
© 2026 MARY STANLEY / SUPPORTIVE MINDS  |  ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 1

SUPPORTIVE MINDS

PARENT GUIDE • MELTDOWN SUPPORT

The C.O.R.E. Path™
for Meltdowns

Recognize overload. Create safety. Support recovery. Build skills during
calm moments.

MAKING THE IMPOSSIBLE POSSIBLE™

Guided by understanding. Driven by purpose. United by possibility.
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NAME THE RIGHT PROBLEM

What a meltdown is - and what it is not

A meltdown is an involuntary nervous-system response to overload. The person has exceeded current capacity
and may temporarily lose access to language, reasoning, flexibility, and impulse control. A meltdown is not a
parenting failure or a child trying to “win.”

MELTDOWN
Overload has exceeded capacity. Behavior may
include crying, yelling, hitting, running, freezing, or
shutting down. The original demand or desired
item may no longer matter. Helpful response:
safety, fewer demands, co-regulation, time, and
recovery.

TANTRUM
Behavior communicates a want, limit, frustration,
or learned strategy. The child often retains more
awareness of people, boundaries, and outcomes.
Helpful response: calm limits, usable choices,
replacement skills, and consistency.

Important: A tantrum can become a meltdown. No single sign decides which is happening. Look at the whole
pattern, current capacity, and what happened before, during, and after.

REGULATE FIRST. TEACH SECOND.



© 2026 MARY STANLEY / SUPPORTIVE MINDS  |  ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 3

QUICK RESPONSE

In the moment: do less - more
intentionally

1. Lower your voice
Use fewer words and slow your pace.

2. Create safety
Reduce noise, light, people, conflict, and physical
danger.

3. Pause demands
Delay nonessential questions, explanations, and
tasks.

4. Offer calm presence
Stay nearby without crowding; offer familiar
supports.

5. Protect recovery
Wait before consequences, apologies, or
problem-solving.

The goal is not to “give in.” The goal is to restore enough safety and regulation for communication, learning,
and accountability to become possible later.
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FROM OVERLOAD TO RECOVERY

The eight-step C.O.R.E. Path™

This is a flexible path, not a rigid checklist. Move at the pace of the nervous system and return to safety
whenever needed.

01 • Connect
Ask: Can they feel that I am with them?

Use fewer words, a steady voice, and a calm
presence. Move close enough to be supportive
without crowding.

Try: “I’m here. You’re safe with me.”

02 • Create Safety
Ask: What could make this moment feel safer?

Reduce noise, bright light, extra people, conflict,
and anything threatening. Protect everyone
without shame.

Try: Clear the area, give space, and reassure
simply.

03 • Observe
Ask: What is the behavior communicating?

Consider pain, sensory overload, hunger, fatigue,
fear, confusion, communication difficulty, or
demands beyond current capacity.

Try: Notice what happened before, body signals,
and environmental changes.

04 • Reduce Demands
Ask: What can wait until the nervous system
settles?

Pause nonessential tasks, questions, eye-contact
expectations, and pressure to explain.

Try: Offer one small choice or one clear direction at
a time.

05 • Co-Regulate
Ask: How can I share calm without forcing it?

Your pace, voice, movement, and breathing can
lend stability.

Try: Soften your posture and offer familiar sensory
or movement supports without demanding
participation.

06 • Recover
Ask: What does the body need after the storm?

Visible calm is not always full recovery. Quiet,
hydration, food, movement, sleep, routine, or time
may help.

Try: Do not rush into lectures, apologies, or
problem-solving.
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07 • Reflect
Ask: What can we learn without blame?

Reflect only when everyone is regulated. Identify
early signals, needs, what helped, and what could
change.

Try: “What did your body notice first?”

08 • Practice
Ask: Which skill can we build during calm
moments?

Practice asking for a break, naming body signals,
choosing a sensory tool, or using a help phrase.

Try: Keep practice brief, celebrate effort, and
repeat.
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SEE OVERLOAD BEFORE 60

Build the individual Meltdown Response
Blueprint™

The visible crisis is often the final stage, not the beginning. Map early signals so support can begin while the
thinking brain is still more accessible.

Common overload drivers (sensory, physical, emotional, cognitive, relational):

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

10-20: earliest body or behavior signals:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

30-40: clear signs capacity is shrinking:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

50-60: crisis or shutdown signs:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

Supports that help during overload:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

Recovery needs after the event:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________



© 2026 MARY STANLEY / SUPPORTIVE MINDS  |  ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 7

AFTER RECOVERY

Prevention and practice plan

NOTICE
Track patterns: setting, time, sleep, food, pain,
sensory load, communication demands,
transitions, and cumulative stress.

ADJUST
Change the environment or timing where possible.
Build in movement, sensory supports, visual
information, extra processing time, and
predictable breaks.

TEACH
Practice one replacement skill at a time: help,
break, space, finished, wait, or a body-signal
check-in.

REVIEW
Ask what worked, what did not, and what support
should begin sooner next time. Keep reflection
brief and blame-free.

One early signal I will watch for:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

One support I will offer sooner:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

One skill we will practice during calm:

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

Safety note: If there is immediate danger, prioritize physical safety and seek appropriate emergency or
professional support. This educational guide does not replace individualized medical or mental-health care.

Need an individualized plan? Schedule at calendly.com/optimizemylife/newclientintake or email
mary@supportiveminds.us.
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