
 
Teaching Your Child How to Relax 

 

We all experience stressors that lead to escalation. Basic relaxation activities such as listening to quiet 
music, sitting down and putting your feet up, having alone time, taking a warm bath, going for a walk, 
drawing, journal writing, etc., can greatly increase your overall well being. Individuals with disabilities 
may need reminders on how to self calm, due to difficulty recognizing internal stress.  To help a person 
manage stress, teach relaxation skills when a person is calm and in control, so that they can use these 
skills in the calming down and recovery phases of the crisis cycle (see diagram below). 
 

 
The following techniques are found in  

The Good Behavior Made Easy Handbook (Garber, Garber & Spizman 1992) 
Belly Breathing 
When your child becomes tense or anxious, he/she probably “shortens their breath,” inhaling in short, 
rapid breaths, with the upper part of his/her chest. Shallow breathing like this contributes to feelings of 
tightness in the chest and neck as well as a feeling of lightheadedness.  To counter that response, your 
child must learn to breathe from the diaphragm.  Help them visualize this action by labeling it “belly 
breathing.” 

Belly Up 
Have your child lie flat on his/her back with her arms by their sides with their legs straight.  Show them 
how to put one hand over their belly button and the other hand on their chest.  Observe your child 
breathing naturally.  What happens to his/her hands when he/she inhales and exhales?  If he/she is 
breathing correctly for relaxation, the hand on their stomach, rather than the one on their chest, should 
move up when they inhale and down when they exhale. 
 

To teach your child how to breathe correctly, have him/her imagine their stomach is a balloon that they 
must fill with air as they inhale.  Explain to your child that this will happen naturally when they inhale 
correctly; no  need to push his/her stomach out or arch their back.  Place a book on their stomach so they 
can see the motion, easily.  If your child has difficulty mastering the motion, reassure them that “it will 
come.” Newborn babies breathe this way; your child might do the same as he/she sleeps. However, 
when you do it on purpose, it takes a little while to get the knack of it.  
 

Encourage your child to practice belly breathing for a few minutes everyday until the skill develops.  
Reinforce your child, using verbal or physical praise for cooperating and working to master this skill.  
 

Remember!!! 
As always, remember to praise your child when you see him/her using  

relaxation techniques and all other healthy coping skills. 
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Deep Muscle Relaxation 
Before teaching these exercises to your child, practice them yourself so that you make a smooth transition from 
one exercise to the next progressively tensing and relaxing each muscle group in the body.   
 

 
Puppet Arm and Legs 

Have your child pretend he/she is a marionette when the string on their arm is pulled, his/her arms move 
and the string on their leg is cut, their leg drops.  Your child should drop the limbs as if they are dead 
weight rather then easing them in position.  Repeat this exercise until your child understands how to 
make their arms and legs go limp and drop. 
 

1) Relax the Hands 
Instruct your child to lay on a flat surface (i.e., bed or floor) and begin belly breathing.  With their arms lying 
by their sides, palms down, ask him/her to focus on their right hand.  Without lifting their right arm, have 
your child spread his/her fingers and point them forward to the ceiling.  Instruct your child to hold their hand 
in this position and count to 8, then slowly inhale and exhale saying the word “relax” and letting of his/her 
hand dropping suddenly as though the puppet strings of a marionette were cut.  Repeat this exercise with the 
right hand two times.  Do the same exercise with the left hand two times.     

2) Relax the Arms 
Direct your child to make a fist and lift his/her arm a few inches off the surface as though held by a 
marionette string.  Instruct your child to hold his/her arm tight for a count of 10, to take a deep breath and 
pretend that the string is cut.  To instruct them to open their hand and let their arm drop suddenly as they 
exhale, say the word “relax.”  Repeat this exercise alternating right and left arms until this activity is 
completed two times on each side.     

3) Relax the Legs 
Have your child focus on his legs, again, pretending that each leg has a string tied to it.  Tell your child to lift 
his/her leg straight, slighting off the surface and hold it in position,  Instruct your child to count 1-2-3-4, 
inhale, 5-6-7-8 exhale, and drop the leg at once as though the strings were cut as he/she says the word “relax.”  
Complete the same motions on each side. 

4) Steel Stomach 
Direct your child to tighten his/her stomach muscles so that they are as tight as possible.  Have him/her hold 
their “steel stomach” for a count of 10 then relax it as he/she inhales a slow “belly breath” saying the word 
“relax.”  Repeat this technique five times.   

5) Shoulder Shrug 
Tell your child to raise his/her shoulders slowly towards their ears.  Have him/her hold a comfortable shrug 
position for count of 10, then inhale a slow easy “belly breath” and drop his/her shoulders as they exhale, 
saying the word “relax.”  Repeat this technique five times.   

6) Wide-Mouth Yawn 
Prompt your child to yawn as wide as he/she can without covering their mouth.  If he/she is yawning 
correctly, they will naturally squint.  This exercise will help relax the muscles in the jaw ands around the eyes.     

7) Clown Smile 
Have your child clench their teeth slightly, pressing their lips together and smile.  Instruct your child to slowly 
breathe in through his/her nose, and then exhale, dropping their mouth open and repeating the word “relax,” 
then taking several breaths.  Repeat this technique several times.   

8) Fantasy Trip 
Once your child has relaxed all the parts of his/her body, have them lie quietly doing “belly breathing.”  Begin 
to describe a fantasy scene that incorporates one of your child’s favorite places.  For example, if your child 
enjoys the beach, take a fantasy trip there.  In a soothing voice, describe the warm feel of the sun on his/her 
body as they lie on the shore and listen to the sound of the waves.  Continue this fantasy until your child’s 
mind and body is relaxed.   
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