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10 Top Tips for Calming Kids Quickly 
 

By Dr Lisa Hudson, PhD, Speech Pathologist & 
Julia Eggles, OTR, Occupational Therapist 

 
 
Sometimes it’s just one of those days – someone is on the brink of hitting the wall (or, in the 
case of toddlers, hitting the floor). The tell-tale signs of a tantrum are looming – sometimes 

it’s one or more of your children who are over 
stimulated…and sometimes it’s you!  
 
We’ve all experienced those times when our whole 
body seems to be screaming out in protest because, 
for some reason, life has just become all too much 
for us to handle right now. Nerve endings 
throughout our body and neurons in our brain are 
firing excessively and the sensation becomes 
unbearable.  
 

 
 
 

Understandably, children can plummet into ‘melt down’ mode even quicker than the adults 
around them – but there are some really quick and easy things you can try to quickly restore 
everyone’s equilibrium so your day doesn’t degenerate into one of those days you don’t 
want to remember.  
 
In our daily work, it’s quite common for children to be feeling high or low and here we are 
sharing some of the quickest ways we have to restore children’s equilibrium so we can go on 
to have a productive and fun session together. 
 

Give our Top 10 Tips a try when you see the signs of a meltdown heading your way and 

work out which ones best suit you and your children.  

These are provided in no particular order – it’s up to you to prioritise the list to suit your 

family situation. 

We hope this short guide helps make life a little easier at your place! Now read on…. 

 

 

Sometimes it’s just all too much! 
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Top Tip 1: Blow Bubbles  
 
Have you ever noticed that whenever you have been upset that often people tell you just to 
“Breeeeeathe…”?  
 
As annoying as it might seem at the time – this form of stress relief is exactly what is needed 
when we are upset, overexcited and even overtired. It works for stressed adults and children of 
all ages.  
 

 
It’s so easy to keep bottles of bubble mix with wands in every conceivable location – in various 
cupboards throughout the house, in your handbag, in the car, in the backyard – so there is 
always one handy just when you need it. We’re always stocked up on bubbles – we never know 
when a little “bubble first aid” might be needed! 
 
For an even greater calming impact, try making bubble volcanoes. Purchase a length of clear 

tubing (1 metre each blower). Pour some washing detergent and water in a tall plastic 

container. If your container has a lid (e.g. try using a spaghetti storage jar), you can keep the mix 

at the ready to whip out of the cupboard at just the right moment.  

Sit your container inside a larger bowl or tub (to catch any mess), then blow and watch the 

“volcano” grow! Add food colouring to the detergent mix for added interest. This works a treat – 

especially at the end of a long tiring day. 

 

Blowing the blues away! 

http://www.lifespanfundamentals.com/
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Top Tip 2: Chewing  
 
The action of effortful chewing promotes our ability to focus. The nerve pathways in our jaw 
near our molars are actually connected to the area of our brain that enables us to regulate our 
body state.  
 
Are you an adult (or have you known an adult) who needs to chew gum or the end of a pen 
while studying or completing a tedious task? There is actually a neurological reason for this so 
use it as a helpful strategy – it’s not a “bad habit” after all as long as you chew appropriate 
items.  
 

 
 

Whatever you have at the ready for your 
child to chew must be very chewy, or hard 
and crunchy, and of course, must be 
something you approve of.  
 
Chewing is so effective, Julia frequently 
recommends chewing gum to help sustain 
attention for homework for teenagers with 
ADHD who have come off their medication 
– it allows them to work for hours!  
 
Chewing gum also helps ease nausea – 
especially handy for motion sickness. (Just 
watch those ingredients for preservatives 
and colourings). If you think your child is 
ready for chewing gum – this could be just 
the thing for them.  
 
If your child isn’t ready for gum, or you’re 

not crazy about the idea, you can buy 

inexpensive chew necklaces that children 

can keep with them at all times and use 

when they feel the need. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A little chewy can make the 

difference! 

http://www.lifespanfundamentals.com/
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Top Tip 3: Sucking Through a Straw  
 
Since before we were born, we used sucking as an effective soothing technique. As babies and 
toddlers, it was acceptable to suck a dummy, our thumb, the corner of our favourite blankie, 
and a teat or nipple but, as we grew up, this calming strategy was gradually removed from our 
repertoire of coping options.  
 
A drink served with a straw becomes a special treat and serves the purpose of calming children 
who are stressed or over active (the fancier the straw the better!).  
 

