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Practical tips

e Offer choices whenever
possible (clothing, snacks,
order of tasRks).

When a child feels

they have little

control over routines ° Us.e visual timetables so the
. child knows what to expect.

or choices, overwhelm ® Avoid sudden transitions;

can escalate into

dysregulation.

use countdowns (“five
minutes”, “two minutes”,
“one minute”).

Practical tips

® Ask “What is this
behaviour telling me /
us?”

® Track triggers (noise,
transitions, hunger,
tiredness).

® Replace punishment
with curiosity and
support.

Behaviour as
Communication

Aggressive actions during
distress often
communicate unmet
needs, sensory pain, fear,
or confusion.

Co-Regulation

Practical tips

® Use a steady, predictable
voice.

® Sit at the child’s level and
Reep body language open.

e Offer connection, not
correction, during
dysregulation.

A child in meltdown may show
aggression when unable to
self-regulate. Co-regulation
from an adult provides safety
cues that reduce escalation
and prevent harm for both
child and parent.

Practical tips
® Request interim support while
awaiting assessment.

. . ® Share behaviour logs with
Without understanding why a professionals (teachers, social

child becomes overwhelmed, workers, medical professionals
adults may respond in etc).
mismatched ways. Lack of ® Access community or online

Diagnostic Delay

. . neurodiversity groups
tailored support increases
dysregulation episodes that may
include reactive aggression.

(Northants Police & Fire have
a ‘parental violence support
group’ in the making).



Executive Functioning | rracticat cis

® Break tasks into
steps and

Difficulties with transitions, :
checRlists.

task initiation, or switching e Use timers to
focus can trigger frustration. support transitions.
When demands exceed * Reduce demands

. . during tired times
capacity, a child may ash out o;”(;ag rec t
momentarily as a stress e Don’t expect too
response, not intentional much at the end of
violence. the school day.

Fight/Flight/Freeze a A
and /or Fawn

Neurodivergent distress can

Practical tips
® Remove stressful
demands immediately.

trigger a ‘fight’ survival e Create a calm-down
response. Aggressive space with low sensory
behaviour in these input.

® Revisit the issue only

moments reflects fear or .
once calm is restored.

overload, not conscious
decision-making.

Generalisation difficulties

A child may know a Practical tips
rule in one situation y PmLCtFlCLe Sh‘“ts ”;
. muLtipLe contexts

Put struggle to apply it gradually.

in another. When ® Teach rules explicitly
expectations feel every time, without
unpredictable, distress assuming recall.

. e Use consistent language
rises.

across environments.

Hypervigilance

Practical tips
® Keep routines
predictable and explain

Some children live in a changes early.

constant state of alert due to ® Provide sensory tools
sensory overload or anxiety. (weighted items, fidget
Hypervigilance can make aides, quiet corners).

® Avoid surprising the
them react suddenly and child from behind or
aggressively when startled or above.

unsure.



Intersection of needs

Practical tips

High support needs, sensory
differences, and
communication barriers can
intersect with stress. During
peak overwhelm a child may
lose behavioural control and
unintentionally become
aggressive toward a parent.

Public meltdowns and
social pressure
increase family stress.
A dysreguated child
may escalate into
reactive aggression
when feeling
scrutinised or
threatened.

Knowledge gaps

Without understanding
neurodivergent distress,
adults may unknowingly use
strategies that increase
overwhelm. This can lead to
more frequent dysregulated
episodes that involue
aggression.

Language

differences

When a child cannot
express emotions or
needs verbally,
frustration intensifies.

Physical aggression may

occur as a last-resort

during distress.

communication method

Practical tips

® |dentify and address
all domains
(sensory, emotional,
physical).

® Collaborate with
professionals for a
whole-family plan.

® Prioritise reducing
overwhelm, not
increasing discipline.

Judgement by others

Practical tips

® Practice exit strategies for
busy placed.

® Use scripts for responding
to judgement (“We’re
managing, thank you”).

® Plan visits during quieter
times.

® Use headphones, Loops and
sunglasses to reduce noise
/ light sensitivities.

Access neurodiversity-
affirming training.
Standard discipline
processes rarely work for
neurodivergent children.
Be consistent in
approach to discipline
and expectations.

Join parent support
networks.

Keep communication
open with school, health
staff, and carers.

Practical tips

® Use photos, symbols, or
gesture-based
communication (British
Sign Language is a useful
skill for situation
mutism).

® Give extra processing
time (8 - 10 seconds).

® Avoid forcing speech
during distress. Use
alternative methods.

® Be patient. Remain calm.

® Children are often having
a hard time, not giving
the adult a hard time.



Meltdowns vs Tantrums

|

Practical tips

Meltdowns are
neurological overloads.
During a meltdown, a
child may push, hit or J
throw objects as part of

an uncontrollable stress

response, not

intentional harm. °

parents

If a parent is also neurodivergent,
their own sensory or emotional
overload may collide with the
child’s dysregulation. This dynamic
can unintentionally increase the
intensity of reactive aggression.

