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PREFACE

Raising and supporting neurodivergent children is a journey filled with moments of joy,
discovery, and occasionally, intense challenge. This Meltdown Prevention & Response
Plan was created to empower caregivers, educators, therapists, and support teams with
a clear, structured approach to understanding, preventing, and safely navigating

meltdowns.
Here's what you'll find inside:

o Chapter 1: Introduction & How to Use outlines the purpose of this plan and
guides you through each section.

o Chapters 2-5 delve into the science and observation of meltdowns—identifying
triggers, warning signs, and individual goals.

o Chapters 6-8 provide proactive strategies, de-escalation techniques, and self-
regulation tools tailored to your child’s unique needs.

o Chapter 9 covers post-meltdown recovery to support a calm return to learning
and daily routines.

o Chapter 10 defines team roles and contact information, ensuring everyone
remains coordinated.

o Chapter 11: Review Log & Resources offers templates for ongoing evaluation,

additional reading, and reference materials.

Each page includes prompts, checklists, and form fields so you can customize the plan
to your child’s strengths, preferences, and environment. Designed for print or digital
use, this guide is intended to be a living document—review, adapt, and refine it

regularly as your child grows and their needs evolve.
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Thank you for dedicating the time and care necessary to make this plan work. With
consistency, empathy, and teamwork, you can help your child navigate difficult

moments with safety and dignity, fostering greater confidence and independence for

everyone involved.
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PURPOSE OF THIS PLAN

This Meltdown Prevention & Response Plan exists to help caregivers, educators,
therapists, and support staff anticipate, prevent, and safely respond to meltdowns. Each
child is unique; this document provides a structured framework you can personalize,
practice, and review over time.

How to Navigate This Plan

1. Complete Sequentially
Work through each section in order, filling in details specific to your child’'s needs
and environment.

2. Collaborate & Share
Involve everyone on the child’s support team—parents, teachers, therapists—so
they understand their roles.

3. Practice & Refer
Regularly review and rehearse strategies, so responding during a meltdown
becomes second nature.

4. Update Regularly
Revisit this plan every 3—-6 months (or sooner if circumstances change) to refine

goals, strategies, and contact information.
Key Terms & Concepts

e Meltdown: An overwhelming, uncontrolled response to stress or sensory
overload, not easily redirected.

« Warning Signs: Early physical, verbal, or behavioral cues that a meltdown may be
imminent.

o Triggers: Specific conditions—sensory, environmental, social, or task-related—
that increase meltdown risk.
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o De-escalation: Techniques used once a warning sign appears to prevent
escalation into a full meltdown.

o Safe Space: A designated area where the child can go to calm down with
minimal distractions.

» Self-Regulation Skills: Exercises (breathing, counting, sensory activities) the child

can use to regain calm.

Use the prompts and checklists on the following pages to gather observations, set goals,

and build a proactive, personalized meltdown plan.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION & HOW TO USE

1.1 Getting Started

e Gather Your Team: List everyone involved and their roles.

o Caregiver(s):

o Teacher(s):

o Therapist(s):

o Support Staff:

o Identify Settings: Note where meltdowns most often occur.
o Home (e.g., morning routine, mealtimes)
o School (e.g., transitions, group activities)

o Community (e.g., grocery store, playground)

1.2 Personalizing This Plan

Use the fields below to capture your child’s unique profile:

e Strengths & Interests
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o Sensory Preferences

o Enjoys:

o Finds overwhelming:

o Communication Style
o Preferred mode (verbal, visual, sign):

o Key phrases the child uses:
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1.3 How to Use Forms & Tables

Forms (e.g., “Individual Goals"): fill in freehand or type directly.

Tables (e.g., “"Warning Signs”): check boxes or add rows as needed.

Icons & Visuals: Feel free to paste in icons, photos, or small sketches.

Review Log: Add a new row each time you revisit strategies.