 
Keep a range of straws on hand for drinks and for 
play (crazy straws are wonderful for encouraging 
a stronger, longer deeper suck for example) 
 
When calming a child with a drink (No! Don’t add 
a drop of brandy like Grandma used to do in the 
old days – yes they really did this!!!!), the thicker 
the drink the better – so smoothies, slushies and 
milkshakes are ideal.  
       
Using sucking in games (like we do in some of the 
games in our program) can keep a child so focussed on the outcome that can not only help with 
calming, but also build a range of other learning and development skills.  

 
Top Tip 4: Hang Upside Down  
 
I’ve known active, non-verbal children who thrived so much on hanging upside down that their 
very first words spoken were, “Upside Down Adain!!!!”  
 

 

They’re calming while they drink… 

http://www.lifespanfundamentals.com/
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For these children, stretching their ligaments, joints and muscles like this, along with turning 
their vestibular system (i.e. inner ear) upside down, provides their brain with the 
stimulation/feedback it needs to feel secure and in control.  
 
Children can hang upside down on play equipment; over the side of their bed, or you can hold 
them upside down from their ankles and they can walk on their hands. Even simpler, just get 
them to stand with their feet apart and hang from the waist with their hands swinging between 
their legs (make sure you do it with them – it feels great!).  
 
VERY IMPORTANT: When playing this way, it’s important that your child is in control and gets to 
be upright when they want to. If your child has a shunt or heart condition it’s best to avoid this 
activity or check with your health professional before doing it.  
 

 
Top Tip 5: Massage  
 
Massage is not for everyone – but for those who love it, what a difference a few minutes of it 
can make! 
 
Julia sees a lot of children who struggle with self-calming and uses the power of deep pressure 
through this simple massage technique all the time to great effect. 
 
In our workshops she often does Conga trains of simple back massages that most people enjoy. 
In her experience it is the perfect wind down rub to ease children to sleep, even when they are 
seemingly wide awake! 
 
Simply place the hell of one hand gently but firmly on the spine between the shoulder blades at 
the top of the back. 
 
Run that hand down the spine, avoiding touching the fingers to the back. 
 
As soon as the fingers of the first hand are low enough to allow the heel of your other hand 
space, lay that hand in the same position and start moving down the spine. 
 
When the first hand reaches waist level, return to the top. 
 
Keep repeating this cycle as long as your child enjoys it/needs it (usually just a few minutes). To 
this day, Julia’s 12 year old son requests this massage when he has difficulty falling asleep  - it 
has a great track record in her household (and in her clinic!). 

 
 
 

http://www.lifespanfundamentals.com/
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Top Tip 6: Aromatherapy  
 
It’s easy to include aromatherapy around your home and in your car as part of your everyday 
routine. Electric oil burners, wax melts and vaporisers have made the use of essential oils safe 
and convenient for any household.  
 

Plug your device into a timer (you may 
already use one of these for your 
Christmas lights – now you can make 
use of it all year round!) if you are 
worried about leaving your oil burner 
burning when you go out.  
 
For your car, you can purchase an 
aromatherapy device that plugs into 
your car’s cigarette lighter. Just don’t 
leave your essential oils in your car, 
as they will not keep well in the heat.  

 
 

Try lavender (particularly for girls), sandalwood, cedarwood, chamomile, frankincense, vanilla, 
ylang ylang or rose geranium to calm your household.  
 
During homework or focussed activities, rosemary is a good choice (but not around pregnant 

women) as it has been research suggests that it can increase working memory by up to 80%. 

Julia recommends adding the oil to an old fashioned handkerchief that your child can bring to 

their nose as they need it. 

 

Top Tip 7: Rain Sticks  
 
A Rain Stick is a long, hollow tube partially filled with small pebbles or beans that has small pins 
or thorns arranged around its inside surface. When the stick is upended, the pebbles fall to the 
other end of the tube, making a sound like falling rain – for most of us, the sound of falling rain 
is very soothing.  
 
So this tool can be a valuable one to have on hand for those stressful times!  
 
Like lava lamps, they are mesmerizing but with the benefit of soothing auditory stimulation. Not 
only do they sound like rain but they also have some of the characteristics of ‘white noise’ in 
that they help screen out intrusive sounds.  
 
