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In the contemporary educational landscape, the prevalence of high-anxiety disorders among neurodivergent and 

neurotypical students has necessitated a shift toward more systematic, data-driven behavioral interventions. One of 

the most effective methodologies for addressing this challenge is the framework established in Kari Dunn Buron’s 

"A 5 Could Make Me Lose Control!" This approach, rooted in the principles of Social-Emotional Learning (SEL)

 and Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) , provides a hands-on activity-based method for evaluating and

supporting students who struggle with emotional volatility. By systematizing abstract emotional states into a

quantifiable 1-to-5 scale, educators and clinicians can offer students a concrete mechanism for self-regulation and

stress management.

Theoretical Framework: The Intersection of Neurobiology and Systematizing

To understand why a systematic scale is effective for highly anxious students, one must first examine the 

neurobiological underpinnings of anxiety. When a student experiences a high-stress event, the amygdala triggers a 

"fight, flight, or freeze" response, effectively bypassing the prefrontal cortex—the area of the brain responsible for 

executive function, logic, and impulse control. For students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) or Generalized 

Anxiety Disorder (GAD), this transition from calm to crisis can occur with lightning speed, often referred to as an 

"Amygdala Hijack."

The framework of "A 5 Could Make Me Lose Control!" leverages the Systematizing Theory . This theory 

suggests that many individuals, particularly those on the autism spectrum, have a natural affinity for systems—rule-

based environments where inputs lead to predictable outputs. By applying a numerical value (1 through 5) to 

internal emotional states, the methodology transforms an unpredictable internal experience into a predictable, 

logical system. This process of emotional quantizationallows the student to engage their prefrontal cortex during

the early stages of escalation, potentially averting a full-scale behavioral crisis.

Technical Breakdown of the 5-Point Scale Metric

The core of the methodology is the hierarchical categorization of emotional intensity. Unlike vague descriptors such

as "feeling bad" or "being upset," the 5-point scale provides specific definitions that correlate with physiological

sensations and behavioral outputs. Below is the technical breakdown of the scale used in the activity-based

method:

•  Level 1: The Baseline (Optimal Learning State) - The student is calm, focused, and emotionally regulated. 

Physiological markers include a steady heart rate and regular breathing. In this state, the Cognitive Load capacity 

is at its peak.

•  Level 2: Minor Perturbation (The "Glitch") - Something is slightly wrong. This might be a sensory irritant (a 

loud fluorescent light) or a minor social misunderstanding. The student is aware of the discomfort but can still 

function with minimal support.

•  Level 3: Moderate Anxiety (The Warning Zone) - The student feels nervous or frustrated. Physical signs may 



include fidgeting, increased vocal volume, or avoidance behaviors. This is the critical window for proactive 

intervention.

•  Level 4: High Anxiety (Near Loss of Control) - The student is significantly distressed. Logic is beginning to fail, 

and the "fight or flight" response is activating. Intervention at this stage must be non-verbal and focused on de-

escalation and safety.

•  Level 5: Crisis (Loss of Control) - The student has reached a state of emotional dysregulation where they can 

no longer process verbal instructions or social information. The primary goal is safety and the preservation of the 

environment until the student can return to Level 1.

Comparison of Traditional Behavioral Support vs. Systematized Scaling

To evaluate the efficacy of the 5-point scale methodology, it is useful to compare it against traditional, non-

systematic behavioral interventions commonly found in general education settings.



Feature Traditional Behavioral Support Systematized 5-Point Scale (Buron 
Method)

Communication Style Subjective (e.g., "Calm down," "Be 
nice")

Objective/Numerical (e.g., "You are at 
a 3")

Student Agency Low; relies on external adult 
redirection

High; empowers student self-
monitoring

Cognitive Approach Emotional/Social intuition Rule-based/Systematizing

Predictability Variable; depends on adult mood/
judgment

Consistent; based on predefined 
metrics

Intervention Timing Often reactive (at Level 4 or 5) Proactive (at Level 2 or 3)

The Activity-Based Method: Procedural Execution

The "A 5 Could Make Me Lose Control!" activity is not merely a poster on a wall; it is an iterative process of 

evaluation and support. The technical execution of the activity involves three distinct phases: Classification, 

Analysis, and Strategy Mapping.

Phase 1: Classification of Social and Emotional Information

During this phase, the educator and student work together to identify "Triggers" and "Sensations." This involves 

creating a comprehensive inventory of what a "1" looks like versus what a "5" looks like. The technical challenge 

here is discriminative validity—ensuring the student can distinguish between a minor annoyance (Level 2) and a

major problem (Level 4).

1.  Visual Mapping: Use the activity sheets to draw or write down specific scenarios. For example, "A fire drill" 

might be classified as a 4 for a student with auditory sensitivities.

2.  Physiological Awareness: Identify internal cues. (e.g., "My stomach feels tight at a 3," or "My hands shake at 

a 4").

3.  Social Impact: Discuss how others perceive the student at different levels of the scale.

Phase 2: Analyzing Stressors and Responses

Once the scale is defined, the activity moves toward Functional Behavioral Assessment (FBA)principles. The

student analyzes *why* certain events trigger a jump from a 1 to a 4. This data-driven approach helps the student

understand the causality of their emotions, which is a prerequisite for self-regulation.