1.4 Tips for Successful Implementation

1. Consistency is Key: Use the same language and cues across settings.

2. Keep It Visible: Post a simplified version of this plan where everyone can see it.

3. Practice Calm: Model the de-escalation steps with your child outside of
meltdown moments.

4. Celebrate Wins: Track and celebrate small improvements (e.g., fewer meltdowns

per week).
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CHAPTER 2: UNDERSTANDING MELTDOWNS

2.1 What Is a Meltdown?

A meltdown is an intense, involuntary response to overwhelming stress—often sensory,
emotional, or cognitive. Unlike a tantrum, which is goal-directed and can be quelled
with distraction or negotiation, a meltdown occurs when the child loses the ability to
self-regulate. Recognizing this distinction helps support the child with empathy rather

than discipline.

2.2 Common Triggers

1. Sensory Overload
o Bright lights, loud noises, strong smells, or crowded spaces can flood a
child’s nervous system.
2. Unexpected Changes
o A sudden shift in routine, a surprise transition, or an unplanned event may
provoke anxiety.
3. Task Demands
o Challenging schoolwork, prolonged focus, or ambiguous instructions can
feel unmanageable.
4. Social Pressure

o Group activities, peer conflict, or unwanted attention can heighten stress.

2.3 Early Warning Signs
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Category Examples
Physical Flushed face, rapid breathing, tense muscles
Behavioral Pacing, rocking, hand-flapping

Verbal/Emotional Increased vocal volume, repetitive phrases, distress words

Use this checklist to document which warning signs your child shows most often, so you

can intervene proactively.

2.4 Why Understanding Matters

« Tailored Strategies: Identifying specific triggers and signs allows you to choose
the most effective prevention and de-escalation techniques.

e Empathy & Communication: When you explain “l see you're overwhelmed,” you
validate the child’s experience, reducing shame and building trust.

o Better Outcomes: Early intervention shortens meltdown duration, lowers

intensity, and promotes quicker recovery.
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CHAPTER 3: GOALS & SUCCESS CRITERIA

3.1 Defining the Big Picture

e Long-Term Goal

o Example: "Child will independently use deep-breathing techniques to calm

down in 80% of meltdown triggers.”

3.2 Short-Term, Measurable Goals (3-6 Weeks)

# Goal Description Metric or Indicator

Child will identify at least two warning signs before Tracked in daily log: ___ of 5
1

meltdown. days

Child will request a sensory break using visual cue  Successful requests __ of 5
2
within 1 minute. opportunities

Child will use “"calm down corner” and self-regulate Average time to calm:
3

within 5 min. minutes

3.3 Setting Success Criteria

e Clearly define how you'll know each goal is met:
o Goal 1: __ days with > two warning signs recognized
o Goal 2: __/__ requests made independently

o Goal 3: Average recovery time < ___ minutes

3.4 Data Collection Tips
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e Use a simple chart or app to tick off each successful trial.
o Review data weekly with your team—adjust goals if needed.

e Celebrate each milestone (stickers, praise, small rewards).
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CHAPTER 4: WARNING SIGNS & TRIGGERS

4.1 Detailed Warning Signs Catalog
Use this table to record the specific cues your child shows. Check off each box when you

observe these signs, then note frequency.

Warning Sign Category Specific Sign Observed (V') Notes
Physical Flushed or pale face

Rapid or irregular breathing

Sweaty palms or trembling hands
Behavioral Pacing or rocking

Hand-flapping or finger tapping

Withdrawal or running away
Verbal/Emotional Raised voice or shrieking

Repetitive words or echolalia

Verbal expressions of distress
Cognitive Inability to follow simple instructions

Confusion or blank stare

4.2 Identifying Personal Triggers
List situations or stimuli that consistently lead to meltdowns for your child. Rank them

by severity.
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Trigger
Description

Type

Sensory Loud cafeteria noise

Routine
Unexpected change in schedule
Change
Social Group discussions
Task

Math worksheets with word problems
Demand

Physical Tags in clothing

Other

4.3 Prioritizing Triggers

o Focus first on severity 4-5 triggers.

Severity

(1-5)

Preventive Strategy

Noise-canceling

headphones

Visual countdown timer

1:1 support

Break tasks into steps

Remove tags / soft

seams

o Implement preventive strategies (see Chapter 6) for these high-priority items.

e Gradually address lower-severity triggers once higher ones are managed.