Overwhelm

When internal or
environmental overload
reaches a peak, the child
may respond aggressively
for a few
moments.Preventing
overwhelm is kRey to
reducing such incidents

Although the parent holds
structural authority,
dysregulation can
temporarily give the child
physical power in the
moment. This is not
intentional but reflects a loss
of control under distress.

Neurodivergent

Power imbalance

Protect the child’s safety and
your own by stepping back.
Reduce sensory Load
immediately.

Discuss problem - solving AFTER
the child is regulated.
Remember, temper tantrums can
be reasoned with. A meltdown
needs to burn itself out.

After a meltdown, the child will
rarely remember what had
happened or been said.

Practical tips

® |dentify your own
triggers, sensory needs
and coping strategies.

® Use scripts or visual
supports for yourself
too.

® Request reasonable
adjustments from
services.

® Remember, the child is
not trying to give us a
hard time. They are
having a hard time!

Practical tips

® Reduce demands during
high-stress periods
(after school, long
days).

® Provide breaks before
the child becomes

overwhelmed. rﬁ'éf'\
e Crease sensory escape v
plans.
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Practical tips

® -Step back and
create physical
safety for you both.

e -Avoid
confrontation
during peak
distress.

® -Teach alternative
need space” signals.

lll



Quiet forms for distress

Not all dysregulation is
loud. Internal distress can
build silently until the
child reaches a breaking
point, resulting in sudden
aggression as a release of
built-up tension.

Predictability helps
neurodivergent children
feel safe. In homes where
violence occurs, routines
break down, causing
distress that can escalate
further conflict.

Sensory overload

Bright lights, sounds,
smells, or touch can
push the child beyond
coping capacity.Physical
aggression may occur as
a defensive reaction to
extreme sensory
discomfort.

Children with trauma

histories (ACEs) may escalate

more quickly when
triggered.Aggression in these
moments is a protective
reflex, not a behavioural
choice.
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Practical tips
e Carry sensory supports (ear

Trauma responses

Practical tips

® Notice early signs
(withdrawal, staring,
pacing, OCD lLlike
behaviours).

® [ntervene early with
sensory breaks.

® Keep communication
gentle and low-
pressure.
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Routine as safety

Practical tips

® Create morning, after
school, and bedtime
routines.

® Use picture
schedules.

® Review changes the
day before where
possible.

defenders, sunglasses, fidget
aides).

Choose low-sensory
environments when planning
outings.

Teach the child to express
sensory needs. Often children
struggle to identify the emotion
they are experiencing. Anger is
an emotion; and it is okay to
feel angry; but it’s important
that we express that in a safe
way.

Practical tips

® -Use relational
safety:
predictability,
calm tone, gentle
pacing.

® -Avoid threats or
raised voices.

® -Use grounding
strategies
(breathing tools,
movement, sensory
input).

.




Unmet needs

If sensory, emotional or
physiological needs go

Practical tips
® Check if the child is tired,
hungry, thirsty, or

unmet, internal buildup overloaded.

can lead to a dysregulated ® Offer regular movement
. breaks.

Outbursjc that includes ® Provide emotional check-

aggressive ins.

behaviour.Addressing ® Support the child in

these needs is key to identifying triggers and

emotions.

reducing aggression.

Violence vs Dysregulation

Practical tips
® Reframe ‘This is
distress, not

What appears as ‘violence’ is
often short-lived reactive

behaviour from a nervous defiance’.
ﬂ system in survival mode. ® Focus on safety,
. L. . L . not punishment.
= = Distinguishing from intent P .
® Use de-escalation
- prevents harmful strategies and
misinterpretations. reconnect later.

Withdrawal

A neurodivergent child may Practical tips
withdraw from activities, ®* Allow quiet retreats
eye contact, routines, or without pressure.

Lati hi h ® Provide low-demand
relationships when connection (sitting
experiencing fear. nearby, offering
Withdrawal is a protective comfort tools).

[ J
response and must be Use gentle prompts
. . rather than questions.

recognised as a potential

indicator of harm.

external Practical tips

® Adjust
expectations
stressors
times.

Changes at school, fatigue, hunger, or ® Build calm
routines around

medlcgt Issues can reduce coping school or health
capacity.These stressors make challenges.
dysregulation and related * Keep
aggressions more likely. Addressing professional

informed about
these needs can reduce unrest. changes.




Young carers

Practical tips

Some neurodivergent ® Ensure the child isn’t
children take on emotional acting as the
. ti L buff i
labour beyond their emotiondt butrer in
. the home.

capaatg.When ® Reinforce that adults
overstretched, they may manage adult
enter overwhelm more problems.

ichL d d ® Provide emotional
quic gqn respon decompression time
aggressively under pressure. daily.

Zero t0|erance’ Practical tips

® Prioritise
. physical and
zero judgement emotional
safety for all.
® Use supportive,

A safety-first approach means zero non-judgement
tolerance for violence, but language.
. . . ® Seek
interventions must avoid blame or .
compassionate
unhelpful labels towards both the professional
parent and child.Compassionate, help to break
practical support helps families unhelpful

break harmful cycles and meet cycles.

everyone’s needs.
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