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THE PARENT’S GUIDE

Supporting Neurodivergent
Children

A practical, strengths-based guide for understanding needs, reducing stress, building
routines, and advocating with confidence.

Start here: Your child is not a problem to fix. The goal is to understand how their brain and body work,
reduce unnecessary barriers, and help them build a life that fits.

This guide may be useful for families supporting children with autism, ADHD, dyslexia, dyspraxia/DCD, sensory processing
differences, giftedness, Tourette syndrome, anxiety-related neurodivergence, or other differences in learning, attention,
communication, movement, or regulation.

Use what helps. Skip what doesn't. Every child is different.

Important: This guide is educational and is not a diagnosis or a substitute for individualized medical, developmental, mental-health,
educational, or occupational advice.
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1. Start With the Child, Not the Label

A diagnosis or trait can help explain patterns, but it does not tell you everything about a child. Two children with the same diagnosis may
have very different strengths, triggers, communication styles, and support needs.

Try asking these questions:

O what does my child do especially well?

O What activities make them feel capable, calm, curious, or connected?

O When do things become hard: time of day, place, people, demands, noise, hunger, fatigue, uncertaint

O What helps them recover after stress?

O what accommodations make a task easier without removing meaningful challenge?

A useful shift
Instead of: “How do | make my child behave?”
Try: “What is making this hard, and what support would make it possible?”

Look for patterns over time. A behavior that seems random often becomes more understandable
when you track sleep, food, sensory load, transitions, demands, communication and stress.

2. Understand Behavior as Communication

Behavior can communicate a need when a child does not yet have an easier or safer way to express it. This does not mean every behavior is
intentional communication; it means behavior deserves curiosity before punishment.

A simple ABC Lens

A - Before B - Behavior C - After

What happened just before? What did you observe, without What changed afterward? Demand
Demand? Transition? Noise? adding a judgment? removed? Attention? Escape?
Correction? Hunger? Recovery?

Possible needs behind a difficult moment

Escape from an overwhelming sensory or social environment

A break from a task that is too hard, unclear, or lengthy

Connection, reassurance, or help communicating

Movement, pressure, quiet, food, water, sleep, or another body need
Predictability when something unexpected changes

Time to process language or make a decision

ooooono

Respond to the need while still teaching boundaries. Safety limits can be firm and compassionate at the same time.

3. Regulation and Sensory Needs
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Some children take in sensory information very intensely; others may seek more movement, sound, pressure, visual input, or
other sensations. Regulation is not simply “calming down.” It is getting to a state where the child can participate, communicate,
and recover.

Build a personal regulation menu

Need Possible supports to explore

Lower stimulation Quiet space, dimmer light, fewer words, headphones, reduced visual clutter
More movement Walking, jumping, stretching, carrying, playground time, movement breaks
Deep pressure / body input Pillows, firm hugs if welcomed, pushing/pulling activities, heavy-work play
Predictability Visual schedule, countdowns, first/then language, previewing changes
Recovery Quiet time, water/snack, familiar activity, reduced demands, connection

Safety note: Avoid using sensory tools as a punishment or forcing a child into a sensory experience they find distressing. If you are
considering specialized equipment or an intensive sensory program, ask an appropriately qualified professional for individualized
guidance.
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4. Routines, Transitions, and Flexibility

Transitions can be difficult because they require stopping one activity, shifting attention, processing new information, and starting something else.
A child may need more support with the transition than with either activity itself.

A transition formula

Preview — Connect — Give information — Offer a small choice — Transition — Reinforce
recovery

Preview: “Five more minutes, then shoes.”

Connect: Get close, use the child's name, and make sure they have noticed you.
Give information: Use short, concrete language.

Choice: “Blue shoes or black shoes?”

Transition: Keep the next step visible and manageable.

Recovery: Allow extra time if the child is coming down from a stressful change.

ooooono

Helpful routine tools

Visual schedules or picture sequences

Timers or countdowns when the child finds them helpful

First/then statements: “First backpack, then tablet.”

Consistent places for everyday items

A predictable morning and bedtime sequence

A plan for unexpected changes: “The playground is closed. Here is Plan B.”

oooood

Flexibility is a skill, not a demand you can switch on. Teach it gradually durning calm moments, not only durning crisis.

5. Communication and Emotional Support

Children may communicate through speech, gestures, movement, facial expressions, AAC, writing, drawing, or behavior. Communication support should
increase access and reduce frustration—not require a child to speak in order to have their needs taken seriously.

When your child is upset

[ Use fewer words and a calm voice.

[ Reduce demands temporarily when appropriate.

[ Offer two simple choices rather than many questions.

[ Validate the feeling without agreeing to unsafe behavior: “You are really upset. | won't let you hit.”
[ Give processing time. Silence can be supportive.

[ Return to problem-solving after regulation, not during peak distress.

Emotion coaching language

“Your body looks overwhelmed.” - “That was a big change.” - “You wanted more time.” - “Let's make this easier.” - “You can show me instead of telling me.”