4.4 Observational Log

Keep a brief daily log below. Note date, trigger encountered, warning signs, and

outcome.
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Warning Signs
Date Trigger Outcome / Notes
Observed

Raised voice,
//____ Cafeteria noise Used headphones, stayed calm
covering ears

Unexpected schedule Prompted visual timer, meltdown
//___ Hand rocking, pacing

change avoided

Math worksheet Confusion, blank Provided 1:1 support, completed
//__

demand stare half sheet
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CHAPTER 5: PREVENTION STRATEGIES

5.1 Proactive Visual Supports

o Visual Schedule

o Attach or sketch a mini weekly chart below:

Time Activity
8:00 - 8:30 Morning Routine
8:30 - 9:00 Free Play

e First-Then Board

o Example: “First then !

o First; Then:

5.2 Choice & Control

Offer limited choices to empower the child and reduce anxiety:

e = "Do you want to read a book or draw?”
e > "Would you like your snack now or in five minutes?”

e Record two go-to choices below:

1.
2.
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5.3 Sensory Supports

Select from the toolbox based on your child’s sensory needs:

Item When to Use
Noise-canceling headphones In loud environments
Weighted lap pad During desk work
Fidget toy / stress ball When hands feel restless

Soft lighting / lamp shade  In overstimulating rooms

Add custom item:

5.4 Routine Warnings & Timers

Provide clear transition cues:

e Countdown Timer: “In 5 minutes we'll..."
e Timer Type: [ Visual timer O Auditory timer

e Script Example:

“Three more minutes of play, then cleanup time.”

5.5 Environmental Adjustments

Modify the setting to reduce triggers:

e [ Dim overhead lights
o [ Provide quiet workspace

o [ Eliminate clutter and visual distractions
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o [ Ensure comfortable seating

Other adjustments:

5.6 Reinforcement Systems

Use positive reinforcement to encourage calm behavior:

o Token Economy: Earn tokens for using coping skills
o Sticker Chart: Place sticker for each successful transition

e Privilege Rewards: 5 tokens = extra 5 minutes of preferred activity
Design your system:

e Token symbol:

e Reward level 1:

e Reward level 2:
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CHAPTER 6: DE-ESCALATION TECHNIQUES & SAFE
SPACES

6.1 Calming Verbal Scripts

1. “I'm here. You're safe.”
2. "Let's take three slow breaths together.”

3. "When you're ready, let me know how | can help.”

Practice these lines calmly during downtime so they become familiar cues.

6.2 Physical & Sensory Tools

Tool Use Case

Deep-pressure hugs or squeezes When hands or body feel restless

Rocking chair or swing To soothe vestibular system
Stress ball or fidget toy To occupy hands during frustration
Weighted blanket/pad At desk or during reading time

Check off tools you've tried:

O Deep-pressure [0 Rocking O Fidget toy [0 Weighted blanket O Other:

6.3 Safe Space Protocol

e Location:

o Access Rules:
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1. Child may request entry with visual cue.

2. Caregiver/teacher escorts promptly.

3. Maximum stay: __ minutes before check-in.
o Contents:

o Quiet music or white-noise

o Soft seating (beanbag or cushion)

o Calming visuals (nature scene)

Sketch safe-space layout below (optional):

6.4 Non-Verbal Grounding Techniques

» Five-Finger Breathing: Trace each finger as you inhale/exhale.
o Body Scan: Tighten and relax muscle groups from toes to head.

« Visualization: Imagine a calm, favorite place.

Choose two grounding techniques:
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6.5 Timeout vs. Time-In

Approach Description When to Use
Brief removal from setting to calm When behavior endangers
Timeout
down self/others
Time-In

Stay with child in calm area for support When child requests presence

Protocol details:
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CHAPTER 7: COPING & COMMUNICATION SUPPORTS
7.1 Coping Skill Toolbox

« Deep Breathing: Inhale for 4 seconds, hold 2, exhale 6
o Counting Exercise: Count backwards from 10

e Squeeze Object: Use a stress ball or soft toy

List two preferred coping skills:

7.2 Augmentative Communication

Method Description Examples
PECS Cards  Exchange picture for request [v] “Break” [v] “Help”
Sign Language Use basic signs "Stop” [v] "More”
Visual Board Words/icons on board “Finished” “Change”

Which supports will you use?

