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Introduction
Whilst encouraging co-production in all areas with partners delivering services across Health, Education and Social Care we found that uptake at focus groups was low as parent carers were being asked to attend too many sessions. To ensure that parent carers voices continue to be heard directly by those providing services, we now hold thematic participation sessions which are held virtually to enable access by parents from across the whole of Cambridgeshire.   

Thank you to everyone who attended our Primary Age Participation Session on Managing Big Feelings. During the session we explored emotional regulation through a neurodivergent lens and considered practical ways that families can support children who experience intense emotions.
The session highlighted that emotional regulation is a developmental skill that children learn over time and that many neurodivergent children may require additional support, understanding and co-regulation from the adults around them.

Understanding Emotional Regulation
Emotional regulation is the ability to manage emotions and adapt behaviour to suit different situations. It involves moving from an impulsive reaction towards a more thoughtful and controlled response.
Examples of emotional regulation include:
· Taking turns and sharing
· Coping with disappointment
· Waiting for something we want
· Managing frustration and anxiety
· Recovering after becoming upset
Children do not develop these skills independently. They learn through repeated experiences of being supported by caring adults who help them understand and manage their feelings.

Emotional Reactivity and "Big Feelings"
The presentation explored the concept of emotional reactivity. Some children experience emotions more intensely and may find it difficult to regulate their responses when overwhelmed.
Important points discussed included:
· Emotional outbursts are often a form of communication.
· Meltdowns are different from deliberate behaviour choices.
· Children's reactions may be influenced by both internal experiences and external demands.
· When children are overwhelmed, their thinking skills can become less accessible.
Understanding the reason behind a child's behaviour is often more helpful than focusing solely on the behaviour itself.

Looking Through a Neurodivergent Lens
Several factors can influence how children experience and manage emotions:
Impulsivity
Some children react quickly before having time to think through consequences.
Sensory Differences and Interoception
Children may struggle to recognise what their body is telling them, such as hunger, tiredness, anxiety or discomfort.
Communication and Interaction
Children may find it difficult to express how they feel or explain what has caused their distress.
Theory of Mind
Understanding another person's thoughts, feelings and perspectives can be challenging for some neurodivergent children.
Age and Developmental Stage
Emotional regulation develops gradually and children may need support that matches their developmental stage rather than their chronological age.

The Stress Backpack
The session introduced the idea of a "Stress Backpack".
Throughout the day, children collect stress from many different sources, such as:
· Noise and sensory demands
· School expectations
· Social situations
· Homework
· Worries and anxieties
· Difficult emotions
When the backpack becomes too full, children may become overwhelmed and more likely to experience emotional outbursts.
This reminds us that behaviour is often the result of many accumulated stressors rather than one isolated event.

The U.R.R. Approach
A simple framework was shared to support emotional development:
U – Understand
Help children develop an understanding of emotions by:
· Using consistent emotion vocabulary
· Labelling feelings regularly
· Validating emotions
· Sharing your own feelings appropriately
· Exploring facial expressions
· Using books, films and characters to discuss emotions
· Creating predictable environments and routines
Example:
"I think you might be feeling disappointed because your game ended."

R – Recognise
Help children identify emotions in themselves by:
· Linking feelings to body sensations
· Creating body maps of emotions
· Modelling your own emotional responses
· Using drawing, painting or colouring to represent feelings
· Taking sensory walks
· Providing opportunities to reflect on experiences
Children often need support to notice early signs of stress before they become overwhelmed.

R – Regulate
Support children to manage emotions through:
· Calm spaces at home
· Mindfulness activities
· Movement and physical activity
· Shared activities such as walking, baking or crafts
· Breathing and relaxation exercises
· Support with impulse control
· Helpful apps such as GoNoodle and Breathe, Think, Do with Sesame
A key message was that regulation is easier when adults remain calm and connected.

Strategies for Home
Zones of Regulation
Families were encouraged to explore the Zones of Regulation framework to help children identify different emotional states and discuss appropriate strategies for each zone.
Social Stories and Comic Strip Conversations
These tools can help children:
· Understand situations and events
· Explore feelings safely
· Gain information and clarity
· Develop autonomy and confidence
· Reflect on experiences without judgement
The aim is not to "fix" behaviour but to support understanding and communication.
Circles of Control
Children can benefit from learning the difference between:
Things I can control
· My reactions
· Asking for help
· My choices
Things I cannot control
· Other people's thoughts
· Unexpected events
· Social media content
· Other people's actions
This can reduce anxiety and help children focus their energy on what is within their influence.
My Five Steps
Children can be encouraged to think through situations by asking:
1. What is the activity or task?
2. What does it feel like?
3. What does it look like?
4. What can I try?
5. What might help me succeed?

Key Messages for Parents
· Big feelings are often communication.
· Emotional regulation develops over time.
· Neurodivergent children may need additional support and understanding.
· Co-regulation comes before self-regulation.
· Validation of feelings does not mean agreeing with behaviour.
· Preventative strategies are often more effective than responding during a crisis.
· Small, consistent changes can make a significant difference.

Final Reflection
Supporting a child with big feelings can be challenging, and it is important to remember that parents and carers need support too. Being patient with yourself and recognising progress, however small, is an important part of the journey.
Every child is different. The strategies discussed in this session are intended as guidance and families are encouraged to adapt them to meet their child's individual needs.