NIGHT LANTERN PRESS - Free Parent Resource | Where Stories Light the Way Page 5



SCHOOL & ADVOCACY

e
NIGHT LANTERN

—— PRBEOS ——

If a child uses AAC or another communication system, keep it available during stress. Children often need communication tools most when
communication is hardest.

6. Learning, School, and Advocacy

School success is not only about effort. Access to instruction can be affected by attention, processing speed, sensory load, motor
demands, language, executive functioning, anxiety, fatigue, and the environment.

Ask the team about access

B What does the child understand but struggle to demonstrate?

B Can directions be shortened, written, visual, modeled, or repeated?

W Can the child show learning in more than one way?

B Are movement, sensory, communication, or transition supports available?
B What happens when the child is overloaded?

B How will the team measure progress beyond compliance or behavior?

Possible accommodations to discuss

Area Examples to discuss with the school team

Attention Preferential seating, reduced distractions, brief check-ins, chunked work

Executive function Visual checklist, planner support, explicit modeling, extra organization time

Sensory Quiet space, headphones where appropriate, movement breaks, reduced visual clutter
Communication Visual directions, AAC access, processing time, alternate response formats
Assessment Extended time, breaks, alternate setting, accessible response method when appropriate

Advocacy tip: Bring concrete examples. Instead of “school is hard,” try “After about 20 minutes of independent writing,
my child stops responding and puts their head down. Shorter chunks and typing have helped at home.”

7. Preventing and Responding to Meltdowns

A meltdown is a state of overwhelm, not a character flaw. During a meltdown, reasoning, language, and seli-control may be significantly
reduced. The immediate priority is safety and regulation.

Before: reduce the likelihood
B Notice early signs: pacing, repetitive movement, covering ears, faster speech, withdrawal, irritability, or sudden silliness.
B Protect sleep, food, hydration, and recovery time.

B Reduce unnecessary demands during high-stress periods.
B Use predictable routines and prepare for known triggers.
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During: simplify

B Make the environment safer and quieter.

B Use very few words.

W Avoid arguing, lecturing, threats, or demanding eye contact.
B Move other children or unsafe objects away if needed.

W Allow recovery time and physical space.

After: re»pair,' don't shame

B Offer water, food, rest, comfort, or quiet if needed.

W Reconnect without forcing an immediate discussion.

W Later, review what happened and what might help next time.

B Look for environmental changes—not just ways to make the child tolerate more.

If there is immediate danger to the child or others, prioritize emergency safety and seek appropriate local help. If meltdowns are
frequent, severe, or changing significantly, discuss the pattern with the child's healthcare or support team.

Safety first. Connection after.

Keep the environment as calm, simple, and supportive as possible.
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Strengths, Interests, and Self-Advocacy

Interests are not merely rewards. They can be sources of joy, identity, connection, competence,
motivation, and learning.

Make room for deep interests without assuming they are “just distractions.”

Use interests to connect, teach, practice, and build confidence.

Notice strengths such as pattern recognition, memory, creativity, honesty, persistence, humor, empathy,
problem-solving, or detailed knowledge.

Teach the child words or symbols for their needs: “too loud,” “break,” “help,” “not yet,” “I don't understand,
need space.”

2|

A simple self-advocacy script
“l am having trouble because .Ineed ___ . Ican try again when .’

The long-term goal is not perfect compliance. It is growing independence, saftey, communication, and the ability to

participate in decisions about thier own life.

Parent Self-Care and Family Life

Supporting a neurodivergent child can involve appointments, School meetings, uncertainty, advocacy and emotional work.

You do not have to do it perfectly.

Small supports count

Trade childcare or errands with a trusted person when possible.

Choose one high-priority change instead of trying to redesign everything at once.
Create a “good enough” routine for hard weeks.

Keep a short list of people and services you can contact.

Celebrate small improvements and successful repairs.

For Siblings

Give siblings predictable one-on-one time.

Explain differences in age-appropriate language without making one child responsible for another.
Protect everyone’s safety and boundaries.

Let siblings have feelings without requiring them to be endlessly patient.

For Parents

If you find yourself thinking, “ | cant keep doing this, ” treat that as information not failure. Ask what
support, respite, professional guidance, or practical change would make the next week more manageable.

10. Practical Worksheets

A. My Child's Strengths & Supports

My child enjoys / is good at My child may need help with
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B. Trigger — Need — Support

What happened? What might my child have needed? What could we try?

C. Weekly Family Check-In

This week, my child did well with...

One hard pattern we noticed...

One support we will try next...

One thing | want to celebrate about my child...

Your Quick-Start Checklist
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Identify 3 strengths your child has.

Identify 2 common situations that overwhelm them.
Choose 1 environmental change to test this week.

Create 1 predictable transition routine.

Choose 1 way your child can request help or a break.
Write down 1 question for your child's school or care team.
Schedule one small source of recovery time for yourself.

OO0OO0O0Oo0oao

You don't have to solve everything this week. Small, thoughtful changes can make a
meaningful difference.

N
RY)

EVERY MIND SHINES

Free resource note: This guide is designed to be printed, shared with caregivers, or used as a starting point for
conversations with educators and professionals. Add your own notes and your child's preferences.
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