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When Small Problems Lead to Big Reactions

A broken pencil, a changed plan, a sibling comment, or a difficult homework problem can 
sometimes trigger a reaction that looks much larger than the event itself. During the reaction, 
arguing  about  whether  the  problem  is  “really  a  big  deal”  usually  adds  fuel.  Start  with 
regulation, then problem-solving. Keep your voice calm, reduce unnecessary language, and 
help the child become safe and settled before expecting reflection. The American Academy of 
Pediatrics recommends emotion coaching strategies that help children name feelings,  feel 
supported,  and  learn  ways  to  manage  strong  emotions.1 Executive-function  and  self-
regulation skills  help children manage attention,  impulses,  working memory,  and flexible 
responses, and these skills develop through repeated practice and supportive interactions.2 

CDC  parenting  guidance  emphasizes  active  listening  and  clear,  consistent  responses  to 
behavior;  it  also  notes  that  behavior  can  be  communication  and  an  opportunity  for 
connection.3 After  the  child  is  calm,  review  the  sequence  without  a  lecture.  Ask:  “What 
happened first?” “What did your body feel like?” “What did you do next?” and “What could 
you try earlier next  time?” Look for patterns such as hunger,  fatigue,  rushed transitions, 
difficult tasks, sensory overload, or repeated frustration. Teach one replacement response at a 
time: ask for a break, use a calm-down routine, name the feeling, or request help with specific 
words. Reinforce the recovery, not the size of the original reaction: “You were very upset, and 
you  came  back  and  solved  the  problem.”  If  intense  reactions  are  frequent,  dangerous, 
prolonged,  or  interfere  significantly  with  school,  relationships,  or  daily  routines,  share 
observations with the child’s pediatrician or another qualified professional. The goal is not to 
shame the child into having smaller feelings. It is to help the child notice escalation sooner 
and build a more effective response.

Did You Know?

 ✓ AAP emotion-coaching guidance focuses on helping children feel safe, name emotions, and 
practice healthy ways to manage strong feelings.1

 ✓ Harvard explains that executive-function and self-regulation skills support flexible, goal-
directed behavior and develop through practice.2

 ✓ CDC guidance emphasizes active listening, connection, and clear responses when addressing 
children’s behavior.3

Research Sources
1. American Academy of Pediatrics. “Helping Little People Manage Big Feelings.” HealthyChildren.org.

2. Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University. “A Guide to Executive Function.”

3. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. “Tips for Connecting and Communicating.” April 30, 2026.

https://www.healthychildren.org/English/family-life/family-dynamics/Pages/helping-little-people-manage-big-feelings.aspx
https://www.cdc.gov/parenting-toddlers/communication/index.html
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/key_concepts/executive_function/


SH-K12 | Schoolhouse K-12 Innovative Productions | Parent Resources

WWW.SH-INNOVATIVEK12.COM | SH.INNOVATIVEK12@GMAIL.COM

Ten-Minute Big-Reaction Pattern Review

Use this page after everyone is calm. The goal is to notice escalation earlier and choose one 
better response.

Child’s name: __________________________ Date: __________________________

Situation: ______________________________ Location: _________________________

1. Describe the Trigger - About 2 Minutes

Describe the trigger with neutral facts instead of arguing about its size.

What happened first: __________________________________________________________

2. Notice the Early Signal - About 2 Minutes

Identify the first body, thought, or behavior sign that the reaction was growing.

Early signal: _________________________________________________________________

3. Name What Happened Next - About 2 Minutes

Describe what happened next without insults or labels.

I reacted by: __________________________________________________________________

4. Choose One Earlier Response - About 2 Minutes

Choose one action to use before the reaction becomes harder to control.

Next time: [ ] break  [ ] breathe  [ ] use words  [ ] ask for help

5. Reinforce Recovery - About 2 Minutes

Recognize recovery and practice one short help-seeking phrase.

What Parents Can Say: “You came back and solved the problem.”


