
Behavior You See What the Brain is Saying What to Do Instead

Tantrum / Meltdown

“I’m overwhelmed.” The
stress response has
hijacked the prefrontal
cortex.

Lower your voice. Get low,
breathe, and say, 'You’re
safe. I’m here.'

Defiance / Talking Back
“I need control because I
feel powerless.”

Offer choices. Stay calm.
Avoid power struggles;
create connection first.

Shut Down / Withdrawn “I feel unsafe or ashamed.”
Don’t force talking. Sit
nearby quietly. Offer gentle
presence.

Impulsivity / Hyperactivity
“My brain is under-
stimulated or over-
aroused.”

Add movement breaks. Use
sensory tools. Keep
structure predictable.

Lying / Blaming Others
“I’m protecting myself from
shame or fear.”

Respond with empathy
before correction. Teach
honesty through safety.

🧠  Brain-Based Behavior Decoder
When kids act out, shut down, or melt down—it’s not manipulation. It’s communication. This quick decoder

helps you identify what the behavior is *really* saying and what the brain needs in that moment.

Remember: behavior is a story written in body language. When you respond to the *need* instead of the
*noise*, you help build neural pathways for emotional regulation, trust, and resilience.
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