ADHD Parent Support Series - Part 6

Supporting Emotional Regulation and Big
Feelings

Helping your child understand, express and move through intense emotions without turning every
difficult moment into a battle.

Some children with ADHD experience emotions quickly, intensely and very visibly. Excitement can become
overwhelming, disappointment can feel enormous and frustration can move from manageable to explosive in
seconds. This does not mean every emotional reaction is caused by ADHD, and it does not mean boundaries
disappear. It means the child may need more support to notice what is happening, slow the escalation and
regain enough regulation to think and respond.

When a child is highly dysregulated, lengthy explanations, repeated questions and demands for immediate
reasoning can add more cognitive load. Regulation usually has to come before reflection. The parent's job is
not to remove every uncomfortable feeling; it is to create enough safety and structure for the child to
experience feelings without being shamed by them.

Look underneath the reaction
What you may see

What might be underneath What may help

A sudden explosion over
something small

Crying or anger after correction

Unable to answer 'What's wrong?'

Calm at school, explosive at home

Catch the earlier signs

The visible event may be the final demand
after tiredness, sensory load, hunger,
uncertainty or accumulated frustration.

Embarrassment, perceived rejection,
frustration or difficulty shifting from the
child's expected outcome.

The child may be too overwhelmed to
identify or verbalise the feeling in that
moment.

The child may have used substantial effort
to cope through the day and release
distress in a safer environment.

Reduce language, lower demands
where appropriate and help the child
reach a calmer state before discussing
the event.

Keep correction clear and brief;
separate the behaviour from the child's
worth.

Offer time, simple choices or a visual
feelings scale rather than demanding
an explanation.

Build decompression time into the
transition home before expecting
conversation, homework or chores.

Regulation support is often most effective before the child reaches the point of explosion or shutdown. Look
for their individual early signs: becoming louder or unusually quiet, pacing, repetitive questioning, refusing

small requests, becoming silly, covering ears, moving faster, clenching their body or saying everything is ‘fine'
while clearly struggling. These are not guarantees of a meltdown; they are clues that the child's capacity may
be reducing.

Co-regulation is not the same as giving in

A calm adult presence can help reduce the intensity around a difficult moment while a boundary still remains.
You can acknowledge the feeling and hold the limit at the same time: 'l can see how angry you are. | won't let
you hit me. I'm going to give you some space and stay nearby.' The feeling is accepted; unsafe behaviour is
not.



What helps during a big-feeling moment

There is no single calming technique that works for every child. Some need quiet and less eye contact; others
need movement, pressure, sensory input, a familiar adult nearby or a predictable phrase. Build a small menu
when the child is calm so neither of you has to invent a strategy in the middle of a crisis.

Use fewer words Short, concrete language is easier to process when the child's thinking capacity is
reduced. Avoid lectures in the peak of distress.

Reduce unnecessary Where safe and possible, lower noise, move away from an audience, dim the
stimulation environment or pause non-essential demands.

Offer regulation, not Try water, movement, breathing, a sensory tool, a quiet space or simply time. Questions
interrogation can wait.

Stay predictable A steady tone and familiar response can be more regulating than trying a completely

different strategy every time.

After the storm: repair before the lesson

Once everyone is genuinely calmer, reconnect before turning the event into a teaching session. A child who
feels ashamed may defend, deny or collapse rather than learn. Keep the review proportionate: what
happened just before things became difficult, what did their body notice, what helped, what made it harder
and what could be tried next time? Repair also matters when adults become overwhelmed. A parent can
apologise for shouting without withdrawing an appropriate boundary.

Feelings need language - but not always immediately

Some children can name emotions easily; others experience a confusing mixture of physical sensations,
thoughts and impulses. Build emotional vocabulary during ordinary moments. Talk about intensity as well as
labels: irritated, frustrated, furious; uneasy, worried, panicked. Body clues can be useful too - hot face, tight
chest, fast talking, heavy body, urge to escape. The purpose is recognition, not forcing a child to choose the
‘correct’ emotion.

The parent's nervous system matters too

Repeated intense episodes can leave parents hyper-alert, exhausted or braced for the next problem. Notice
your own escalation signals. If another safe adult can take over, use that support. If you need ten seconds
before responding, take them where safety allows. A regulated response does not require you to feel
perfectly calm; it means trying not to add avoidable intensity to an already overloaded situation.



Create your child's Big Feelings Plan

Complete this when things are relatively calm. The plan is not a promise that difficult moments will disappear.
It is a shared map of what tends to happen and what is worth trying.

My child's early signs that capacity is dropping

Common triggers or pressure points

Things that usually make the situation worse

Words or phrases that feel safe and familiar

Movement or sensory tools that may help

Where my child prefers to regulate

What boundary needs to stay clear during distress

What helps us reconnect afterwards

When to seek more support

Seek professional or school support when emotional dysregulation is regularly affecting safety, education,
relationships or family life, when distress is increasing, or when you are concerned about anxiety, depression,
trauma, self-harm, aggression or another underlying difficulty. ADHD can coexist with other needs, so
significant changes or severe distress should not automatically be attributed to ADHD alone. In an immediate
safety crisis, use appropriate urgent or emergency support.

A message for parents

Supporting big feelings can be exhausting because you are often trying to hold the boundary, understand the
need, protect everyone involved and manage your own response at the same time. Progress may look small:
noticing escalation five minutes earlier, using fewer words, recovering more quickly, or having one calmer
conversation afterwards. Those changes matter. The aim is not a child who never becomes angry, sad or
overwhelmed. It is a child who gradually learns that feelings can be noticed, expressed, survived and
supported.

Further reading and guidance

Useful starting points include NHS information about ADHD, NICE guideline NG87 on attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder and ADHD Foundation resources for parents and carers. Parents may also find Ross
W. Greene's The Explosive Child helpful for thinking about lagging skills and collaborative problem solving.
This resource is educational and does not replace individual medical, psychological, educational or
safeguarding advice.
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