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What we’ll be talking about:

• The brain, how it develops, and how it affects behaviour

• What anxiety is and what it’s for

• Guiding principles for working on resilience

• Practical ideas for use at home 



Down memory lane…

• What made you happy when you were a child?

• This might be your favourite toy, place, pair of shoes or song

• What emotions is this memory giving you?

• This exercise is useful when thinking about how to help children



Your “frame of reference”

• It’s important to be able to think ourselves into the mind of a child

• We need to enter their reality so they believe we understand them

• We are shaped by our own experiences and we need to acknowledge 
them

Available as an e book or 
audio book from Croydon 
Libraries – download their 
Libby app free of charge



Beneath every behaviour is a feeling.  And beneath every feeling is 
a need.  And when we meet that need rather than focus on the 
behaviour, we begin to deal with the cause not the symptom.

Ashleigh Warner, psychologist

…babies and children are more about their feelings than anything else. How 
you respond and react to your child’s feelings is important because it is a 
fundamental prerequisite of human beings – big and small, you and me – to 
have our feelings witnessed and understood by the significant people in our 
lives.

Philippa Perry 



The key points

• All behaviours are forms of communication 

• People of all ages will do anything to avoid anxiety

• We often don’t realise this is what we are doing

• Biologically, we are still a prey animal



Evolution and mental health

• Human beings needed to adapt to challenging environments 

• Changes were too fast for the adaptations to be fixed biologically

• Instead, we had to learn as a group from other people we trust – we learned 
to understand other people’s feelings in relation to ourselves

• This trusting relationship for children is called containment and leads to 
attachment

• We have to trust before we can learn



Containment

• The infant experiences overwhelming distress (hunger, fear, discomfort)

• The caregiver understands this distress and can bear it herself*

• She communicates this understanding with her response, through both 
words and non-verbal signals

• The infant is reassured and anxiety is reduced by this understanding

• Hormones cause both stress and soothing reactions

* It can be a man too!



• The care and containment comes from a reliable, trustworthy 
source 

• The caregiver’s response teaches the child about themselves as 
an individual 

• The child begins to learn about understanding their own and 
other people’s feelings – they learn to trust 

• The caregivers become the “secure base” to which the infant is 
attached



• Attachment provides contact with the secure base, allowing the 
child to feel safe and secure

• It means the child feels safe to learn from others

• Schools, settings and their staff can all become secure bases for 
children – especially those who lack attachment in their family life 

• With a secure base, the child can explore life safely



The importance of language

• Words help the child to translate fear into thoughts

• This helps the child to explore their fear and to find solutions, 
with the help of supportive adults to offer containment

• It means we can describe what we are feeling

• Without this, the fear and uncertainty become overwhelming 



Splitting and projecting

• Strong feelings are too much for us to bear, so we split them off 

• They can then be projected onto other people who can “feel” them 
for us

• This makes it easier for us to manage the feelings rather than deal 
with them ourselves



Children who feel ashamed of their 
own lack of skill may mock other 
children to make themselves  feel 
superior

A child who picks on another child 
for sharing one of their traits may 
be punishing the problem in the 
shape of the other person

A child who is bullied may scare 
others in order to make them feel 
the fear and anger the child cannot 
bear 

The child who laughs at others for 
getting something wrong may have 
been very scared about not 
knowing the answer themselves 

We all do this, even as adults….



What can be done?

• Ask yourself “what is the behaviour trying to tell me?”

• Remember that the anxiety and fear may make it hard for the 
child to express what is going on (more on this later!)

• Respond with patience, consistency and kindness 

• Do not add to the child’s fear – we all remember scary teachers 
but for the wrong reasons! 



What on earth are they thinking? 



