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	Understanding, Preventing and Responding to Autistic Overwhelm 
Children’s Disability Network Teams Carlow, Kilkenny & Thomastown




Understanding Autistic Overwhelm
· Autistic Masking (camouflaging) 
Autistic masking plays a huge role in the life of Autistic children and adults. It is a psychological safety behaviour which an Autistic person is driven to use to self-protect and display an acceptable version of who they are to others. It can include physical, emotional and social actions. It can include rehearsing learnt behaviour to particular situations while suppressing natural behaviours or reactions. This can often look like people pleasing, or projecting an identity such as the ‘class clown’ or the ‘naughty child’. Masking can use up an enormous amount of energy and can impact on wellbeing and mental health. 

Your child/young adult may be expending a great deal of energy masking throughout the school day, which may involve altering their communication styles, working hard to conform to neurotypical social norms, and coping with sensory overload in order to ‘fit in’. This can lead to exhaustion and burnout. It is very common in autistic individuals. For more information about masking please see: https://www.autisticslt.com/masking 

· Preference for Routine, Structure and ‘Sameness’ 
Many Autistic individuals prefer familiar ‘sameness’ and find unexpected change hard. The world can seem a very unpredictable and confusing place so Autistic people often take comfort in familiar habits, so they know what is going to happen every day. Routines and consistency increase predictability and helps Autistic people feel safe. 

· Understanding a Stressed Autistic Brain: 
When we are stressed, our brains tend to go into ‘survival mode’ (i.e. fight, flight, freeze, flop). Stressed brains can become stuck in their survival modes of fight/flight/freeze/flop. Many Autistic people experience higher levels of stress and anxiety. This means they may reach crisis point more quickly. Sometimes this crisis point is visible through either a meltdown, or shutdown. Meltdown/shutdown happens when there is an accumulation of stressful events (over hours/days/or even weeks), to a point where the person can no longer cope. 
· Autistic Meltdown: An Autistic ‘meltdown’ is the equivalent to the fight response. Meltdowns can be tiring and emotionally draining. During a meltdown, a person may show extreme behaviours like shouting, self-harm, aggressive behaviour and 

repetitive behaviours. Meltdowns can be very distressing for the Autistic person as well as the people supporting them. 
· Autistic Shutdown: Autistic ‘shutdown’ is the equivalent to the ‘freeze’ response. During a shutdown, a person may either partially or completely withdraw from the world around them. They may not respond to communication, retreat to the room or lie down on the floor. While shutdowns tend to be more discrete than meltdowns, they are still a person’s response to reaching crisis point. 
 
· Alexithymia: Alexithymia is a common occurrence among Autistic people (research indicates about 40 – 60% of autistic people have alexithymia). Alexithymia occurs when you have challenges identifying and describing emotions. Not being able to talk about feelings can interfere with emotion management. Alexithymia can include differences/difficulties in: 
· Identifying feelings 
· Distinguishing between feelings and bodily sensations of emotional arousal 
· Describing feelings to other people 
· Identifying facial expressions 

· Emotional Sensitivity: For some Autistic people, they can be emotionally sensitive despite some stereotypical understandings that Autistic people are not. This can include being: 
· Over-sensitive to another person’s negative mood 
· Hyper-sensitive to disappointment, anxiety, or agitation 

· Double Empathy Problem: The Double Empathy problem acknowledges that non-Autistic people can struggle to read the emotions of Autistic people just as Autistic people can find it difficult to read the emotions of non-Autistic people. This is not due to the Autistic way of thinking alone but due to a breakdown in understanding between people with very differing ways of experiencing the world. Both parties may struggle to understand each other’s thoughts, feelings, behaviour and differences. It is important to look at both the perspectives of Autistic people and non-Autistic people to improve our understanding and lead to more respectful supports and interventions. 
· It is important to share the provided information with family and school staff so that everyone can understand your child/young adult’s needs in the context of Autism. Having a consistent, shared view can help to build a secure network of adults around your child/young adult. 
· This is an excellent explanation of the Double-Empathy Problem which can explain communication difficulties between autistic and non-Autistic people. https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2021.554875 

· Finding Autistic Role Models: Although you love and accept your child, if you are not Autistic then it is really important to connect them with the community they belong to. Websites, Youtube videos and social media accounts have been provided in this report at the end of this which may be helpful in this regard. 

