WHY SHEET - VERSION 0.1

Masking and Burnout

Masking is a stress response, not a skill. Burnout is the bill.
Observation does not see either one.

I Reach for it when “but they're fine at school” is being used to close a file.

The Short Version
Masking is the work an Autistic person does to look like they are coping.

It costs energy. The energy comes from somewhere. It is designed to be invisible. Observation
does not see it. It works right up until it doesn't. Then it is called burnout.

Good grades and calm behavior are not evidence that a child has access to school. They
are often evidence of how much the child is spending to be there.

A child who is meeting expectations at school and collapsing at home is not fine. The collapse is
the data. So is the parent reporting it.

Under US law, a school may not decline to evaluate a child because that child is passing.

Why This Sheet Exists
Families are told a version of this sentence in meeting after meeting:

Your child is performing at grade level and meeting classroom expectations, so there is no need
for specialized instruction.

It sounds like a finding. It is a category error.

Grade-level performance measures output. Access is about cost — what the child spends to
produce that output, and whether anything is left afterward. A school that measures only output
will keep finding no need until the child can no longer attend. Then the need is obvious, and
years of support have been lost.

This sheet is for the meeting where a child's competence is being used as the reason to refuse
them help.
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Masking Is a Stress Response, Not a Skill

Masking is the conscious and unconscious suppression of authentic Autistic ways of being in
order to avoid consequences.

¢ It includes forcing eye contact, suppressing stimming, scripting conversations, monitoring
facial expression, and copying other people's behavior.

e Itis not politeness and it is not maturity. It is threat management.

e "When autists attempt to blend in it is to avoid suffering the consequences of non-
conformance — and not to gain or maintain social status." — Autistic Collaboration (https://autcoll

ab.org/2018/06/30/taking-ownership-of-the-label/)

e Masking runs at a physiological stress level for hours at a time. It draws down the same
energy the child needs for learning, regulation, and being a person.

e Research on camouflaging consistently associates it with anxiety, depression, and worse
mental health (Hull et al. 2019; Cage & Troxell-Whitman 2019).

¢ One study of 160 undergraduates found camouflaging associated with thwarted belonging
and lifetime suicidality. It is a small, correlational, non-clinical sample — not proof of cause —
and it points the same direction as everything else.

Related: Masking — Stimpunks Glossary (https://stimpunks.org/glossary/masking/) - Pattern 88 — Masking

Pressure (https://stimpunks.org/patterns/library/masking-pressure/)

Burnout Is the Bill for Masking

Autistic burnout is what happens when the spending goes on long enough.

"A state of pervasive exhaustion, loss of function, increase in autistic traits, and withdrawal
from life that results from continuously expending more resources than one has coping with
activities and environments ill-suited to one's abilities and needs."

— Dora Raymaker, in Thinking Person's Guide to Autism (http://www.thinkingautismguide.com/2019/08/au

tistic-burnout-interview-with.html)

Raymaker et al. (2020) interviewed Autistic adults and named three core features:

¢ chronic exhaustion
¢ loss of skills

¢ reduced tolerance to stimulus

They found two causes, and both are about environment rather than the person: life stressors
that add to cumulative load, and barriers to support that prevent relief from that load. A
declined evaluation is a barrier to support.
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Burnout is not a mood, a phase, or a resilience problem. It is an energy balance that has failed.

Related: Autistic Burnout: The Cost of Masking and Passing (https://stimpunks.org/burnout/) - Pattern 11
— Burnout Threshold (https://stimpunks.org/patterns/library/burnout-threshold/)

Observation Does Not See Masking

A well-masked child is a child whose distress has been made unavailable to observers. That is
what the mask is for.

e Classroom observation samples the mask. It cannot sample the cost, because the cost is paid
later and elsewhere.

e The better a child masks, the more competent they look, and the less help they are offered.
This is the mechanism, not an accident.

e "Some autistics become so good at masking that when they present for diagnosis they are
turned away or misdiagnosed." — Finally Knowing_Me (https://finallyknowingme wordpress.com/2818/07/2
8/wasting-energy/)

e Multiple observations that find a sweet, cooperative, engaged child are consistent with a child
in severe distress. The two are not alternatives.

e "Don't dismiss an Autistic person's difficulties just because all they've shown you is their
strengths."

