How to guide for over alertness - calming strategies
Over alertness occurs when the nervous system shifts into a heightened state. This is the body’s way of preparing to deal with perceived threat, stress or overwhelming sensory input. This can specifically occur during transition periods or periods of unpredictability such as changes to routine, new or unfamiliar environments or unexpected events causing sensory overload.
1. Understanding the signs of over alertness
· Fast breathing/teeth grinding/headaches
· Fidgeting/difficulty focusing/difficulty concentrating
· Tense muscles
· Racing thoughts and heart palputations
· Sensitivity to noise, light or touch
· Irritability/ easily triggered
· Fatigue/exhaustion
The goal is to shift the nervous system from sympathetic activation (also known as fight or flight) to parasympathetic calm (rest and digest). Understanding the signs of over alertness is important as it allows us to recognise as early as possible when the nervous system is shifting into a heightened state. This allows early prevention, proactive response and deescalation strategies to be put in place to promote a calmer and safer environment for regulation.

2. Habits to prevent over alertness in first place
· Regular movement breaks
· Hydration and balanced meals
· Consistent sleep routines
· Scheduled sensory breaks
· Noise cancelling headphones
· Low stimuli environment 
· Predictable routines




Environmental strategies
Environmental adaptations help to calm over alertness by reducing sensory load and sending clear signals of safety to the nervous system. Below are some adjustments that can be made to the environment to support regulation.
· Lighting – allowing access to natural light, warm lighting that isn’t too bright, ensuring lights do not flicker, creating dimmer ‘calm corners’
· Noise reduction – offering noise cancelling headphones, providing predictable and safe quiet zones, avoiding background noise
· Predictable and structured routine – visual timetables, minimal clutter, clearly labelled areas, now and next boards
· Regulation spaces – weighted blankets, small tents, sensory lighting, regulations tools e.g. fidgets, neutral wall colours, reduce busy displays
Quick on the spot calming techniques
· Breathing exercises
· Mindfulness exercises
· Grounding techniques 
· Splashing cold water on face
· Weighted pressure e.g. weighted blanket 
· Long walk
· Dim lights, limit background noise, reduce visual clutter, soft music
On the spot calming techniques work by rapidly shifting the nervous system out of high alert and back towards a state of regulation. This is designed to interrupt the flight or fight response as quickly as possible, helping the body and brain to return to a safe state of regulation. Grounding techniques help the body to focus on the present moment, reducing racing thoughts and breaking the cycle of over alertness. 


Helpful Links
Box Breathing: Getting Started with Box Breathing, How to Do It, Benefits and Tips
Rainbow Breathing - The OT Toolbox
How Do Weighted Blankets Work?
Copy of Grounding Techniques A4 Potrait
