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Family Engagement Session #2
Every disruptive behavior has meaning. Some behaviors stem from behavioral 
needs—such as seeking attention, reacting to past experiences, or following a habit. However, many behaviors are driven by sensory needs. Simply telling a child to “STOP” or saying “NO” doesn’t address the underlying need. Instead, we need a toolbox of self-regulation strategies to help children replace these behaviors with more effective and socially appropriate alternatives.
Sensory processing happens within the nervous system. The body sends messages to the brain, allowing us to “read and respond” to our environment or information coming from within our body. Problems arise when too many signals come in at once or when no signal is received at all. In these cases, the brain struggles to determine what to focus on, leading to a “clogged” system or a lack of response. As a result, the child may appear disorganized, easily frustrated by small things, or constantly moving and talking—not because they want to be disruptive, but because their brain is struggling to process sensory input effectively.
Dragon Talk (see the Dragon Packet) is designed to help kids understand why things aren’t working and provides them with tools for "dragon taming"—helping them regulate and feel better!
How Do We Choose the Right Tools?
When children are young or have difficulty communicating, we often need to play detective to determine whether they need more or less sensory input. Over time, the goal is for them to develop self-monitoring skills so they can recognize and manage their own needs.
Once we identify whether a child requires more or less input, we can choose strategies that align with their sensory threshold at that moment—helping them feel more balanced and in control.
Understanding Threshold Needs & Regulation Strategies
Low Threshold Times:
When a child experiences fight, flight, or freeze responses, recovery techniques must come first. These strategies help regulate the nervous system and provide a foundation for emotional and behavioral stability. Addressing anxiety, depression, and shutdown requires tools that promote safety, connection, and calm before expecting engagement or problem-solving.
High Threshold Times:
During high threshold moments, a child seeks intense input to feel regulated. Providing appropriate, effective input helps them meet their sensory needs in a socially acceptable way while still responding to situational demands. When we observe maladaptive behaviors during these times, they give us valuable insight into what the child needs, allowing us to introduce replacement strategies that work in the given environment. These tools are especially useful for children struggling with ADHD, poor sensory registration, and sensory-seeking behaviors.
Not a Fan of Dragons? No Problem! The dragon is simply a tool for teaching regulation and communication—it’s not the only way to approach these concepts.
You can use technology metaphors instead:
· A lagging computer is like the sleeping dragon, struggling to process and respond.
· A glitchy or overheated system mirrors the fire dragon, overwhelmed by too much input.
Or, tailor the approach to your child's interests and developmental level:
· Use Tigger, Pooh, and Eeyore to represent different regulation states.
· Try Disney characters—for example, Flounder as the sleepy dragon and Ursula as the fire dragon.
The goal isn’t about dragons—it’s about helping your child self-monitor and develop problem-solving skills to find the tools that help them regulate. The key is making it fun and meaningful so they stay engaged and take ownership of their regulation strategies!
Understanding the Fire Dragon
Let’s take a moment to talk about the Fire Dragon—he’s a major worrier! But worry isn’t always a bad thing. The Fire Dragon helps us by sending important alerts when something requires our attention, like:
· Realizing we need to study or listen carefully.
· Noticing when something feels off and we need to pause and calm down before engaging.
· Feeling that little rush of butterflies when riding a bike too fast—our body’s way of keeping us safe.
However, too many alerts can be overwhelming. Suddenly, everything feels scary or intense, making it hard to try new things or enjoy new experiences. When this happens, the brain switches into protection mode, triggering a fight, flight, or freeze response. This stress response releases more stress hormones, making it even harder to focus or problem-solve.  For some kids, this may lead to OCD-like behaviors—because they’re unsure how things will feel, they rely on rituals and routines to create a sense of control and predictability. Understanding the Fire Dragon helps us find tools to regulate anxiety, manage worries, and regain a sense of balance.
Understanding the Sleeping Dragon: Snoozing on the Job!
The Sleeping Dragon can have its perks—without worry alarms constantly going off, life feels full of fun, new opportunities, people, and adventures. However, this lack of internal alerts can also cause challenges, especially when it comes to responsibilities like behavior, homework, chores, and hygiene. When the signals aren’t working, behavior can become difficult to manage, no matter how smart, kind, or capable a child is. The key is finding ways to "wake up" the Sleeping Dragon with tools that help them stay engaged, organized, and aware of their responsibilities.
A child with a Sleeping Dragon in charge may:
· Seem too laid-back about important tasks.
· Put things off until the last minute because there’s no internal alarm prompting them to act.
· No alarms means they struggle to recognize when it’s time to switch gears or make different choices.
In school, this can be especially tough because there’s little prompting to:
· Listen and stay engaged.
· Adjust behavior based on the situation.
· Start work or focus on something that isn’t immediately interesting.
Every child has the potential to thrive when given the right level of challenge. To make this possible, it's important to help them develop a toolbox of practical tools and effective strategies that support them (and us) in overcoming tough situations. Open communication and Dragon Talk create an opportunity for meaningful conversations, reduce shame, and encourage problem-solving.

Fire Dragon Strategies
The goal of low threshold or Fire Dragon strategies is to provide recovery and calming tools. 
This list is a starting point for building your own "Fire Dragon Toolbox."
