Calm in Crisis

Adapted from: Kluth, P. (2023). “You're Going to Love This Kid":
Teaching Autistic Students in the Inclusive Classroom (3rd ed.). Brookes.

Reflect on the last time you lost your temper. Did you yell? Scream? Say

things you would later regret? Throw something? How did you feel when you
were engaged in these behaviors? Embarrassed? Furious? Lonely? How did
you get out of this dark situation and mindset once you realized you had \ /
escalated with your words, feelings, or reactions?
—
When most of us “lose it” or meltdown, we use concrete strategies to return
to a calm state. We might take a walk, curl up with a favorite book, find a P ‘
place to be alone, or call someone who will listen to our problems. In other
words, we seek respectful responses, gentle supports, and calming \
experiences to decompress. _r

Reflecting on our own needs can inform our work in schools. Specifically, it can help us generate responses to
behavior that are sensitive, supportive, and student-centered. To this end, teams might discuss the following
guestions and determine if any revisions can be made to individual support plans or schoolwide response tools:

e How can we stay mindful during a crisis?;
¢ How can we be supportive during a crisis?; and
¢ How can we center calm approaches during a crisis and beyond?

What Does It Look Like?

Years ago, | was visiting a preschool and witnessed a lovely “calm in crisis” example. As | walked in the front
door, | immediately heard a piercing cry. | could not yet see the child, but any teacher or caregiver hearing this
wailing would recognize it as “the real thing.” In other words, these screams did not belong to a child who was
merely tired or cranky. They belonged to a frightened, distressed, or otherwise wounded child. | listened for an
adult’s voice. Was the child being punished? Was someone scolding him? Was he even with an adult? | began to
walk faster.

As | rounded the corner, | exhaled as | saw the child sitting on the floor, leaning into an adult with a caring
expression on her face. | immediately understood why | did not hear her voice amidst the screams; she was
talking to him, but she was whispering. | stood watching them from a distance, touched by this gifted educator’s
poise and respect. The boy rocked back and forth and bit his wrist a bit, but his sobs subsided as she sat with
him, offered a few comfort objects, and waited for him to relax. He stomped his foot a few times. She remained
quiet. She whispered again. He listened. They seemed to breathe together for a moment. A few sobs emerged
from the boy and he appeared to settle down.

After a few minutes, the two stood and walked back into a classroom. For the rest of the day, | thought about
how gently this educator had treated this child’s crisis.
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A teacher need not behave in this exact way to respond sensitively to a crisis because no two students have the
same set of needs. A supportive response, however, may involve getting down to the individual’s level (e.g.,
moving to the floor if the student is on the floor); asking the learner how they want to be helped; assuring the
person you will help them, repeating a helpful phrase; or simply keeping one’s own body relaxed. Conversely, an
individual experiencing extreme stress will most likely not be helped by

¢ |loud voices;

e negative or punitive statements (e.g., “You had your chance”, “You're embarrassing yourself”);
e confiscation of preferred materials;

e threats or reminders of lost privileges (e.g., “You just lost your reward”);

¢ physical redirection; or

e angry tone or body language.

Why It Matters

Some insist that it is best to be firm and directive in crisis situations so that students “don’t get away with”
challenging behaviors. This approach, however, almost always serves to distance the teacher from the student
and may put that relationship at risk. Further, language and postures that feel threatening to a student may
escalate the situation. It is ironic but true that the more an educator may try to exert control over a situation,
the more out of control that situation may become.

Further, when we are severe in a crisis, we are typically not in a position to listen and learn. Therefore, we may
miss clues to the origin of the student’s behavior. When we are calm, cautious, and curious, however, we may be
able to make useful observations or elicit information from the student. Students on the spectrum, in particular,
may have challenges related to communication, health, and physical comfort that are unknown to the adults
who support them. By bringing out most sensitive selves to the work, we may pick up on a student’s pain,
confusion, or frustration. In some cases, we may even be able to successfully respond to those needs as we
perceive or learn about them.

Conclusions

Although a student experiencing challenging behaviors might need to know how their behavior is being seen or
interpreted or what adults may need to do as a response to that behavior, it is seldom, if ever, appropriate to
provide this information while the behavior is taking place. In fact, the ability to be calm in a crisis situation is
one of the most valuable skills a teacher can have. When a student is kicking, biting, banging their head, or
screaming, they are most likely miserable. The most appropriate and humane response at this point is to remain
calm, model self-regulation, offer support, and focus on de-escalation. In other words, the goal during a crisis is
not to teach or punish. The goal is to get out of the crisis.

Permission is granted for non-commercial use of this article. Please contact me before reprinting for a large
group or sharing in a newsletter or other publication (contact@inclusionrules.com).
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