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If you have an Autistic child, you might find at times that their emotional responses to
certain situations might be displayed as emotional dysregulation, which can result in a

Lmeltdown or a shutdown. It's important to know what these are, what they look like and

how you can support your child. J C

If you have self-regulation, it means you are able to regulate your own response to a situation in terms of

your behaviour and emotions. Someone with self-regulation is able to understand how other people might be
feeling and has developed inbuilt strategies to calm themself when they feel anxious. Their reactions are seen
to be a reasonable response to the particular situation.

Dysregulation, also known as emotional dysregulation, is when someone is unable to control their response to
a situation. It can cause great distress to that person. It can be caused by an inability to see a situation from
another person’s perspective or difficulty in recognising emotions. It can also be as a result of overwhelming
sensory stimulation or someone’s reaction to unexpected changes during their day or routine. Too much
social interaction or too many demands placed upon someone can elicit a dysregulated response. A child with
Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC) finds managing these types of situations very difficult and therefore the
response to the build-up of stress from these can be dysregulation.

During a period of dysregulation, you might see your child:

display blaming
become lots of or accusing
angry emotional people of things show feelings of breaking things

very quickly outbursts, such before weighing extreme sadness
as crying up any facts

hurting

overreacting
other people

to people and
situations

having having
extreme a meltdown

feeling abandoned or moods swings
misunderstood by others

experiencing
a shutdown
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A meltdown is the response to an overwhelming situation, causing the child to lose control of their behaviour.
You might have heard of the phrase ‘fight or flight’, which refers to the physiological response of the body to a
threatening or stressful situation. If someone feels they can’t escape, they might fight or freeze. A meltdown
is similar to the body’s fight response. During a meltdown, a child’s loss of control can manifest in verbal and
physical ways, such as loud screaming, shouting and crying or hitting, kicking and biting. For some children, a
meltdown involves both physical and verbal aggression.

It does not mean that your child is being ‘naughty’. It is the result of them feeling highly anxious and
overwhelmed. It is an uncontrolled response and therefore your child is not choosing to behave in this manner.
Meltdowns are distressing for the child; they are also distressing to view as a parent or onlooker.

If a meltdown is the ‘fight’ response to an overwhelming situation, a shutdown is a ‘freeze’ response. It can be
very quiet and might go unnoticed by an onlooker who is not looking for this type of response. Your child may
go into what looks like a trance, not focusing on anything around them. They may retreat into themself and find
a safe space away from others in which to hide. They become very quiet and withdrawn as a result of not being
able to take in any more information and their body seems to shut down as it is completely overwhelmed.

Sometimes, a meltdown can then become a shutdown. This might be misunderstood as the person ‘feeling
better’, but actually, a shutdown doesn't mean the distress has been reduced. Your child may show the outward
signs of stress and anxiety with a meltdown, then withdraw into a shutdown until those stress levels are
feeling more manageable.

Just like a meltdown, your child is not choosing this behaviour: do not treat it as sulking or rude because they
have no control over this. Your support is what is required in these situations.
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Supporting Your Child During

a Period of Dysregulation or Meltdown
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Each time your child experiences a meltdown or a shutdown, you'll learn a bit more about how to support your
child. Here are some things that might help them:

a Give
them time

and space. They
may need time to rest
after a meltdown or
a shutdown as the
experience is
exhausting.

Make sure they
are safe. Remove Stay calm. Don't raise
anything that they may your own voice or start
hurt themself on. Also, to tell them off. Maintain a
remove other people who handle on your own emotions,
may get hurt. even if you are feeling distressed
about what you are seeing.
Your child needs someone to
show them that everything

will be okay.
Be there. Don't feel

Don't try you have to constantly
to reason with talk to them; your child just
them; this is not knowing you are there will help
the time to talk about enormously. Some children may
what triggered like you to stroke their back;
the meltdown others will not. Learn what
or shutdown. helps your child.
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Prevmting Meltdown and Shutdowns
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You will not be able to prevent your child from ever having a meltdown or a shutdown, but with some forward
planning, you may be able to reduce their frequency. Try some of these:

«

Provide a
distraction if you
can see the warning
signs of a meltdown
or shutdown.

Provide your child with
information about what to
expect in a situation or on any Think about ways that
particular day. A visual timetable you can reduce sensory
can be an excellent way to show your overload. Would your child
child what their day will look like. A benefit from ear defenders?
‘Now and Next’' board can help those Can you reduce lighting?
tricky transitions between activities
they might not enjoy and their

favourite ones. Provide your child
with a stress toy or
paper to rip up to help them
to express frustration, then
do something that might help
to divert your child’s focus,
such as listening to calming
music or laying under a
weighted blanket.

Keep a log of
each incidence of a
meltdown or shutdown.
You might be able to
identify a pattern or
particular triggers, which
you can then avoid.

Teach relaxation techniques to
your child. This can be a fun way
to spend some time together and they
will benefit from the activities. Things like
using a fidget toy, going for a walk, listening
to music, breathing techniques and reading
might help them. They might also benefit
from activities such as bouncing on a
trampoline, carrying heavy items or tight
hugs and applying firm pressure to their
body for deep pressure therapy.
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Disclaimers:

We hope you find the information on our website and resources useful. As far as possible, the contents of this resource are reflective of current
professional research. However, please be aware that every child is different and information can quickly become out of date. The information given
here is intended for general guidance purposes only and may not apply to your specific situation.

This resource is provided for informational and educational purposes only and does not constitute medical advice. If you require medical advice, you
should contact a suitably qualified professional. You should not rely on the material included within this resource and Twinkl does not accept any
responsibility if you do.

This resource is provided for informational and educational purposes only. As this resource refers to sensory activities, you must ensure that an
adequate risk assessment is carried out prior to using this resource. You must contact a suitably qualified professional if you are unsure. Twinkl is not
responsible for the health and safety of your group or environment. Sensory activities can engage children in their play and learning, but supervising
adults should check for allergens and assess any potential risks before the activity and only proceed if it is safe to do so.
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