What observation is good for: noticing what the environment demands. What it cannot do:
rule out need.

Related: Functioning Labels (https:/stimpunks.org/glossary/functioning-labels/)

The Cost Is Paid Somewhere Else
The classroom sees the child's best hours. The family sees the invoice.

e After-school collapse — meltdown, shutdown, sleeping, silence, tears — is the same day's
school demand arriving late.

e Helen Edgar describes the pattern as a bottle shaken all day and opened at home. The lid
comes off where it is safe.

e Home data is not a different opinion about the same child. It is the part of the child's day the
school does not observe.

e Sleep changes, diet changes, loss of speech, loss of self-care, withdrawal from friends, and
rising anxiety are burnout signs, and they usually show up at home first.
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e Parents and carers are typically the first to see burnout beginning. Treating their report as
advocacy rather than evidence discards the only data anyone has on two-thirds of the child's
day.

The school day does not end at 3pm. It ends when the child recovers, if they do.

Attendance and Grades Are Late Indicators
By the time a child cannot get to school, the support conversation is years overdue.

¢ "School refusal" implies a choice. There is no choice involved. Our house term is school-
induced anxiety (https://stimpunks.org/glossary/school-induced-anxiety/), which puts the cause in the
setting.

¢ School Distress names the children who attend anyway and suffer in silence. Their distress
sits below the threshold that triggers concern. Attendance data will never capture them.

¢ A child who has already been through burnout once has a demonstrated history, not a
hypothetical risk. Prior collapse is the most relevant fact in the room.

e "If you try and push for just one more day of school, then it is likely at some point, their
capacity for being able to manage will burst." — Helen Edgar, Autistic Realms (https://autisticrealm

s.com/supporting-pupils-through-autistic-burnout-teacher-guide/)

A plan that has already failed once is not evidence that no more support is needed. It is
evidence that the plan was insufficient.

Grade-Level Performance Does Not End the Duty to Evaluate (US)
This is not a matter of philosophy. It is written into the IDEA regulations.

Child find covers children who are passing.

"Children who are suspected of being a child with a disability under §300.8 and in need of
special education, even though they are advancing from grade to grade."

— 34 CFR §300.111(c)(1) (https://sites.ed.gov/idea/regs/b/b/308.111)

So does the right to a free appropriate public education.

"Each State must ensure that FAPE is available to any individual child with a disability who
needs special education and related services, even though the child has not failed or been
retained in a course or grade, and is advancing from grade to grade."

— 34 CFR §300.101(c)(1) (https:/sites.ed.gov/idea/regs/b/b/308.101)
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What follows from those two sentences:

e "He is at grade level" is not a lawful basis for declining to evaluate. The regulation names that
exact situation and says it does not end the obligation.

¢ The standard for evaluating is suspicion of a disability and possible need — not failure, not
retention, not a low grade.

e Educational performance is not only academic performance. Attendance, mental health,
communication, self-care, and the ability to be in the building are educational performance.

e An existing 504 plan is not a reason to skip an evaluation. If the 504 has already failed to
prevent a burnout that stopped the child attending school, that is direct evidence the current
supports are not sufficient.

¢ A refusal to evaluate must be given to families in writing with the data it relies on, along with
procedural safeguards. Families may disagree in writing, and may request an independent
educational evaluation.

This section states US federal law. It is not legal advice. For help enforcing it, contact your state's
parent training and information center, or a special education advocate.

What to Do Instead
For schools:

¢ Evaluate when need is suspected. Passing grades do not answer the question; they are the
reason it is being asked.

o Take the home report as data. Ask what the after-school hours look like. Write the answer
down.

e Ask what the day costs, not just what it produced.

e Treat prior burnout as history, not anecdote. Ask what happened, when, and how long
recovery took.

¢ Lower demands and increase regulation time. These are the two levers that actually work
during burnout.

e Stop asking for one more day. A child at capacity has nothing to give, and pushing extends
the recovery.

¢ Do not write masking into goals. Eye contact, "quiet hands," and "appropriate" body
language train the exact behavior that produces burnout.

¢ Change the environment, not the child. A reduced timetable in an unchanged setting is a
delay, not a plan.