1. Vagus Nerve Tools (covered in session 1 notes)
2. Deep pressure, massage, firm touch
3. Environmental Adjustments: Create a space for recovery such as with time in the dark or decrease the sensory aspects of their space. Think about vision, hearing and touch
4. Use of visuals to let child know it is time to use a strategy or tool **Dragon Book Time**
5. Movement: slow, linear, heavy work (using muscles)
6. Pretzel squeeze: Wrap arms around body and squeeze **Optional: pinch earlobes with thumbs forward and gently pull, counting to 10. Remember to BREATHE
7. Pressure into the upper lip or an eyelid massage: Take 2 or more fingers and gently press/move fingers in circle 5 times each way. Count slowly and breathe.
8. Headphones: use for calming music or noise-cancelling
9. Hoodie: Think of the “cave” your child creates with this little trick!
10. Hibernate: grab legs and squeeze, pulling them toward your body.  Rock forward and back slowly
11. Wrap child in a blanket and rock on your lap 
12. Avoid Fight or Flight: When you notice your child has hit this point, take a deep breath, and let them recover
13. Put your head lower than your heart to bring down blood pressure and calm you down
14. Have tools in their “dragon den” like headphones, flashlight, weighted blanket, favorite toy/stuffed animal
15. Use visuals BEFORE anyone is stressed- then they are familiar when the brain is in protect mode!
16. Make a picture (or word) schedule that shows the major events of the day- while it might seem obvious that they need to get up, get dressed, eat, and brush teeth, they are unable to focus on the steps because there are too many lights on.  Picture schedules are very powerful even for those kids who can read and write because it gives a quick, easy clue that doesn’t require the brain to work which will help to simplify what we are asking their brain to do.  
17. Announce schedule changes or NEW activities to help them anticipate what’s coming. You can role-play scenarios that create stress and problem-solve ideas BEFORE stress occurs
18. Break up activities that are difficult or multi-stepped. This can help with anxiety because many times, kids experience anxiety because they know they don’t have the ability to do what is being asked.  All kids want to be successful, so when they are unsure about their ability, anxiety results.
19. Calming Smells/ Tastes/ Oils: lavender, chamomile, orange, jasmine, rose, sage, rosemary, frankincense, sandalwood, vanilla, and CHOCOLATE!
20. Warm bath in the dark with glow sticks
21. Be aware of screen time and especially the content they are watching/playing
22. Foster calmness in how you are acting. Use a quiet voice with a slow and even tone. Model calming techniques they can do with you. 
23. Allow for recovery time before anything else 
24. Set a timer
25. Show a visual of dragon den or other tools you know they can use to calm (no more than 2 or 3)
26. Don’t forget the basics of hunger, thirst, being tired, boredom, being sick or hurt
27. Ignore as much of the negative as you can
28. Remember processing time: fight, flight, or freeze means a minimum of 10 seconds to process before expecting a response… don’t escalate the situation by rushing things


Sleepy Dragon Strategies:
1. Heavy work- any exercise that uses your muscles
2.  Environmental Adjustments: Create a space with more input with music or by increasing the sensory aspects with vision, hearing, touch, smells
3. Use of visuals to let child know what is coming- visual schedule
4. Movement: exercise before focused activities and give frequent sensory or movement-based breaks that give input and wake up the dragon
5. Sports and exercise can feed the nervous system for 2-6 hours.  Running, jumping, riding bikes, swinging and organized sports are all a vital part of a child’s world and will affect their ability to attend to a given activity even after they are done moving
6. Give kids jobs and/or chores such as carrying heavy things (groceries, trash, laundry basket), pushing a vacuum or furniture so someone can vacuum under it, or any other ideas that involve heavy work will all provide input that can last up to 6 hours….they might even be able to sit at the dinner table or finish their homework
7. Play and move bodies before work:  Many people think play time is for after work, but most people need to move their bodies before working. **not video games (they are stealers of Dopamine!)  
8. Work for 5 minutes, then move: this is a great strategy for the toolbox because once you feed the nervous system with movement, it’s able to focus clearly and even filter better to complete more work
9. Playing or rough housing: Playing taco or burrito with couch cushions or heavy blankets, rolling up inside them, or throwing heavy medicine ball
10. Encourage dynamic sitting options for dinner, homework or table-top tasks by altering normal “seated time” by having them stand, sit on a cushion, or use a yoga ball. Letting them lie on their stomach provides extension of the spine which is alerting to the nervous system
11. Snacks, gum, or drinks can give big input; the mouth is essentially a computer terminal to the brain and the neurons here feed powerful and lasting input to the nervous system. Try chewy foods, sucking thick liquids through a straw, or any food/drink that gives input into the jaw muscles. Consider also the sensory aspects of food (taste and smell) and use alerting things like lemon/citrus, sour, peppermint, vinegar, spicy.
When Strategies Aren’t Working it is usually because the actual problem hasn’t been identified so the tool isn’t fulfilling the need. Time to go back to the drawing board! 
Remember that parenting is a dance and that extremes don’t work:
· Processing time means WE have to wait (no 0-100)… sensory sponge concept
· Too much support, too much DOING, doing all the planning means our child isn’t learning to regulate, acquiring the executive functioning skills to DO or PLAN
· Saying NO doesn’t give alternative tools or ideas for the child to utilize to find regulation (no hitting vs. gentle hands, don’t do that vs. look at this, I need help)
· [image: A drawing of a child standing next to a person's hand]Tools may work one day but not the next- don’t throw them out!
[image: A person touching a person's back][image: ]Use the following images in your dragon books or to create visual boards to use with your child when they are struggling. 
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