Preventing Stress and Overwhelm 
· Schedules are concrete and visual. They will help your child/young adult get a sense of what order activities are happening and what will be happening next. Visual schedules also serve to increase predictability for a child with regards to their day or week (e.g. the use of big calendar/wall planner/diary). A visual schedule should be introduced within your child/young adult’s home and school environments and consistently followed. Some older students find using a PDA (Personal Digital Assistant), electronic organiser or mobile phone applications helpful to keep track of activities, school work, when an essay or project is due, making to-do lists and study timetables. 

· Emotional Toolbox: The idea of the Emotional Toolbox is designed to increase the number of strategies available to manage daily stressors emotions. 
· It is important to remember that no one strategy works every time we need regulating. Have a multiple selection, or a ‘toolbox’ of strategies and activities that work in various environments (e.g. home, school, parks, others’ house). 
· Every individual is different so ‘toolboxes’ need to be specific for each individual. This gives the best chance of the toolbox being successful. Here are some examples of ‘tools’. 

	Relaxation 
· Deep breathing 
· Progressive muscle relaxation 
· Sensory input (at appropriate times) 
· Quiet activity (drawing, model building) Music – listening/playing 
· Watch a TV show that makes you laugh 

	Physical Activity
· Exercise – e.g. walking, gardening, trampoline 
· Sport 
· Creative/destructive 
· Heavy work/activities e.g. pulling and pushing 


	Social Tools
· Spend time with family members 
· Spend time with friends 
· Be with a pet 
· Ask for help 
· To clarify what happened 
· To give reminders of calming strategies 
· To use thinking tools 

	Thinking Tools
· Use logic and facts to put event in perspective 
· Use positive self-talk/statement/mantra 
· Replace negative thoughts with more positive thoughts. 
· Use problem-solving to create a coping step plan 


	Special Tools
· Incorporate interests into schedule 
· Incorporate interests or talents into the curriculum 
	Inappropriate Tools
· Substance abuse 
· Self-harm or suicidal ideation 
· Violence, aggression and revenge 



· Energy Accounting 
This activity was co-created by Maja Toudal, a young lady with Asperger’s Syndrome, with the help of Dr. Tony Attwood, a psychologist. The energy accounting activity involves sitting down and creating two lists. 
· A list of things that sap energy (withdrawals) 
· A list of things that give energy (deposits). 

A numerical value is then assigned to each withdrawal and deposit to give it a weighting. Say 10 points means the activity gives/takes a little energy and 100 points means it gives/takes a lot of energy. The idea is that when a withdrawal, or numerous withdrawals are made, deposits have to be made in order to balance activities and energy spent over the day/week to try and manage stress limits. The picture below contains some examples but remember every individual is different! 
	Withdrawals (-)
	Deposits (+)

	Not sleeping (20)
	Special interest activity (30)

	School (40)
	Reading (50)



· Watch out for Triggers and Signs of Meltdown/Shutdown 
Be aware of situations that exacerbate the problem e.g. changing activities or rooms. Prepare your child/young person for the anticipated change and agree an appropriate action. Focus on what you would like to happen rather than on what you do not want to happen. If you say do not run out of line into assembly, the negative behaviour will be foremost in her mind. 

It is possible that your child/young person will have difficulty filtering stimulation and integrating lots of different information simultaneously. Be alert to how much (noise, visual stimulation, smells, busy activity, etc.) and how intense (loud, bright, etc.) the stimulation is that is occurring around your child. 

· Examples of Triggers 
· Tired, hunger, discomfort, sick. 
· Sensory overload 
· Transitions 
· Novelty, uncertainty 
· Task performance anxiety 
· Pressure to socialise 
· Unexpected change 
· Unstructured social settings 

· Physical Signs 
· Increased stimming 
· Change in voice 
· Increased motor activity 
· Increased repetitive actions 
· Changes in body language (facial expressions, posture, etc.) 

· Build-Up throughout The School Day: During school term, Autistic young people will experience tiredness while managing the many demands of school life (i.e. school work, homework, social interactions, sensory stimulation etc). Reduce demands on your child/young person when they return from school. Some young people show little or no obvious changes in behaviour until crisis point (i.e. go 0 – 100 quickly with no apparent cause). This is often a result of dealing with complex social environment, language demands and sensory needs all day. They experience a build-up of small stressors throughout the day. Then something minor can trigger an outburst. 