Again, keep them as a treat to whip out when you most need them.  

http://www.lifespanfundamentals.com/
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Top Tip 8: Rhythmical Movement  

 
Steady swinging, back and 
forth at a predictable and 
steady pace is soothing for 
most of us. We always rock 
babies to settle them – why 
not big kids too?  
 
 
If you haven’t got room for a 
swing at your place, then what 
about investing in a hammock? 
The whole family could 
benefit!  
 
A hammock has the added 
advantage of allowing your 
child to disappear inside it for 
self-directed chill out time out 
that is pleasurable (not a 

punishment).  
 

If you want something pleasing to the eye that does the job you could look at Ikea’s indoor 
swings – they have the added benefit of providing cocoon that can be a comforting “chill out” 
zone for stressed out kids.  
 
Alternatively, if you are out and about with your child and one of you is getting edgy, take the 
time to stop at a park along the way. (This is particularly helpful on long car rides.) 
 

 
A few minutes on a swing and you will both feel refreshed. Go on – try it! You’ll feel better! 

http://www.lifespanfundamentals.com/
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Top Tip 9: Musical Rhythms That Calm  
 
Background music and aromatherapy go hand in hand when it comes to maintaining a calm, 
controlled environment in both your house and your car.  
 
You can easily have them both present all the time rather than quickly pulling them out when 
you see a storm brewing.  
 
Instead of leaving the television or radio on all day to accompany your daily routines, replace 
them with something useful that will make the world a better place for you and your loved 
ones.  
 
Music with a strong 4/4 beat (you know, you can count “1, 2, 3, 4; 1, 2, 3, 4”) does not have to 
be loud or intrusive in order to be effective. Playing so it is just audible will still allow your 
children to synchronise to the beat of the music which can slow down the speed of their 
breathing, their heart rates and their activity level! In fact, as long as it is music that everyone 
can enjoy, you can all synchronise together – a gentle way to reconnect. 
 
Some children do best with grounding “body music” drum based, bass music while others relax 
more to “cortical music” – Mozart or Vivaldi for example (you can get specially arranged 
versions that even those that don’t like classical music can enjoy).  
 
Listen together, or have some favourite tracks on your child’s favourite listening device with 
head phones and a quiet space to chill and unwind while they listen. 

 
 
Natural music that is not produced by electronic equipment is best – so even some of your 
favourite bands “unplugged” can be effective. Why not experiment?  
 

Headphones and some favourite music can be the perfect way to chill and recover, at home or school. 

http://www.lifespanfundamentals.com/
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Top Tip 10: Soothing Hands  
 
Depending on your children’s touch preferences, running their hands through something like 
sand, rice or lentils (scented with lavender oil or flowers), or shaving foam can be very calming. 
Moon sand and Kinetic sand have also become very popular, and home-made snow can make a 
fun treat. 

 
For children who have a favourite piece of clothing or material that helps them calm, making the 
transition to school without it can be tricky – Julia often recommends making a pocket insert of 
the fabric, attached to the lining but able to be easily handled for some comforting when 
needed. You might also consider making a special pencil case of a preferred fabric (as long as it 
doesn’t become a distraction at school). 
 
For little ones starting at childcare or Kindy, making a bedroll from fabrics that have the familiar 
scent and feel of Mum or Dad can make rest time easier there. 
 
Lisa’s daughter loved running her hands through her curly hair and would instantly switch from 
being agitated to giggling happily at her mother’s new clown-style hair do. At 14 years of age, 
she will still walk up behind Lisa and run her hands through her hair to make it stand on end – 
the sensation for her is clearly very comforting!  
 
So keep a tub of their favourite substance in the cupboard and access it in times of need. 

Feels so good! 

http://www.lifespanfundamentals.com/
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So Keep Calm and Carry On…  
 
As long as you can keep your cool in the presence of over-excited, over-stressed, or out-of-sorts 
kids (remember, positive energy is infectious), you can use any of these strategies to calm them 
down in just 2 to 10 minutes. How easy is that?!  
 
So have fun exploring these ideas to create a harmonious household at your place and 
remember to post your results on our Facebook page www.fb.com/lifespanfundamentals 
to give other teachers, parents and grandparents inspiration for what could otherwise be a 
trying and daunting experience.  
 
As Always,  
 
Keep on Having Fun  
 

 

 

Julia Eggles OTR, Occupational Therapist & Dr Lisa Hudson PhD Speech Pathologist 
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