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Morning
Passage

A Navigational Guide to
Routines & Rituals for
Neurodivergent Families

We cannot direct the wind,
but we can adjust our pace.

— Adapted from Dolly Parton
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he Morni

Morning routines demand exactly what "‘-
neurodivergent brains find most expensive:
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e child to fit the mornin e morning to fit the chlld

The brain's navigation
desk for planning and
sequencing is offline.
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1 The sensory transition
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Four distinct forces
govern the morning
neuro-navigation.
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E unwinnable power struggles. g
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mest: ODD

Needs Connection &
Control. Forced compliance
creates immediate,

Needs Dopamine & Structure.

orth: ADHD

South: PDA

Needs Autonomy & Low
Demand. Direct orders
process biologically as

Mysical threats.

Needs Predictability &

Sensory Safety. Sudden
changes or harsh stimuli
gger fight-or-flight.

ﬁast: Autism ﬂ
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5 Waking up is a slow biological boot-up process,
not a sudden switch.
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The Autonomy
Defense (PDA/ODD)

If a parent acts as the
human alarm clock, they
become the adversary.
Depersonalize the demand
Llfing a neutral device.
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leep Inertia

(ADHD)

The brain is physically

awake but cognitively offline|
due to lowered arousal.

= ﬁensory Assault |
' W (Autism)

Harsh overhead lights
and sudden noises
cause immediate
dysregulation. Waking
must be low-stimulus.

)




Build a dopamine bridge to lure the |
dopamine-deprived brain out of sleep.

1. The Wake-Up Playlist

Start with gentle music and
build tempo to engage the
brain's reward centers.

2. The Soft Launch

Allow a 10-15 minute buffer
for a preferred activity in bed.
This small hit of dopamine
acts as starter fluid.

3. Light Therapy

Sunrise clocks stimulate
circadian rhythms to wake the
brain over 30 minutes before
auditory alarms sound.
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ND Parent Note

If you have ADHD,
i) externalize your own time.
r Set a start the push alarm so
you aren't white-knuckling
on willpower.




" The Med Crash (ADHD) \

|
Stimulants suppress appetite. |

Missing breakfast guarantees a
4:.00 PM hangry crash. Protein is
essential to synthesize dopamine.

Appetite
#/{, Suppression
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= The Safe Harbor (Autism) i

Morning is not for culinary

V4 ] exploration. Serve Safe Foods—even if

7 A | | itmeans pancakes every day for three |
~years. The goal is fuel, not diversity.
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Forcing food is a power struggle you will always lose.
The Strategy: Use the Satter Division of Responsibility (SDOR) to drop the rope
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“The Crew’sJob -3¢
(Child)
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Choose WHAT is Il Choose WHETHER
served, WHEN, and to eat,and HOW

Execution

F  Place the food on the table. Sit down and eat your own |
. E breakfast. Declare observations neutrally: Breakfast is ‘
: on the table for 15 minutes. Ignore refusal.




1 Gettmg ready requires peak executive function to sequence and initiate.

Externalize the Steps: The brain cannot hold auditory commands in working memory.

| ‘k‘ L T 1 e

= DRESSING & ARMOR LT‘iTi_*
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“These socks hurt” is a
Il neurological reality, not a
@l complaint. Seamless socks are [
$) amedical accommodation.

Gamify the visual schedule
Wl (Canyoucheckall 5boxes i
/  before the songends?)  §
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Consolidate all exit gear on a single Launch Pad
to ehmlnate search missions.

The Brain Deficit

For the ADHD brain,
working memory
struggles with object

permanence.

Out of sight literally
means out of mind.

The Rule

Create ONE
designated zone near
the door.

ALL exit items live here.

The Mechanism

Consolidating items visually removes the frantic Search and
Rescue operation from the morning.




Shift from imperative commands to declarative
observations to preserve autonomy.
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Steer Away:
3 Imperative Language

“Put on your shoes.”
“Brush your teeth.”

