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What is a Meltdown?

A meltdown is a very intense response to feeling
overwhelmed. It is important to remember that a meltdown is
not the same as a tantrum. A tantrum usually happens when
a child wants something or is trying to get their own way. A
meltdown is very different — it is when a child loses control
because their brain and body have become overloaded.

During a meltdown, your child might cry, scream, hit, kick,
throw things, run away, or collapse on the floor. Some children
go very quiet, refuse to move, or shut down completely. None
of this is “naughty” behaviour — it is a signal that your child
has reached their limit and cannot cope anymore.

Think of a meltdown like a storm. Once it starts, it needs time
to blow over. The best thing you can do as a parent is to keep
your child safe, stay calm, and wait until the storm passes.
Afterwards, your child will usually feel exhausted,
embarrassed, or upset. That is because a meltdown is
emotionally and physically draining.

Understanding that meltdowns are not chosen behaviours
helps parents to respond with compassion rather than
frustration. When you see a meltdown as your child’'s way of
communicating distress, you can step in to support rather
than punish.




Why Do Meltdowns
Happen?

Meltdowns happen when your child’s coping ability runs out.
This can be for lots of reasons:

e Sensory overload: Too much noise, bright lights, crowds,
scratchy clothing, or strong smells can overwhelm a child’s
senses.

« Emotional overload: Feeling worried, angry, sad, or
frustrated can build up, especially if your child struggles to
explain their feelings.

o Unexpected changes: Many children feel secure when
things are predictable. A sudden change in plans, a new
routine, or something happening without warning can
cause panic.

o Communication difficulties: If your child struggles to
explain what they need or want, frustration can build up
until it bursts out in a meltdown.

o Physical needs: Being tired, hungry, thirsty, or unwell
lowers your child’s ability to cope.

You can imagine your child’s stress like a bucket slowly filling
with water. Each small stress adds a little more water.
Eventually, if nothing helps release the pressure, the bucket
will overflow — and that overflow is the meltdown.




Early Warning Signs

Meltdowns often don’t come out of nowhere — there are
usually early signs. Learning to spot these can give you a
chance to step in before the meltdown happens. Common
signs include:

e Becoming restless or fidgety.

e Rocking, flapping, pacing, or repeating movements.

o Covering ears, closing eyes, or asking to leave a place.

o Refusing to speak or becoming unusually quiet.

e Becoming very clingy or demanding.

e Breathing quickly or becoming visibly tense.

e Snapping at small things or crying more easily than usual.

Every child has their own personal signs. You may notice a
certain phrase, behaviour, or look that signals your child is
reaching their limit. Keeping a diary of meltdowns and what
led up to them can help you identify your child’s unique
warning signs.




What to do During a
Meltdown?

When your child is in the middle of a meltdown, the most
important thing you can do is keep them safe and help them
feel supported. Here are some helpful steps:

1.Stay calm yourself. Your child will pick up on your
emotions. Staying steady helps them feel secure.

2.Remove demands. Stop giving instructions, asking
questions, or trying to reason. Their brain cannot process
this right now.

3.Reduce overload. Lower lights, reduce noise, move to a
quieter place if possible.

4.Offer safety. Move anything dangerous out of the way and
stay close enough to protect them without crowding.

5.Use simple, reassuring words. Phrases like “You're safe” or
“I'm here” are better than long explanations.

6.Respect personal space. Some children want a hug; others
need space. Follow your child’s preferences.

/.Let it run its course. Meltdowns cannot just be “switched
off.” Waiting calmly often shortens the recovery time.

Remember: You are not giving in or encouraging the meltdown

by doing these things. You are supporting your child through
an experience they cannot control.




What Not to do During a
Meltdown?

It can be tempting to try to stop the meltdown with discipline
or reasoning, but this often makes things worse. During a
meltdown:

e Don’t punish — punishment does not teach your child how
to cope next time.

e Don't shout or show anger — this increases your child’s fear
and distress.

o Don’t try to argue or explain — they cannot process logic
during a meltdown.

« Don't take it personally — your child is not attacking you,
even if they lash out.

o Don’t force eye contact or physical contact — this can make
them feel trapped.

Instead, focus on being calm, safe, and supportive until the
meltdown has passed.




After a Meltdown

Once the meltdown is over, your child may feel drained and
upset. This stage is just as important as the meltdown itself.
Here are some ways to help:

e Give time to recover. Don’t expect your child to “bounce
back” immediately. They may need quiet time, rest, or a
favourite activity to feel safe again.

o Offer reassurance. Let them know they are loved and safe.
Some children feel guilty or embarrassed after a
meltdown.

o Talk gently (if they can). When your child is calm, you can
gently talk about what happened, what helped, and what
didn’t. Keep it short and simple.

« Record what you noticed. Write down any triggers,
warning signs, and calming strategies that worked. This
helps with future planning.
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Preventing Meltdowns

Not all meltdowns can be prevented, but many can be
reduced with the right support. Useful strategies include:

e Stick to routines. Predictability helps children feel
secure.

e Use visual supports. Visual timetables, now-and-next
boards, and social stories help children understand
what is happening.

e Prepare for changes. Give warnings about transitions
and changes to routine.

e Build in breaks. Schedule regular downtime to
recharge.

e Support sensory needs. Headphones, sunglasses,
chewy jewellery, weighted blankets, or fidget toys can
help regulate sensory input.

e Woatch for triggers. Keep note of what commonly
leads to meltdowns and plan around it.