For many Autistic children, this ‘stress cake’ builds during the school day but they understand that they must hold it together or mask in the school environment. In these instances, as soon as your child/young person gets into the car or in the door at home, the slightest thing might set them off. So even though the root of the problem might occur in school – home is where many of the ‘meltdowns’ occur. You could consider some of the options below to help the transition from school to home each day:
· Lower demands when the child returns from school 
· Delay start of homework 
· Use a visual schedule 
· Schedule ‘quiet time’, alone or with a parent to reconnect after a demanding day 
· Support the young person to engage in a relaxation activity 
· Give the young person some space 
· Give time to engage in special interests 

· Pupil passport: A pupil passport may be a useful tool to help to support your child/young person’s transition from class to class and/or when they have a substitute teacher. This gives new staff working with your child/young person key information about their strengths and areas that they find difficult. This may include: 
· Strengths, interests and motivators 
· Important people in their life 
· Communication skills and preferences (verbal & nonverbal) 
· Sensory preferences 
· Academic ability 
· Triggers of autistic shutdown/meltdown 
· Ways in which your child/young person can be best supported 

Responding to Stress and Overwhelm 
· Monitor and Respond. Monitoring a child’s stress levels and adjusting the level of demands being placed on them at that time can help to prevent escalation and decrease the likelihood of challenging or explosive behaviours. 

· Low Arousal Approach: Children and young people often benefit from a calm, low-arousal approach, particularly during times of frustration. Redirecting a child to a safe, private space and providing a lot of reassurance will help children to regulate their stress. For any stressed or upset child, they often struggle to process verbal information even when regulated. Escalation reduces how well our brain works. Therefore, when an Autistic child is dysregulated and/or behaviour escalates, they are likely to have difficulty processing and understanding what others say and ask. Our adult brains’ initial response is to talk – try to resist. This verbal information is not likely to be processed or understood. If you must speak, you must be quiet after (press pause) and speak in a soft and gentle volume and tone of voice.

· Responding to an Autistic Meltdown/Shutdown 
When things are not going well and your child/young person is becoming emotional or shutting down, assume that our expectations and information are either too fast, too hard, or too confusing, and that the demands are stronger than their current abilities to handle them. This places the responsibility for change on us, not them. Back up, break it down, slow it down and offer assistance as needed to match the demands to the processing abilities of the child. Learning will not only become possible, but also fun. The world will be less scary and more comfortable to handle. Your child/young person will begin to feel “safe, accepted and competent”. 
· Keep calm 
· Remove demands and lower stimulation 
· Slow down and lower your voice and be aware of your body language 
· If possible, move the child/young person to “safe area” that is more private 
· Do not ask too many questions 
· Don’t tell the young person to calm down 
· Stay supportive, “It’s ok, you are safe” – validating feelings is not validating behaviour 
· Give space to the person to rest, recuperate and recover without placing any additional demands on them 
· Your child/young person may need time alone if they feel overwhelmed by being around others and this should be respected and accepted 
· Give your child/young person time to withdraw and recover 
· Consider whether you can use any special interests to help the young person to come out of their shutdown or relax 
· If receptive, calm with deep pressure or rhythmic patterns 
· If not, back off and allow your child to recover 
· Recovery will be gradual, and the vulnerability to further meltdown/shutdown remains 

· After a Meltdown/Shutdown 
· Spend some time discussing what happened in a non-judgemental manner. Be mindful that if a child/young person feels embarrassed or shame they might not want to talk about it, particularly if the focus is on what they did wrong rather than how they felt and what they experienced. 
· Find out what caused it (they might mention the final trigger but you may have to go back further, remember it can be an accumulation of stressors) 
· Discuss what they would like you to do to support them if this happens again in the future




Further Resources and Sources of Information

Webinars 
The following workshops by the Psychology team can be viewed online: 
· Understanding Autism: A Neuroaffirmative Approach: https://youtu.be/Xx7WmvhedoM  
· Supporting Strong Emotions: A Neuroaffirmative Approach for parents and teenagers 
            who experience the world differently. https://youtu.be/CnrAOw8EeLs  

Social Media 
· Twitter: If you ever have a question for the Autism community on Twitter, you can use #ActuallyAutistic or #AskingAutistics (or both) 
· Social Media Accounts: NeuroClastic, The Autistic OT, Fierce Autie, Neurodivergent Rebel, The Autistic Advocate, The Agony Autie 