A direct order shouts demand and forces
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compliance, triggering PDA anxiety. &
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MULTIPLE PATHS
TO AUTONOMY
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Steer Toward: c\"i
Declarative Language S

“| see your shoes are by the door.”
“The toothpaste is on the counter.”
=1

% Declarative language provides information without
))__forcing compliance. It invites problem-solving. 5




Exiting the harbor involves a massive
sensory shift and a loss of control.

HARBOR A _f' N OPEN OCEAN
COMFORT ZONE I S SN AN THE UNKNOWN

Carry a piece of the harbor into the wnrld 38 Keep co-parent or school handoffs
A small stone or a keychain on the NI LA Dbrief, factual, and low-emotion. ‘
backpack bridges the gap, providing d |l ¥4 <)\ Children need to experience a boring
a tactile anchor to safety. transition, not a tense one.
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Five minutes is an abstract concept to
a brain with time blindness.
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The Fog: Abstract Time — =" ass === A
Verbal warnings require working - | | The Lighthouse:
memory, mental tracking, and self- X Concrete Time

ini“atiﬂn_systems com prﬂmised in . / . Externalize time. Use a visual timer [E red /4
gl o L\ disk that visibly shrinks) to convert abstract /4
ADHD. They live in Now or Not Now. . |
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minutes into concrete visual data.
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Audio Timers

.

== Use a specific 20-minute playiist
. where the 4th song mathematically /
- means shoes on.
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1. After-School 2. The Bedtime Pass 3. Low-Demand

Restraint Collapse (ADHD/ODD) Sleep (PDA)
After masking all day, Give one physical card for a Reframe the demand: You don’t
neurodivergent kids release single trip out of the room. It have to sleep, but your body
tension. Create a Decompression offers control while setting a needs rest. You can lie quietly.
Chamber—low demands, firm boundary to reduce

sensory play, and silence. resistance.



A meltdown over a missing shoe is a physiological panic attack, not bad

The Swell
Name it without shame.
Model calm. Your body \nt
is struggling. I'm here. \ The Recede (Repair)
= Hours later.
The Crest (Amygdala Hijack) Reconnect and analyze
Do NOT escalate with urgency. neutrally. Morning was
You cannot logic a child out of an hard. What made it tricky?
amygdala hijack. Reduce demands

and wait for the nervous system to reset.
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Co-parents need functional consistency, not identical harbors.

/ The Big Three Treaty \

Agree on Medication timing, the exact Launch

Pad spatial concept, and baseline Tech Rules.
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/ The Portable Anchor \

The physical environment may change, but the anchors
shouldn't. Use the exact same visual timer or transition

object in both houses to maintain a continuous
\ feeling of safety. /




Stop blaming the child and fix the system with a Morning Autopsy.

For 3 days, log the time,
activity, and Storm Level
(1-10 scale).

Test the specific fix for
5 days.

Ask the hard questions.
s this a sensory problem?

/| Time pressure? Demand?
Executive function?

Do not overhaul the whole
morning. Pick ONE pain

| point to change.
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The Master Navigator’s Checklist for a smooth departure.

1 E’/ s the routine externalized visually (checklist/board)?

| D\/ Did | build a dopamine bridge for the wake-up sequence?

D\/ Are all exit items consolidated on the Launch Pad?

D\/Am | using declarative language to reduce demands?

D\/ s time made visible or audible for the child?

> Note for ND Captains:
You cannot regulate your crew if you are dysrequlated. Use the Launch Pad

and visual timers to accommodate your own executive function. ég/l
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The mabp is not the territory, but it helps when finding shoes at 7:45 AM.
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The Map Evolves

The Morning Passage is a living document. Strategies
that work at age 5 will fail at age 10. You will need to
continuously redraw your routes.
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Safe Harbor

A smooth start does not mean the complete absence of

storms. It means building a crew sturdy enough to ride

them out, a compass of biological understanding, and a
map that leads you safely back to harbor.




