
  

Screaming Is Often A Response To Feeling “Flooded” 
 

Developmentally Speaking 
 

We all scream from time to time, particularly when we are overwhelmed by emotion, or as the psychologist John 

Gottman says, when we are feeling “flooded.” For example, we might be overjoyed, frightened, frustrated, or in 

pain. If we could use our words to solve the feeling instead, we would. But in that moment, we can’t. We simply 

can’t. Neither can a child who screams.  

 

Further, with each passing day, children are learning how to use their voice for multiple purposes. In fact, they 

need to experiment with their voice at all volumes. For example, when toddlers are experimenting, it is common 

for them to scream, yet, this “experiment” often passes quickly.  

 

However, when a child is struggling with communication or has a cognitive delay, it can be especially challenging 

for them to communicate their wants and needs. And unfortunately, for those around them screaming can be very 

effective way to express emotions and communicate. 

 

Steps to Decrease Screaming Quickly 

 
Step 1: Determine if there is a medical reason for the screaming.  

 
For example, is the child in pain of any sort? If you are unsure, talk to the child’s caregivers to see they have been 

to their pediatrician or other health provider recently. 

 

Step 2: If there aren’t medical reasons, secure time throughout the day to watch the child and their ability to get 

their wants and needs met. Your aim is to determine when the child is most likely to scream. This will help you 

begin to uncover why they are screaming. 

 
For example, does this child have trouble modulating the sound of their voice in general? Do they tend to scream 

when they are over-excited and potentially having trouble with regulating themselves? 

 

Step 3: Modify the learning environment so multiple and alternative ways for the child to communicate the same 

need are offered. Providing choices visually can often alleviate misunderstandings that can lead to screaming, as 

well. 

 
For example, use pictures for the child to say, “All done” or “My turn”. Using objects or pictures in general, can 

help children who are less verbal. 

 

Step 4: Plan for successful interactions during situations that present a high probability of screaming. Your 

actions and interactions may be very short and highly prompted at first. 

 
For example, if you know this child has trouble regulating when overexcited, instead of attempting to never excite 

the child, consider being a guide through the experience by inviting them to clap hands, jump up and down, stomp, 

or chant something with increasing volume then decreasing volume (instead of screaming). 
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Step 5: During the situations where you anticipate the child is likely to scream, or when you find yourself with a 

screaming child, always prepare yourself first to ensure you are ready to create change that supports the child 

during this difficult situation.  

 
For example, mindfully release any tension in your shoulders or curled toes. Immediately strive to model and create 

a calm environment for the child. This may mean moving him or others to another area in the room, turning down 

the lights, turning off screens or music that is playing. Be sure to also put away what you are doing to decrease the 

number of dynamics you and the child face as you navigate to a calmer state. If you react with rushed, quick, and 

loud responses, think about what you are modeling. 

 

Step 6: When necessary, step in and guide the child away from others. Try disrupting the child in the moment by 

asking them to sit down and connect with you. If they are able, help them become aware of how they are feeling, 

to redirect the flow of their energy, and eventually learn new ways of responding. 

 
For example, redirect experimental screamers to the outdoors where screaming is acceptable. This is done with 

special attention to consistency across settings to be successful. 

 

Step 7: Encourage the child to re-regulate. 

 
For example, guide a child to sit down with you, which calms both their and your systems immediately. Having a 

classroom sign or signal for “regulate” or “calm body” that is practiced during circle time or other playful times, 

which will help in moments when they feel like screaming. If you are having trouble helping a child re-regulate, 

consider having them become a helper (tell them to carry something for or with you, have them walk with you in the 

hallway while chanting, and/or consult an Occupational Therapist). 

 

Step 8: Help the child successfully return to the situation once regulated. Don’t not let the screaming end the 

interaction or activity or the child will learn to use screaming to escape or end something versus learning other 

ways to indicate being finished. 
For example, help the child successfully return to the situation once regulated and be sure to celebrate 

appropriately (e.g., “You tried again. I am proud of you,” or a proud note to someone to read later). When you 

return to the “offending” situation aim to teach a new way of managing the frustration or excitement appropriately.  

 

Step 9: While it can be a challenge, try not to jump to the conclusion that the child is being “manipulative” or 

“knows better.” Spend time figuring out why and how to help them generate better ways of expressing themselves 

and regulating strong emotions. 

 

Step 10: Practice in multiple environments, including home and out in the community. And share this tipsheet 

with all those involved for optimal and fast results. 

 

Looking for a calmer and more peaceful classroom?  
 

Click below or go to http://curiositytoyou.com/teachers-calm-chaos and pre-register today! 

 
 

Tipsheet developed by Barbara Avila M.S. RDI® (barbara@curiositytoyou.com)  

and Kristie Pretti-Frontczak Ph.D. (kristie@curiositytoyou.com) 
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