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UNDERSTANDING SENSORY
OVERWHELM VS. BEHAVIORAL
RESPONSES IN CHILDREN

Sensory overwhelm reactions and behavioral reactions can sometimes appear similar in
children, yet they often arise from different underlying needs and experiences. The goal
is to understand what the child may be trying to communicate.

* What is the child communicating through this behavior?

¢ Is the nervous system overwhelmed?

e Does the child need rhythm, connection, movement, rest, or sensory support?
» Are the adults’ expectations matching the child’s developmental stage?

Signs of Sensory Overload Signs of Behavioral Challenge
Vs.
o Child becomes flooded by e Child struggles with limits,
noise, light, movement, or transitions, or expectations
activity e Pushes boundaries repeatedly

e Covers ears, hides, withdraws
o Meltdown appears sudden and

e Reactions often connected to a
desired outcome. Stops the

int : : :

nense - . “action” when provided with
« Difficulty finding words during ; ,

distress attention, prefered item, etc

e Able to continue negotiating or
arguing

¢ Needs guidance, structure, and
consistency

e Needs quiet, movement, or
comforting rhythm

« Body appears dysregulated or
disorganized

« Seeks deep pressure, swinging, e Emotions may escalate around
rocking, wrapping up rules or frustration

« Exhaustion follows e Tests adult responses or social
overstimulation dynamics

» Sensitive to clothing, textures, e Energy returns quickly once
smells, crowds conflict resolves

e Nervous system is asking for
safety and regulation

« Appears to be in fight/
flight/freeze mode

e Reactions occur mostly during
demands or corrections
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Behavior Is Communication

When a child “acts out,” their body and brain may be communicating a need

rather than simply “misbehaving.” Look beneath the behavior and respond
with rhythm, warmth, calm boundaries, and support for the child’'s nervous
system. Rather than focusing only on correcting behavior try to understand
what the child is communicating and provide the support they need to feel

safe, regulated, and connected.

Often they are signaling a need for:

e Movement

e Fresh air

e A change of scene

e Consistent expectations

e A clear understanding of the rules
e Biological needs met: hunger, thirst,

rest, comfort, and connection

Support Strategies
Regardless of the Reason for the Behavior

If you recognize any of
these signs in your child,
I can offer you guidance.
Visit movelearn.org for a

free consult.

Predictable daily rhythm

Calm, warm adult presence

Modeling rather than over-correcting
Nature and outdoor time

Fewer rushed transitions

Storytelling and imaginative play
Sensory-rich but gentle environments
Movement before academics
Protection from excessive stimulation
Connection before redirection

Keep talking to a minimum
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