for
help, take a break, or choose another colour.
Throwing is not safe, so we need a

different plan.”

Emotionally reactive children often cope better when
life is predictable. Parents can reduce dysregulation
by making the day more visible.

Helpful tools include:

Visual timetables.

Now/next boards.

Countdown warnings before transitions.
A morning and bedtime routine chart.
Preparing the child before changes.

Giving choices where possible.
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Keeping instructions short and concrete.

0 Connect first.
2% Correct later,
W Teach when calm.

7. Praise recovery, not just
perfect behaviour

Children who are dysregulated often receive lots of
attention when things go wrong, but not enough
recognition when they recover, try again, or use a
coping strategy.

Parents should praise:

2 ® A Y

Calming down. Using words. Moving to a Accepting
safe space. help.
C @ ®
R/ H
Trying again. Saying sorry. Tolerating Managing a

disappointment.  small change.

Examples:

e “You were really angry, but you came back and
tried again. That was brilliant.”

e “You used your words instead of throwing.
That shows real progress.”

e “¥You still found it hard, but you calmed
quicker than last time.”

Positive reinforcement, structure and consistent
responses are core parts of behavioural parent
training approaches used for children with ADHD.

For example:

o “In 10 minutes, we are
leaving the park. Then we

are going home for dinner.”

e Then: “Five minutes left.”

9 Then:

“Last turn, then shoes on.”

This reduces the shock of
transitions and gives the
child more time to shift

attention.
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@ 9. Use “planned ignoring” carefully

Parents can sometimes ignore minor attention-seeking
behaviours, but they should not ignore distress, fear,
sensory overwhelm or unsafe behaviour. Some children
escalate because they feel misunderstood or panicked.
A better approach is:

e Ignore low-level grumbling where safe.
° Respond quickly to distress.
e Calmly block unsafe behaviour.

o Praise the first sign of regulation.

. >

Respond
Ignore
low-level Stay calm.
behaviour. Stay safe.
Stay connected.

11. Keep consequences
logical and proportionate

10. Create a calm plan
when the child is settled

v

Families can create a "calm plan” together.
This works best when made outside of a crisis.

@ A quiet space.
@ Headphones.
A weighted blanket

or soft toy.

@ Chewy/sensory items.
@ Drawing or colouring.

The key is to |

practise the plan /i
when the child is calm, not L
introduce it for the first time |/
in a meltdown. f

Deep pressure, if the child
likes this.

A feelings chart.

A traffic-light system:
green, amber, red.

A code word for
“I need a break”.

i) 12. Work with school

Consequences should be calm, predictable and related
to what happened. They should not be imposed in anger.

Examples:

e If they throw toys, the toys are put away briefly.
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If they hurt someone, they help repair when calm.

If they damage something, they help tidy or fix it
where appropriate.

If screen transitions cause meltdowns, screen use
needs a clearer timer and ending routine.

Avoid very delayed or unrelated consequences,

as these often do not teach the skill the child needs.
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© Connect first. s
.'&Y. Correct later.
* Teach when calm.
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For children who dysregulate mainly at school, parents
should ask school to track patterns rather than only
record incidents. ABC charts can be helpful:
antecedent, behaviour, consequence.

Parents can ask school:
What happened just before the incident?

Was there noise, transition, sharing, waiting,
losing or unexpected change?

Was the instruction too long or unclear?
Did the child have a break option?
What helped them recover?

How long did recovery take?
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Are there predictable high-risk times?

N
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together

to support
your child
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