For families:
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Put the burnout history in writing, with dates, and ask for it to be entered in the record.

e Describe the after-school hours specifically. "Could not get off the couch" is more useful than
"struggled.”

e State plainly that the 504 did not prevent loss of school access, and name when.
e Ask for the data behind any refusal, in writing.

e Cite §300.111(c)(1) and §300.101(c)(1) by name. Ask the team to explain how their decision is
consistent with them.

e Ask for a meeting record and who attended.

The Principle

A child who is spending everything they have to look fine is not receiving an education. They are
financing one.

Support is owed at the point the cost is discovered — not at the point the child can no longer pay
it.

Do not make a child prove need by breaking.

Further Reading

e Autistic Burnout: The Cost of Masking and Passing — Stimpunks (https://stimpunks.org/burnout/)

e Masking — Stimpunks Glossary (https://stimpunks.org/glossary/masking/)

e Burnout — Stimpunks Glossary (https://stimpunks.org/glossary/burnout/)

e School-Induced Anxiety — Stimpunks Glossary (https://stimpunks.org/glossary/school-induced-anxiety/)

e Functioning Labels — Stimpunks Glossary (https://stimpunks.org/glossary/functioning-labels/)

o Pattern 08 — Masking Pressure (https:/stimpunks.org/patterns/library/masking-pressure/)

e Pattern 11 — Burnout Threshold (https:/stimpunks.org/patterns/library/burnout-threshold/)

e Preventing Autistic Burnout — Stimpunks Recipe (https://stimpunks.org/patterns/recipes/prevent-autistic-bur

nout/)

o Eye Contact — Stimpunks Why Sheet (https://stimpunks.org/why/eye-contact/)

e Behaviorism — Stimpunks Why Sheet (https:/stimpunks.org/why/behaviorism/)

¢ Helen Edgar, Supporting pupils through Autistic Burnout (Neuro-Affirming Teacher

Guide) (https://autisticrealms.com/supporting-pupils-through-autistic-burnout-teacher-guide/) — Autistic

Realms. Used here with her permission. UK-focused on law and services; the burnout material
applies anywhere.
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¢ Helen Edgar, Supporting children through Autistic Burnout (Parent / Carer Guide) (https:/autisticre

alms.com/supporting-children-through-autistic-burnout-parent-carer-guide/) — Autistic Realms

e Raymaker et al. (2020), "Having All of Your Internal Resources Exhausted Beyond Measure
and Being Left with No Clean-Up Crew": Defining Autistic Burnout (https:/www.liebertpub.com/doi/18.1
089/aut.2019.0079), Autism in Adulthood

¢ Arnold, Higgins et al. (2023), Confirming the nature of autistic burnout (https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.g
ov/36637293/), Autism 27(7), 1906-1918

e Cassidy et al. (2020), Is Camouflaging Autistic Traits Associated with Suicidal Thoughts and
Behaviours? (https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10803-019-04323-3), Journal of Autism and
Developmental Disorders — 160 undergraduates, cross-sectional and correlational

e Siggers & Day (2024), Beyond School Avoidance: Recognising, Identifying, and Addressing
Autistic Burnout in Children (https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11738850/), BJPsych Open 18(S1),
S169 — all 20 children in a retrospective audit of long-term non-attenders showed burnout
features. A conference abstract on a small, already-selected sample; suggestive, not
established.

e 34 CFR §300.111 — Child find (https://sites.ed.gov/idea/regs/b/b/300.111)

e 34 CFR §300.101 — Free appropriate public education (https://sites.ed.gov/idea/regs/b/b/300.101)

License
This why sheet is free to download, modify, and share.

Version: 0.1 License: "Masking and Burnout Why Sheet (https://stimpunks.org/why/masking-and-burnout/)" is
marked with CCO 1.0 (https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.8/) Repository:
https://github.com/Stimpunks/Why-Sheets/blob/main/Masking%20and%20Burnout.md (https:/gith
ub.com/Stimpunks/Why-Sheets/blob/main/Masking%208and%20Burnout.md)

Quoted material remains the property of its authors and sits outside the CCO grant. Helen
Edgar's guides are her work, cited with her permission.

Where this sheet comes from. It is written and revised as Markdown in the
open: Masking and Burnout.md. That file is the source this page and its PDF
are both generated from, so the three cannot say different things.

This sheet is also published as a page on stimpunks.org.

There is a one-sheet broadside of this argument — the version you pin up.
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