* Meet basic needs. Make sure your child has snacks,
drinks, and rest throughout the day.

e Model calm behaviour. Show your child how you
manage stress by using calm tones and body
language.




How to Respond

Being the parent of a child who has meltdowns can feel
tough. Here are some guiding principles to help:

Empathy first. Remind yourself your child is not being
difficult on purpose.

Stay patient. Your child’s brain and body need time to
calm down.

Be consistent. Respond in the same calm way each
time.

Look after yourself. Supporting meltdowns is
exhausting. Take breaks, ask for help, and practise
self-care.

Seek support. Connect with other parents, support
groups, or professionals who understand.




Communicating with
Others

Many people don’t understand what a meltdown is.
Explaining it clearly can make a big difference. Try using
simple phrases like:

e “When my child is overwhelmed, they may have a
meltdown. This is not bad behaviour — it's a response
to stress.”

e “During a meltdown, my child needs space, calm, and
safety. This is what helps...”

e “Here’s their meltdown plan so you know what to do if
it happens.”

Sharing information helps others respond calmly and
prevents misunderstandings.




Supporting Your Child
Long-term

Over time, your child can develop more coping skills,
especially if they feel supported. You can help by:

e Teaching emotional awareness. Use pictures,
symbols, or feelings charts to help your child name
emotions.

e Practising calming strategies. Deep breaths, using a
calm corner, or asking for a break.

e Building confidence. Celebrate your child’s strengths
and achievements.

e Advocating for their needs. Make sure school and
community settings understand and accommodate
your child’s triggers.

Remember: Progress takes time. Even small steps
forward are worth celebrating.




What Not to do During a
Meltdown?

It can be tempting to try to stop the meltdown with discipline
or reasoning, but this often makes things worse. During a
meltdown:

e Don’t punish — punishment does not teach your child how
to cope next time.

e Don’t shout or show anger - this increases your child’s fear
and distress.

e Don't try to argue or explain — they cannot process logic
during a meltdown.

e Don't take it personally — your child is not attacking you,
even if they lash out.

e Don't force eye contact or physical contact — this can make
them feel trapped.

Instead, focus on being calm, safe, and supportive until the
meltdown has passed.




Creating a Safe Space

A safe space is a calm, comforting area your child can use
whenever they feel overwhelmed, anxious, or close to a
meltdown. It isn’t a “naughty step” or somewhere for
punishment — it's a positive place that belongs to your child,
where they know they can go to feel secure and calm. Having
a safe space at home, school, or even in the car gives your
child a sense of control. It helps them learn to recognise when
they need a break and gives them a trusted tool to regulate
before things become too overwhelming.

Every child benefits from having a safe place to retreat to
when they feel overwhelmed. Ideas include:

A pop-up tent with cushions and blankets.

e A quiet corner with soft lighting.

e A beanbag or chair with a blanket over it.

e A den made with sheets and pillows.

e Noise-reducing headphones kept in the space.

o A small box of fidget toys, books, or comfort objects.

« A weighted blanket or soft cushions for pressure and
comfort.

o Soft music or calming sounds playing quietly.

The key is that the space feels safe, predictable, and your child
knows they can go there any time.




Making a Meltdown Plan

A meltdown plan is a step-by-step guide for you, your
family, and anyone caring for your child. It explains what
to do before, during, and after a meltdown. A good plan
includes:

e Early warning signs — what shows your child is
becoming overwhelmed.

e Known triggers — what situations are most likely to
lead to meltdowns.

e Safe spaces — where your child can go to calm down.

e Calming tools — headphones, fidget toys, blankets, or
comfort objects.

e Preferred responses — does your child want space, a
hug, or quiet reassurance?

e Emergency steps — what to do if safety becomes a
concern.

Use the template on the next page to create your own
meltdown plan.

Once written, share this plan with school staff, family,
babysitters, and anyone else who supports your child.




Meltdown Plan

My child’s name
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You and Your Child are Doing Brilliantly

Meltdowns can feel overwhelming, exhausting, and sometimes even
discouraging. But remember: a meltdown is not a reflection of your
parenting, and it is not a sign that your child is failing. It is simply your
child’s way of communicating that life feels too big for them in that
moment.

Every time you stay calm, keep your child safe, and show them love, you
are building trust. You are teaching them that they are accepted exactly
as they are, even when things feel hard. Over time, this makes a huge
difference to their confidence and wellbeing.

It's important to celebrate the small victories: spotting a warning sign,
finding a calming tool that works, or creating a safe space your child
chooses to use. These little steps are signs of progress, even if meltdowns
still happen.

Remember:
* Your child is not “naughty” or “bad.” They are doing their best.
* You are not alone. Many families experience the same challenges.
e With patience, planning, and support, meltdowns can become easier
to manage.
* Most importantly, your child is loved, valued, and has incredible
strengths that go far beyond their meltdowns.

Parenting a child who experiences meltdowns takes strength,
compassion, and resilience. By reading this guide and putting plans in

place, you are already doing an amazing job.

You and your child are a team. Together, you can navigate the storms
and celebrate the sunshine that follows.