The amygdala – part of your “lizard brain”

• Linked to survival responses – “fright, 
flight, freeze, food and fornication” 

• Triggers an uncontrollable and 
unthinking physiological response

• Can’t tell the difference between real 
or perceived threats

• Strong links to stored memories – our 
“reference library”



Sensory memories can
trigger limbic responses – rational or otherwise



Other brain issues for children

• The amygdala is not fully mature 
or connected 

• The hippocampus, which 
controls memory, is not fully 
developed 

• The neurons related to empathy 
and compassion are changing

• A brain chemical called dopamine 
increases at puberty, which means 
the brain becomes hyperactive

• Technology can stimulate the brain 
and reduce the quality of sleep



How we can help

• Help children explore the causes of their anxiety, and identify ways to 
defuse things

• Remember that the “flight-fright” response is often irrational 

• Challenge unhelpful versions of the “truth” 

• Replace stressful mental images with positive ones

• Make sure children know that their feelings have been recognised and 
respected



Pareidolia and the power of pictures

•Human brains work on images rather than words

•New born babies are attracted to things that look like 
faces

•Our lizard brain links images to memories and emotions, 
and this reinforces our “truth” 

• Is it a shadow, or a bear?
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The impact of this in real life

You see…. The amygdala sees…



Working with the brain to make things 
better



The self-talk cycle (with thanks to the Pacific Institute)

Someone we believe gives us information about ourselves

This becomes our “truth”, stored subconsciously

We cannot bear the unconscious anxiety when we move
away from our “truth”

We go out of our way to make things “true” again -
behaviour becomes a solution



Who gave you 
your “truth”?

Why did you 
believe them?



Practical ideas for use at home and at school (they 
also work for grownups!)



• “Your room is always messy.” 

• Mum says I’m a messy person.  
Mum must be right.

• Messy people don’t put their 
pants in the laundry basket.

• My room is a mess. Pants all 
over the place.

• See?  Mum was right! 

• “You’re usually much tidier 
than this.” 

• Mum says I’m a tidy person.  
Mum must be right.

• Tidy people put their pants in 
the laundry basket. 

• My room’s tidy again.  
Everything’s been put away.

• See?  Mum was right! 



Creating a new truth – tricking the lizard

• You are a calm person.  It’s not 
like you to worry too much

• You know that talking is not okay.  
I see you as an attentive person

• I know we sometimes disagree, 
but I see you as a respectful 
person

• You always get nervous about 
tests, don’t you? 

• You never stop talking when we 
are trying to learn

• You always argue with me when 
it’s bedtime

That’s Not Like You/I See You As…  key phrases to use and repeat



Challenge your own truth!

• I enjoy singing  

• I am good at remembering things

• I work hard to cook tasty meals for my 
family

Make a point of changing your own self-talk  



Hope for the best, prepare for the worst

• Say the unsayable – “What’s the worst thing that can happen?”

• Help your child to have a realistic perspective and gain a sense of control

• Explore how it will feel if something less good happens

• Then make a plan for dealing with the situation

• If you don’t explore the possibilities, you can’t plan for them





“I’m worried about the scary 
things I see online”

“I am scared that secondary 
school will be too hard”

“I’m scared I’ll get the virus 
and give it to my mum”

We can’t control what other people choose to post but we 
can control what we believe. Let me show you how to find 
out more about things you read or see, and about where 
to get more help.

It’s been a scary time for lots of people.  Let’s look up 
advice about the things we can do to help mum stay safe.  
It’s great you want to be responsible, that’s really grown 
up.  I’m proud of you.

I understand it must feel like a big change.  Let’s make a 
list of all the things you feel confident about.  Then we can 
look at where you might need a bit more help.

Remember, the fears are the child‘s “truth.”  Dismissing them won’t help.



