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denominator: He shut down when 
the classroom routine was altered, 
especially when related to the date 
his work was due. He didn’t like 
when high-priority tests, reports and 
projects were changed. He would 
then shut down, cause disruptions 
and demand to call his mother. 

She, in turn, would get the school 
to give him more time to complete 
work. This got me thinking. Did 
Manny have ASD, anxiety or both? 
Or had he learned that throwing a 
tantrum would result in him getting 
what he wanted? 

The IEP team and I used a basic 
breakdown of shutdowns, meltdowns 
and tantrums to help discover the 
answer (see chart).

The IEP team examined each of 
Manny’s reported shutdowns to 
put together the puzzle. After much 
debate among the psychologist, 
teachers, Manny’s counselor, the 
mental health service representative 
and me, we concluded that Manny’s 
primary disability was not ASD, 

but rather anxiety-related. The 
characteristics his mother had 
perceived as ASD were situational. 
She said he was “a little ‘spectrumy’ 
once in a while,” but a student with 
true ASD can’t turn his or her autism 
on and off. 

Manny also wasn’t having 
meltdowns to get attention—
they resulted from his feeling 
overwhelmed when teachers changed 
his homework schedule. He felt 
anxious about how and when he 
would get it all done. 

This anxiety caused temporary 
antisocial behavior and trouble 
communicating, resembling 
characteristics of high-functioning 
autism. However, when not 
anxious, Manny could socialize and 
communicate like any other child. 

In the end, the IEP team changed 
his primary disability to generalized 
anxiety disorder, allowing the school 
to provide Manny with the goals 
and services he really needed: a 504 
plan, counseling, support and testing 
accommodations. Getting to the 
right diagnosis was a lot of work for 
our team, but, ultimately, we did the 
right thing for the student. 

Ken Anderson, MS, CCC-SLP, is a clinician 
at Walt Whitman High School in the South 
Huntington Union Free School District in 
Long Island, New York. The case in this 
column is from a previous district.  
·kenwanderson87@gmail.com

Anxiety Shutdown ASD Meltdown Behavioral Tantrums 

Feelings of being overwhelmed Usually a result of feeling overwhelmed Exaggerated behaviors

Feelings of fear Unaware of how behavior affects others Seeks an audience to perform in front of

Tension in the body Lack of personal safety Looks for the reactions of others

Repetitive behaviors No interest in what is going on around them
Goal-directed: The child wants something, 
often stated verbally

Changes in mood Repetitive behaviors Ends quickly when goal is obtained 

Wanting to be left alone Sudden and drastic changes in mood

Sweating Increased heart rate

Tingling feeling Slow winding down 

Increased heart rate

Typically not goal-orientated

Slow winding down

Manny earned good grades, and teachers reported  
he was cooperative and worked well with peers.  
So what was the problem?

» Find sources for this article at 
leader.pubs.asha.org.
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