Videos 

General 
· www.youtube.com/watch?v=XnuGPJ7UdpU ‘Welcome to the Autistic Community’ 
· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZeQxSdEpi7Y Agonie Autism – Autism What’s that? 
· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ejpWWP1HNGQ My Autism and Me 
· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6fy7gUIp8Ms Amazing Things Happen 
· https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=87jly_A_AlU Autistic Meltdowns & Overloads, What’s That? 
· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aPm4cK8FCVw Autism as a disAbility – Adam Harris 
· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aPknwW8mPAM Impact of environment on regulation and coping 
· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SeiL74Elvk8 Adam Harris – Why routines are important 
· https://autisticscienceperson.com/2018/11/11/anxiety-looks-like-anger/   

Autism and Girls 
· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NwEH9Ui4HV8 What Women Want You to Know About Autism 
· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QY2ctCuTWPw  Ted Talk by 16 year old Autistic girl 
· https://www.ted.com/talks/rosie_king_how_Autism_freed_me_to_be_myself?language=hy  Rosie King – How my Autism freed me to be myself 
· https:// com/watch?v=XJ0weHzBagU Hiding in Plain Sight: Girls With Autism 
· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rPD_yzMHJls Autism: how anxiety affects everything - Sarah Hendrickx. 
· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oLdo-r9Tsq4&t=1321s Why Are So Many Autistic Girls Missed in School? 

Recommended Books: 
One of the best ways to develop insight about Autism is to read books by Autistic people and also by parents of Autistic children, although remembering that everybody’s child, story and journey is different and many things in the books will not be applicable to your child/young person. 
· “The Awesome Autistic Go To Guide: A Practical Handbook for Autistic Teens and Tweens” by Yenn Purkis 
· “The Guide to Good Mental Health on the Autism Spectrum” By: Jeanette Purkis, Dr. Emma Goodall, and Dr. Jane Nugent (2016) Published by: Jessica Kingsley Publishers. 
· “NeuroTribes: The Legacy of Autism and How to Think Smarter About People Who Think Differently” By Steve Silberman 
· “Autism and Asperger Syndrome in Adults” By Dr. Luke Beardon 
· “Loud Hands: Autistic People, Speaking” By Julia Bascom 
· “Born on a Blue Day” By Daniel Tammet 
· “My Autistic Awakening: Unlocking the Potential for a Life Well Lived” By Rachael Lee Harris 
· “The Reason I Jump: The Inner Voice of a Thirteen-Year-Old Boy with Autism” by Naoki Higashida 

Female Specific: 
· “The Spectrum Girl’s Survival Guide: How to Grow Up Awesome and Autistic”, by Siena Castallon. Jessica Kingsley Publishers (has practical tips on friendships, dating, body image, consent and appearance, as well as how to survive school and bullying. This is written for autistic girls by an autistic girl.) 
· “Camouflage” by Sarah Bargiela 
· “I am Aspiengirl: The Unique Characteristics, Traits and Gifts of Females on the Autism Spectrum” by Tania Marshall 
· “Odd Girl Out: An Autistic Woman in a Neurotypical World” by Laura James 
· “Spectrum Women: Walking to the Beat of Autism” by Barb Cook and Dr Michelle Garnett 
· “The Growing Up Guide for Girls: What Girls on the Autism Spectrum Need to Know!” By Davida Hartman (Director of the Children’s Clinic) 

Recommended Websites:  
While the Internet is a great source of information, there is also a lot of information that is out of date, unreliable or incorrect. Information may not be relevant or specific to your child’s own needs, even if the information talks about the same condition. The following websites are recommended as a good source of information for parents: 
· https://neuroclastic.com/2020/08/06/autism-101-resources-from-the-autistic-community/  This website covers a huge range of topics and information and it is from the Autistic community 
· Thinking person’s guide to Neurodiversity: http://www.thinkingautismguide.com/p/so-youre-doing-story-about.html 
· Ireland’s National Autism Charity As I Am: www.asiam.ie works to create a society in which every autistic person is empowered to reach their own potential and fully participate in society. This organisation is doing some great work advocating for and supporting the autism community in Ireland and their website is worth looking at. They run autism friendly conferences and training events. We would highly recommend keeping up to date with projects that AsIAm are currently working on. 
· www.Autismireland.ie provides information supports and advocacy to assist parents and carers. 
· The Children’s Clinic, Ireland Facebook page often posts interesting and new articles about Autism and parenting Autistic children. 
· The Autism Self Advocacy Network: https://autisticadvocacy.org/  
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