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Donny stood at the tip of his toes, pointing his finger at me while remarking that I “killed his future.”  
His reaction came as he was asked to complete a written assignment.  Writing was not on his top-ten 
list, and as a preteen on the spectrum, his statement was filled with frustration and feelings of 
overwhelm.  When one thinks about it, his statement made sense.  How could he move on if he didn’t 
complete the assignment?  What was his future going to look like?  Would he ever be successful? Could 
he ever feel good about himself? 

Donny’s reaction was clearly a meltdown. He was responding to a request by a teacher to a seemingly 
simple task, and most likely had many fine ideas in his head in order to complete the assignment; 
however, his processing capacity was challenged. The key difference between a tantrum and a 
meltdown is that the former is a choice, aimed at reaching a goal, and can be stopped, while the latter 
is an involuntary response to a stimulus (Jones, 2022).  

When Michael, another student, was asked to read to me, he responded by pacing the office and 
blowing bubbles with his saliva. This was his way of coping with his anxiety and cognitive overload, thus 
calming himself to avert a meltdown. Separately, a third student was working on an assessment with 
me, jumped up from his chair, threw himself on the floor, and began to cry.  I sat away from him on 
the floor, and when he was ready to talk about it, he explained why he couldn’t continue with the 
testing. He was quite bright, but taking this test reminded him of high school and repeated failures. 
Some of his teachers “didn’t understand him” and would not try to find another way to assess his 
knowledge in a particular subject. 

Many teachers and parents will often feel as if they are walking on thin ice with individuals with ASD. 
It becomes important to know the triggers and work to increase feelings of success and self-esteem in 
such individuals. You might see some self-stimulation, which is not always negative, or rocking back 
and forth, both of which may be warning signs that a meltdown is forthcoming. Communication may 
diminish or cease, or perseverative behavior may manifest as repeated words. At this point, it is never 
a good idea to try to reason with the individual. At all costs, try to preserve their dignity.  Stay calm 
because any nervous or anxious reaction will only contribute to the meltdown.   

A special education teacher contacted me last week. She had an experience in her classroom with a 
student with ASD who had a meltdown at his desk when asked to complete a packet of work. He threw 
his papers and other materials on the floor, growled, banged his desk, etc. The student had a difficult 
time focusing during seat work. He struggled to complete all of the work in the time allotted and was 
told he had to bring the work home should he not finish. This did not go well for the student and the 
teacher.  School work is done in school, not at home, according to his thinking.   

One solution is to modify the work rather than water it down. Focus on the goal of what you want the 
individual to accomplish. Instead of three pages, perhaps ask for one. Instead of seven questions, try 
three. Have the student keep a checklist of work tasks on a desk in order to monitor the workflow, and 
check off the work as it is accomplished. Keep one checklist for the morning and one for the afternoon.  


