
Managing Fears 

& Worries in 

School Pupils



An estimated three children 

in every classroom have a 

diagnosable mental health 

problem. 

Over the last 5 years, 90% of 

school leaders reported an 

increase in the number of 

students experiencing 

anxiety or stress, and low 

mood or depression.

The Initial Teacher Training (ITT) 

does not provide NQT’s with any 

substantial knowledge of mental 

health or emotional wellbeing. 

Similarly, the CPD required annually 

of all teachers does not include any 

mandatory training on mental health 

awareness. 

Schools play an important role 

in providing a safe, consistent 

environment for vulnerable 

children who may experience 

difficulties or adversity at home, 

as well as in early identification 

of need.



Aims of the session

• Explain about anxiety in young people 

• Explain about different factors that lead to the 
development and maintenance of anxiety in 
young people

• Help you think a bit about things you can do to 
manage anxiety and build confidence in young 
people



What are their thoughts
or worries? 

How does their 
anxiety show in their 
behaviour? What do 

they do? 

How does it show 
itself physically in 

their bodies? 

How do we know a child is anxious?



Fight, Flight or Freeze



What is Anxiety?
Anxiety is a normal emotion, and in the right amounts it can be useful. To 
help us understand anxiety, we can break it down into components

ANXIOUS THOUGHTS:

• Overestimating 

danger & 

underestimating 

coping

• Worry

BODILY SENSATIONS

• Fight/Flight/Freeze response

e.g. heart racing, sweating, feeling 

sick

ANXIOUS BEHAVIOUR:

• Looking out for danger (hyper-

vigilance)

• Avoidance

• Safety behaviours

• Reassurance seeking

• Irritability 

• Difficulty sleeping/eating



Normal Child Development

(Moore & Carr, 2000)



Is It ‘’a problem’’?

When did the symptoms first start?
Was it in response to a time we might typically see some anxiety? I.e. starting a new 

school, house move, family life event. 

What is the impact for the child?
Stopping them from doing what they should be/want to be doing?

Social life?

Academically?

Mood?

What is the impact for the network? 
Stopping parents/carers from going out / going to work?

Affecting the emotional wellbeing of others?

Impacting on lessons, teaching and other parts of the school environment ? 



Why do children develop anxiety?
What keeps it going?



Developmental Factors:

ANXIETY

Learning by 

example

Learning 

from 

others 

reactions

Coping 

experiences

Genes

Life events



Maintaining Factors

ANXIETY

Demonstrate 

own anxious 

behaviour

React in an 

anxious 

way

Too 

involved/

protective

Too much 

reassurance

Emotions being 

ignored/not 

feeling safe/held 

in mind

Things others doThings children do

Anxious Thinking

Remember things that 

fit with worries. 

Overestimate 

danger/underestimate 

coping

Misinterpret 

FFF symptoms

I.e. something bad 

must be happening

Anxious 

Behaviour

I.e. avoid, seek 

reassurance



Strategies to Manage Anxiety

Before you put anything in place:

• Be aware of how other people in the child’s network are responding to 
the child’s anxiety. 

• Try and get the child on board with standing up to their anxiety: what is 
their anxiety stopping them from doing? What would they like to be able 
to do that they can’t do at the moment? 

Discuss in pairs, then feed back – what strategies do currently 

work/not work for your students when they feel anxious?



Stages of behaviour



Animal Models



Working with Anxious Thoughts

• Moving away from giving reassurance, to questioning can 
encourage independent thinking and break the vicious cycle.

• Detective work – what exactly is the feared situation?

• Thinking like a judge in court

o Evidence FOR and AGAINST the worry

• Taking some perspective

o What would a friend/family member say?



Helpful Questions

What is the 
evidence 

for/against this 
thought?

Is this thought 
realistic?

Is this thought a 
fact or opinion?

Could you be 
misinterpreting the 

situation?

What would you 
tell a friend if they 

had the same 
thought?

How many times 
has ____ happened 

before? If it did 
happen, how would 

you cope?

Are you 100% sure 
that ___________will 
happen? What else 

might happen?



Managing Worry

There are two types of worry:

• Hypothetical worries
= ''What if?‘’No control over these.

• Practical worries
= We can do something about.

Once we have classified the worry, 
we can choose an appropriate strategy. 

The Worry Tree







Worry Time

Used to manage hypothetical worries

Set up a regular time, approx 15-20 minutes where you 'allow' 
worrying and use some helpful questioning techniques. The rest 
of the day is a worry free zone.

Child can jot down worry and 'park it' to be thought about 
during worry time.

Be boundaried with time, and ensure a distraction activity 
afterwards



Problem Solving

Used to manage practical worries

Convert the worry into a problem

Consider all possible solutions

Discuss pros and cons to each

Pick a solution and do it!



Facing Fears Step-by-Step

Fear 

Rating

90%

80%

70%

55%

40%

20%

(we always 

start with 

the step that 

causes at 

least 20% 

anxiety)

Step 1 – Go into the hall while it 

is empty or busy

Step 2 – Join the queue for 

assembly 

Step 3 – Sit next to the teacher for the 

first half of assembly

Step 4 – Sit one seat away from the 

teacher for half of assembly

Step 5 – Sit one seat away from the 

teacher for the whole of assembly

Situation: Fear of attending assembly.

Goal: To be able to attend a full assembly and be able to sit 

anywhere in the row. 



Facing Fears in School 
In helping children to test out and gradually face their fears the following tips can be 
useful:

• As much as possible work with the child to develop the gradual plan, encouraging the 
child to set goals.

• Be open and explicit with parents about this work so that you can work together. If a 
similar approach is being taken at home and at school, change will occur all the faster.

• Find ways to motivate and reward that child, including praise and tangible rewards

• Be positive – just having a go is an achievement in itself

• If the child cannot achieve the goal then nothing bad should happen (as this would put 
the child off even attempting it next time), the result is simply that the reward is not 
achieved

• If a child struggles then the goal may be too great. Break it down in to smaller steps.

• Be prepared for set-backs, they always happen. Just try again later or the next day. 
Don't let things go 'off the boil' however.



Managing Bodily Symptoms

• Deep breathing

o Youtube – breathing bubbles, square breathing, finger 
breathing

• Grounding Techniques

o 5,4,3,2,1

• Visualisation

o Safe space



Useful Resources

• www.annafreud.org/what-we-do/schools-in-mind/

• https://youngminds.org.uk/resources/school-
resources/

• https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/

• Child of Concern Meetings with School Wellbeing 
Service

http://www.annafreud.org/what-we-do/schools-in-mind/
https://youngminds.org.uk/resources/school-resources/
https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/


Questions?