These responses:

• Show respect for the child’s feelings

• Reassure the child that these feelings 
are normal and okay

• Are realistic and honest

• Offer practical, optimistic solutions 

• Make the child feel they are in control

• It can be hard to know what to believe

• It’s been a scary time for lots of people

• It’s great you want to be responsible, 
that’s really grown up

• Let me show you how to…

• We can look at where you might need 
a bit more help



Statement Cards

• Get ideas and information from advice/support charity 
websites 

• Print these off on small cards and leave for your child to take 
and carry around 

• Or help your children write and create their own

• Children can also make cases/boxes for storing the cards 



Suggestions for statement cards

• Everyone feels scared sometimes

• It will all be okay in the end

• You will feel better again 

• You are not alone 

• Mistakes are the best way to learn

• We can find a way around this 

• There is always someone who can help 

• You have strengths and skills

• You don’t have to be like everyone else

• You can always control the way that you 
react 

• This is only temporary and things will get 
better 



Solution-focussed thinking 

• “If you had a magic wand…?” can be a helpful question

• Identify small, practical and realistic steps that can the child can take

• The steps won’t address the underlying problem, but will help alleviate 
the “symptomatic” behaviours or worries 

• Use a thermometer scale to assess change
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0 – the problem
(I’m really scared about SATS)

10 -when the magic wand has worked
(I did my SATS without getting upset)

(With thanks to Brief Solutions)

3 – I’ve talked to my teacher 
about how I’m feeling

7 – I’ve done 30 minutes’ 
revision every day 

5 – dad’s agreed to stop 
nagging me about revising

2 – I got distracted and went out 
instead of doing my revision

8 – dad and I haven’t 
argued all week



The Three Islands
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The Island of things I love

The Island of things that are okay sometimes

The Island of things I can’t bear



Add a bridge to move between the islands

Learning’s okay sometimes 
except when it’s maths

I can’t bear feeling so 
anxious 

What is it about maths that 
worries you?  What would 
happen if you had a magic 
wand?

What would make things 
more manageable?  What 
strengths do you have that 
can help?



Who was your lighthouse when you were a child?
How can you be one now you are the grown-up?



How to be a lighthouse (without getting wet)

• Tune in to your children – show 
you’ve noticed how they are 
feeling 

• Meet them where they are –
acknowledge their emotions and 
allow them to be named 

• Use your voice, language and body 
to show you understand 

Maintain eye contact

Using the names of feelings 

Checking in during the day 

Treat each child as an individual

Sit at the child’s level, or walk with 
them if they want to



• Be empathetic

• Acknowledge feelings as they are -
don’t try to change them 

• Help the child to make sense of the 
emotions they are experiencing 

• Use containing techniques (physical 
and emotional)

• I can see that this is making you 
really sad

• It’s okay to be angry

• That would make me scared, too

• Let’s have a cuddle while we let the 
feelings get smaller 

• How can I help you?



Collaborating to avoid conflict

• Define the problem – “I need your room to be tidy and I’d like you to do it 
please.”

• Find out what’s behind any behaviours – “Do you feel it’s not fair you have to 
tidy up the mess your friend made?”  “Does the job feel overwhelming?”

• Validate feelings – “I can see that it could feel like that.”

• Seek solutions – “I still need the room to be tidied, what’s the best way we can 
do that?”

• Repeat as necessary  



Boundaries and explanations

• Describe yourself and not the child – “I’m finding your music too loud and I’d like you 
to turn it down please.”  (It leaves the child with no way to argue!)

• Know your own boundaries – if you can’t tolerate two hours of Peppa Pig, make sure 
you tell the child you’ll be turning it off well before you reach your limit

• Use negotiations rather than facts – “We will be going soon because I want my lunch 
and I don’t like being hungry” instead of “We will be going soon because we have to 
have lunch now.” (You don’t, you can have lunch whenever you want!)

A useful question: How does my own upbringing affect how I react to my child?



“Peter, that’s a 
wonderful car” 

“Adversity turns into trauma when you experience your mind as being alone”



Other sources of help and support

• The Anna Freud Centre – www.annafreud.org

• Young Minds - https://youngminds.org.uk/

• Papyrus (young people’s suicide prevention) https://papyrus-uk.org/

• Croydon Drop In - https://croydondropin.org.uk/

• Off the Record (young carers) - https://www.talkofftherecord.org/

http://www.annafreud.org/
https://youngminds.org.uk/
https://papyrus-uk.org/
https://croydondropin.org.uk/
https://www.talkofftherecord.org/

