Parent Handout: Understanding and Addressing with Regulation (Sensory Processing,
Behavior)

Preschoolers are learning how to regulate their bodies and need adult help to learn about their
bodies, feelings, and strategies to help. It can be hard to tell if a child is using behavior to
communicate or responding to sensory needs. This handout helps families understand the
difference between sensory-based responses and behavior, and how adults can support
children developmentally in helpful, consistent ways.

What Does “Regulation” Mean?
Regulation is a child’s ability to:
e Feel calm and safe in their body
e Manage emotions and reactions
e Pay attention and participate

What Does “Sensory” Mean?
Sensory processing is how the brain receives and responds to information from the body and
the environment, such as:
e Sounds
Lights
Touch
Movement
Smells
Body signals (hunger, needing the bathroom, tiredness)
Some children feel these sensations more strongly or less clearly than others.

Sensory Responses vs. Behavior

Sensory Response Behavior
A sensory response happens when a child’s Behavior is what a child does to communicate
nervous system is overwhelmed, a want, need, or feeling.
under-stimulated, or confused by sensory Behavior is:
input. e A form of communication
These responses are: e Influenced by development, language,
e Not intentional and emotions
e Often fast and emotional e Shaped over time by adult responses
e Hard for the child to control Examples:
Examples: e Saying “no” to stop an activity
e Covering ears or crying during loud e Crying to get help or attention
noises e Refusing to clean up because a
e Melting down in busy or bright transition is hard
environments Even behaviors are developmentally




Chewing on clothing or objects appropriate for preschoolers who are still
Running, crashing, or spinning to get | learning self-control.
movement The child is communicating: “l need help
e Avoiding messy play or certain telling you what | want or need.”

textures

The child is communicating: “My body doesn’t

feel right.”

Hard to stop Can improve with teaching

Body-driven Communication-driven

Happens quickly May change based on response

Needs regulation Needs guidance and skill-building

What are some Signs My Child Needs Help

e Have meltdowns or big emotional reactions

e Become very active or restless

e Withdraw, shut down, or avoid activities

e Have trouble transitioning

e Seem overwhelmed by noise, crowds, or touch
These are signals — not misbehavior. When adults view all actions as “misbehavior,” children
may feel misunderstood.

What are Some Triggers for My Child

e Loud noises

e Busy or crowded spaces
Unexpected changes

e Hunger or tiredness

e Transitions away from preferred activities
Knowing triggers helps adults plan ahead.

How Adults Can Support Sensory Needs
e Stay calm and help the child regulate first
e Use simple, reassuring language
e Reduce sensory input when possible (noise, lights, crowds)
e Offer movement, deep pressure, or oral input as appropriate such as:
Movement
e Jumping, running, climbing
e Pushing/pulling heavy objects
e Swinging or rocking
e Animal walks



Deep Pressure & Touch
Big hugs (with permission)
Weighted items (lap pad, blanket)
Tight squeezes or massage
Sitting close to a trusted adult
Big hugs (with permission)
Weighted items (lap pad, blanket)
Tight squeezes or massage

e Sitting close to a trusted adult
Oral & Breathing Supports
Chewing crunchy or chewy snacks
Drinking through a straw
Blowing bubbles or pinwheels
Slow breathing with an adult

How Adults Can Support Behavior Development
Calm yourself first and use a calm voice and simple words
Teach expectations clearly and consistently
Have predictable routines
Use visuals for choices and feelings
Give extra time and warnings before transitions/changes
Offer choices when possible
Praise effort and positive attempts

e Give time to calm and access to a calm-down or quiet space
Children learn behavior skills over time.

When to Ask for Help
Consider talking with your pediatrician if your child:
e Has frequent, intense meltdowns
e Seems overwhelmed by everyday environments
e Has trouble calming after support
e Shows delays in communication or self-help skills

Preschoolers are not giving adults a hard time — they are having a hard time. Understanding
sensory needs alongside behavior helps adults respond with empathy, structure, and
developmentally appropriate support.
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