Phase 3: Strategy Mapping and Implementation

For every level on the scale, a corresponding coping strategymust be assigned. This is often documented in a

"Rescue Card" or a personal scale booklet. The strategies must be technically feasible within the classroom

environment.

•  Level 1 Strategy: Maintenance (e.g., "Keep doing my work").

•  Level 2 Strategy: Minor Adjustment (e.g., "Put on noise-canceling headphones").

•  Level 3 Strategy: Active Coping (e.g., "Use a deep breathing technique" or "Ask for a 2-minute break").

Engineering the Environment for Success



Implementing this system requires more than just student participation; it requires Environmental Engineering.

Educators must ensure that the classroom ecosystem supports the use of the scale. This includes the following

technical requirements:

1. Consistent Visual Cues

Visual supports are critical for students with executive functioning deficits. The 5-point scale should be visible at the 

student's desk, in their notebook, and in common areas. This provides a constant External Scaffoldfor their

internal regulatory processes.

2. Universal Language Adoption

The scale's efficacy increases exponentially when all stakeholders (teachers, parents, therapists, and the student)

use the same numerical language. When a parent asks, "Are you at a 2 or a 3 right now?", they are providing a

prompt that triggers the student's analytical brain rather than their emotional brain.

3. Data Collection and Iteration

Educators should track the frequency of "Level 4" and "Level 5" events. By graphing this data over time, the team 

can determine if the interventions mapped to Levels 2 and 3 are effective. If the frequency of Level 5 incidents does 

not decrease, the Support Strategies must be re-evaluated and adjusted.

Case Studies: Real-World Application of the Buron Framework

Case Study A: The Sensory-Overloaded Student

Student Profile:9-year-old male with ASD and sensory processing issues. Frequent meltdowns (Level 5) during

transitions to the cafeteria.

Implementation:The team used the activity-based method to identify the cafeteria as a Level 4 environment. By

classifying the specific sounds and smells, the student realized he moved from a 1 to a 4 the moment he entered

the hallway leading to the cafeteria.

Solution:A Level 3 intervention was established: the student would put on headphones and use a "transition pass"

to enter the cafeteria 5 minutes early. By preventing the escalation to Level 4, Level 5 meltdowns were eliminated

within three weeks.

Case Study B: The Perfectionist Student

Student Profile:12-year-old female with high anxiety and perfectionism. Becomes non-verbal and tearful (Level 4)

when making a mistake on an assignment.

Implementation:The activity focused on classifying "Mistakes." A small typo was classified as a 2, while failing a

test was a 4. Previously, the student treated all mistakes as a 5.

Solution:The student was given a "Checklist for Mistakes" for Level 2 and 3 events. This systematic approach

allowed her to categorize the error logically rather than emotionally, reducing her recovery time from 40 minutes to

5 minutes.

Troubleshooting and Common Implementation Failures

While the 5-point scale is a powerful tool, its implementation can fail due to several common procedural errors:

1.  Using the Scale as a Threat: If an adult says, "If you don't sit down, you're going to be a 4," the scale 

becomes a punishment tool rather than a self-regulation tool. This undermines the student's trust in the system.



2.  Starting the Scale During Level 5: You cannot teach a system to a student who is already in crisis. The 

activity and training must occur when the student is at a Level 1.

3.  Lack of Generalization: The student might use the scale perfectly in the resource room but fail to use it in the 

playground. Generalization training—using the scale in various environments—is a necessary technical step.

4.  Inflexible Scaling: Some students may need a 3-point scale initially if a 5-point scale is too complex, or they 

may need a 10-point scale for more nuance. The system must be calibrated to the student's Cognitive Threshold.

Integrating the 5-Point Scale into IEPs and 504 Plans

For students with individualized educational programming, the "A 5 Could Make Me Lose Control!"methodology

can be formally integrated into their legal documentation. This ensures consistency and accountability across the

educational team.

Sample IEP Goal Language

"By June 2027, given a visual 5-point scale and a known trigger, Student will identify their emotional state with 80%

accuracy and implement a pre-determined Level 3 coping strategy on 4 out of 5 opportunities, as measured by

teacher observation and frequency data collection."

Sample 504 Accommodations

•  Provision of a visual 5-point scale at all work stations.

•  Allowance for "Level 3 Breaks" initiated by the student using a non-verbal cue card.

•  Pre-teaching of social-emotional expectations using the systematized activity method prior to new or high-

stress activities.

The Broader Implications of Emotional Informatics

The shift toward systematizing social and emotional information represents a significant advancement in special

education and behavioral psychology. By treating emotional regulation as a skill that can be broken down,

measured, and improved—rather than an innate personality trait—we move toward a more inclusive and effective

educational model. Kari Dunn Buron’s work provides a foundational script for this movement. 

In conclusion, "A 5 Could Make Me Lose Control!"is more than just a workbook; it is a technical manual for the

human nervous system. For the highly anxious student, the world is often a chaotic and overwhelming place.

Providing them with a scale is like giving them a map in a storm. It does not make the storm go away, but it gives

them the coordinates they need to find their way back to safety. Through the rigorous application of classification,

analysis, and strategy mapping, educators can empower students to move from a state of external control to a

state of internal mastery, fostering resilience and long-term academic and social success.
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