O PECS O Signs O Visual Board O Other:

7.3 Key Phrases & Scripts

e “l need a break”

e "“Can you help me?”
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“All done”

Practice prompts:

7.4 Social Stories & Role-Play

Use personalized social story templates (see Chapter 11) to rehearse:

e Going to safe space
o Asking for help

o Accepting a "no” politely

Scenario to practice:
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CHAPTER 8: POST-MELTDOWN RECOVERY

8.1 Immediate Check-In

o Script: “I'm here when you're ready. How do you feel?”

o Offer: Water, snack, quiet break
8.2 Debrief & Reflection

o Ask the child to identify what happened (if able)

e Encourage them to point out which coping skill helped
8.3 Re-Entry to Routine

e Use a mini visual schedule to reintegrate:
1. Calm Corner —
2. 5-minute break —
3. Return to Activity

8.4 Praise & Reinforcement

e Provide immediate, specific praise:
o "You did great using your breathing!”

e Hand out token or sticker (from Chapter 5 system)

8.5 Documentation

Date Trigger De-escalation Used Outcome
//__ Cafeteria noise Headphones + breathing Stayed calm

//__Transition to reading Timer + visual prompt ~ Smooth switch
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CHAPTER 9: TEAM ROLES & CONTACTS

Use this section to clarify who is responsible for each aspect of plan implementation and

provide their best contact info.

Role Name Contact Info Responsibility
Primary
Phone: Home support & daily routine
Caregive
_ oversight
r
Teacher Email: Classroom implementation &
/ Aide __ monitoring
Therapis Phone: De-escalation training & strategy
t _ review
Support Ext: Safe-space supervision & check-
Staff ins
Siblings Model coping skills & provide peer
/ Peers support
Other

1. Emergency Contact

o Name:
o Relation:
o Phone:

2. Review Coordinator

o Person responsible for updating this plan every 3-6 months

o Name:




o Next Review Date: //
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CHAPTER 10: REVIEW LOG & NEXT STEPS

Use this log to regularly assess progress, note changes, and plan upcoming reviews.

Review
Progress Notes Next Steps / Adjustments
Date

Recognizes 2 warning signs; used Introduce visual timer at
//___

1 coping skill home

Requested sensory break Practice "l need a break”
//___

independently; 4/5 times script daily

Calm corner used twice; recovery Add deep-pressure protocol
//___

time improved in classroom

e Action Items Before Next Review:

1.
2.

3.
o Set Next Review Date: //_
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CHAPTER 11: ADDITIONAL RESOURCES & APPENDIX

11.1 Helpful Guides & Handouts

« Daily Behavior Log Template (Page 1)
e Visual Schedule Builder (Page 2)

e Token Chart (Page 3)

e Social Story Template (Page 4)

e Sensory Toy DIY Instructions (Page 5)
e Communication Checklist (Page 6)

o Self-Help Skills Guide (Page 7)

e Meltdown Plan Template (this document)
11.2 Video Tutorials

e Understanding Autism: First Steps
e Positive Reinforcement 101

e Behavior Tracking Made Easy

o Dealing with Meltdowns Calmly

e Using Visual Schedules Effectively
11.3 Recommended Reading

1. The Out-of-Sync Child by Carol Stock Kranowitz
2. Behavioral Intervention for Young Children with Autism by Catherine Maurice

3. The Explosive Child by Ross W. Greene

11.4 Support Organizations & Contacts

o Autism Speaks: www.autismspeaks.org | 1-800-3-AUTISM
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http://www.autismspeaks.org/

e Local Parent Support Group:

o National Disability Rights Network: www.ndrn.org | 202-408-9514

11.5 Glossary of Terms

Antecedent: What happens right before a behavior.

o Consequence: The outcome that follows the behavior.
o Self-Regulation: The ability to manage one’s emotional and physiological
responses.

o Visual Schedule: A sequence of images showing steps of a routine.

11.6 Notes & Appendix

e Use this space for any extra notes, sketches, or contact cards.
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http://www.ndrn.org/
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