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"Understanding the nervous system, not fixing the person.”




Meltdowns and shutdowns are not tantrums. They are neurological responses
to overwhelm in a nervous system that is still very much under construction. In
children ages 4-7, the brain's regulatory systems are genuinely immature —
and for neurodivergent kids, that development often moves more slowly and
unevenly. This toolkit gives you the essentials: what's happening, what helps,

and what to skip.

SECTION 1

Meltdown vs. Shutdown — What You're
Seeing

Both look very different on the outside — but they come from the same place.

What it looks like Crying, screaming, Silence, freezing, going
hitting, throwing, bolting, limp, withdrawing,
verbal outbursts staring, refusing to move

What's happening Nervous system flooding Nervous system collapse
— fight or flight — freeze response

Common misread “Tantrum," "attention- "Fine," "being difficult,"
seeking," "manipulation"  "ignoring me"

What they need Safety, reduced Quiet presence or space,

stimulation, no demands no demands

Both are signs the nervous system has hit its limit. Neither is chosen. Both need the

same thing: safety first, everything else later.

Try This:

* Notice which your child tends toward — meltdown, shutdown, or both



depending on the situation

* Keep a simple log for one week: time of day, what happened just before,

where you were

* Share what you notice with teachers or therapists — patterns are the most

useful data you have

SECTION 2
Why It Happens

What you see is only the surface. Below it is everything the nervous system has

been managing all day.

"Above the surface: the meltdown or shutdown.
Below the surface: sensory overload, transition stress, masking fatigue, hunger,

pain, and accumulated demands — all stacked up until the system gave out."”

Common Triggers for This Age Group
e Sensory overload — noise, lights, textures, smells, crowds
e Unexpected transitions or changes to the plan
e Hunger, fatigue, or physical discomfort
e Too many demands stacked close together

e Prolonged social effort or the effort of holding it together at school

Try This:

* Look at timing: late afternoon and post-daycare/school are the highest-risk



windows for this age

* Ask yourself: was there a lot of "holding it together" earlier today? Home is the

safe place — releasing here is normal

* Consider whether sensory environments (grocery stores, busy classrooms,

loud siblings) were part of the day

SECTION 3

In the Moment

What Not to Do

These responses are instinctive — they still escalate things. Avoid:

e Raising your voice or demanding eye contact

e "Calm down," "stop it," or "why are you doing this?"

e Bargaining, explaining, or introducing consequences mid-meltdown
e Forcing physical contact or picking up without warning

e An audience — other people watching increases distress significantly

What Helps

e Get regulated first. Your nervous system helps regulate theirs — it only

works if yours is calm.
e Reduce input. Dim lights, lower noise, create physical space around them.
e Stay close without crowding. Sit nearby. Don't hover.
e Use one sentence, maximum. "I'm here. You're safe." Then stop talking.

e Wait. Recovery takes as long as it takes. Don't rush the return to normal.



Try This:
e Slow your own breath before you approach — three slow exhales, then move

* Create a physical "calm spot" your child knows ahead of time: a corner with a

few comfort items, a weighted blanket, something familiar

* Prepare a one-line script for co-parents or caregivers: "We stay calm and give

space. No questions until they're ready."

After — The Recovery Window

The nervous system needs time to reset. This is not the moment for lessons,

apologies, or processing. Connection before correction — always.

Key Points
e Recovery at this age can take 20 minutes to several hours — don't rush it
e Offer water, a preferred snack, a quiet familiar activity, or just presence

e Repair the connection first: "You were really overwhelmed. I'm glad you're

okay."

e If anything needs discussing, wait until the next day and keep it brief and

warm

Try This:

* Build a simple recovery kit together during a calm moment: weighted blanket,

preferred snack, a comfort object, a sensory toy

» After full calm, use simple words: "Your body had a really big feeling. That's

okay. | love you."




* Don't require an apology in the immediate aftermath — save any conversation

for much later

SECTION 5
Prevention — Reducing the Load

You can't prevent every meltdown or shutdown — and that's not the goal. The goal
is reducing unnecessary stressors and building predictability. For a 4-7 year old, the

biggest levers are environment, routine, and demand load.

Environment
e Reduce background noise and visual clutter in high-demand spaces

e Designate a low-stimulation "safe spot" your child can access anytime

Routine
e Anchor morning and pre-bed sequences to an identical order every day

e Preview any changes the night before — a brief, matter-of-fact heads-up

makes a significant difference

Demand Load

e Audit the day: how many transitions? How many demands? How many

sensory environments?

e Build in unstructured, low-demand time after school or care — not optional,

not earned, just there

e Say yes more often on low-stakes choices to preserve cooperation bandwidth

for must-do moments



Communication

e Teach and practice a simple "l need a break" signal — a word, a hand sign, a

card

e Co-create a calm-time plan together during a settled moment: "When you

feel like that, what helps?"

Try This:

* Do a "day audit": list every transition, demand, and sensory environment your

child moved through yesterday
* Pick two things you could reduce, shorten, or eliminate entirely

* Protect one daily decompression window — same time, same format, no

demands

A Note on Shame

Meltdowns and shutdowns are often followed by shame — for your child and for
you. Your child is not broken. You are not failing. The nervous system did

exactly what it was designed to do.

“The goal is not a child who never melts down. The goal is a child who knows

they are safe, loved, and not alone when they do."

Quick Reference Card



In the Moment

e v Regulate yourself first

e v/ Reduce stimulation — lights, noise, space
e  One sentence: "I'm here. You're safe."

e v Stay nearby without hovering

e v Wait — don't rush recovery

e X No demands, consequences, or reasoning

e X No forced touch or eye contact

After
e v Connection before correction
e v Water, snack, comfort item, quiet
e v "You were really overwhelmed. | love you."
® / Any conversation — next day, calm, brief

e X No immediate apologies required

Prevention
e v Daily decompression time — non-negotiable
e v Transition warnings ("5 more minutes")
e v Consistent morning and bedtime sequences

e  Teach a "l need a break" signhal together
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