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Understanding and Supporting 
anxiety and your child’s emotional 
needs 



What is anxiety?

Anxiety is what we feel when we are worried, tense or afraid 
– particularly about things that are about to happen, or which 
we think could happen in the future.

Anxiety is a natural human response when we feel that we are 
under threat. It can be experienced through our thoughts, 
feelings and physical sensations. (MIND)

•your feelings of anxiety are very strong or last for a long time
•your fears or worries are out of proportion to the situation
•you avoid situations that might cause you to feel anxious
•your worries feel very distressing or are hard to control
•you regularly experience symptoms of anxiety, which could 
include panic attacks
•you find it hard to go about your everyday life or do things 
you enjoy. (MIND)

Anxiety affecting mental 
health

https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/anxiety-and-panic-attacks/symptoms/
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/anxiety-and-panic-attacks/panic-attacks/


When is the 
difference 
between 
normalised
anxiety and an 
Anxiety  
Disorder?



Most common 
causes are:
Stressful or traumatic events, 
such as moving house or school, 
losing a loved one, being abused or 
bullied, or getting injured

Psychological factors, such as 
temperament, coping skills, or 
anxious parenting

Some children are simply more 
pre-disposed to anxiety as part of 
their characteristics

Biological factors, such as genes, 
brain wiring, or other conditions 
like ADHD or Autism are more 
likely to see higher and heightened 
anxiety levels



What might be 
triggering 
anxiety in your 
adolescent?



What is anxiety? 



How do we recognise 
anxiety in children?
Increased and prolonged signs to 
look out for in your child may include:

o always worrying or having negative 
thoughts

o finding it hard to concentrate
o not sleeping, or waking in the night 

with bad dreams
o not eating properly
o quickly getting angry or irritable, and 

being out of control during outbursts
o feeling tense and fidgety
o using the toilet very often
o always crying
o being clingy
o complaining of tummy aches and 

feeling unwell





What does the media say about children’s 
anxiety?

‘Parents are always worrying about their kids. Are they hungry? Are they cold? Are they happy? And it doesn't 
matter if those kids are 30 or 13 years old. Right now…the biggest concern about their kids younger than 18 is 
not drugs. It's not alcohol or teen pregnancy. It's mental health. A recent Pew survey finds that around 40% of 
parents are extremely or very worried their children might struggle with anxiety or depression.’ www.npr.org

‘He told me he had a ‘big tummy ache’                                                                                        
and I knew it was anxiety-based’ The Guardian

http://www.npr.org/


The issue is poorly understood and often incorrectly labelled 
"school refusal".
"It's not about refusal - it's not a child that won't do 
something. It's about a child that physically can't," Fran says.
"It's a debilitating level of anxiety which prevents attendance 
and the consequences to families are catastrophic."
Many parents are being prosecuted and fined under legislation 
put in place to stop parents taking children on holiday in term 
time.
"But it's penalising all those parents whose children are stuck 
in the system," Fran says.
"We know all the problems with the special educational needs 
and disability system, we know the problem accessing children 
mental health services - a lot of those children are the ones 
who are struggling to attend, and parents are being penalised 
for that.“  BBC                                                                                               
Parents warn of tsunami of school-anxiety cases - BBC News

Anxiety and school attendance & EBSA

https://www.bbc.com/news/education-58474418


Help your child to attend school by…

Helping them to become 
better organised

Develop set routines to 
support their independence

Ensure that they gain enough rest, sleep, a 
balance diet and exercise.  Agree online/digital 

boundaries/experiences together
Share their learning journey

Keep talking and listening Problem solve and 
celebrate their journey



•lack the complex social skills that come naturally to others, struggle to make and keep friends/experience bullying

•have difficulty coping with the curriculum. 

•struggle to cope with the demands of a school timetable because they have difficulty organising and prioritising

•experience sensory differences which can make it hard to tolerate some aspects of the school environment, 
like noises, smells and lighting

•strive for perfection in their work and see anything less as a failure

•get into trouble with teachers for unintentionally being rude, inappropriate or not respecting authority

•take things literally, which might mean that they misunderstand a teacher’s instructions, or jokes

•find sudden changes to their routine difficult
•find transitions difficult, like moving classroom or changing teacher
•find that unstructured time, like breaks and lunchtime, cause anxiety at school
•experience difficulty with a particular subject or member of staff
•struggle with anxiety and find it hard to be apart from family, or away from the familiar routines of home

www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/education/attendance-problems/parents

https://autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/bullying/bullying
https://autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/behaviour/organising-and-prioritising/all-audiences
https://autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/sensory-differences/sensory-differences/all-audiences
https://autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/behaviour/dealing-with-change/all-audiences
https://autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/education/difficulties-break-times/parents
https://autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/mental-health/anxiety


Acknowledge and value how they feel

Help them to recognise, name, scale and problem solve their day

Identify change with Glebe which may be impacting

Routine gives security and control in a world they can’t control 



• Encourage them to communicate with you about the problem. 
Using visual supports may help. Ask your child to rate events or places at 
school on a scale from ‘not scary’ to ‘very scary’

• If you have an understanding of the reasons behind their reluctance, 
share it with Glebe staff

• Create a ‘worry book’ for your child to record their anxiety during the 
school day – they can draw/use symbols

• Identify strategies to regulate, reduce and monitor emotions and 
reduce stress, for example exercise, visual stress scales such as a stress 
thermometer or traffic light system

• Reward and praise any progress on specific tasks, like completing 
something they find difficult, putting on their school uniform or walking 
past school

• Provide structure at home by using visual supports

• Try to help them develop their social skills

• Help your child to understand the benefits of education



Help your child to recognise what they can 
and can’t change is a key stress trigger



Digital use –
gaming and 
networking

 How do you 
boundary/routine 

access?
 Do you have fixed 

safety rules?
 Does your child know 

the safe rules?
 Do you discuss their 

access as part of your 
daily routine?

 Do you have parental 
control over site 

access?
 Do you have ‘digital 

switch off time?’



Internetmatters.org



Why are people with 
Autism more likely to 

experience Anxiety?
A model of anxiety and autism by 

South and Rodgers 2017 and Maisel 
et.al., 2016



What is the link between anxiety and ASC?

Anxiety, Autism: Five Prime Suspects, Christopher Lynch, Ph.D., explores five links between anxiety and autism:

1) Attention to detail: People with autism tend to be more detail-focused. When a person with autism, especially 
a child, is forced to shift their attention before they are ready, anxiety may result

2) Sensory sensitivities: Some individuals with autism experience noise, touch, sight, smell, taste, temperature, 
pain and other sensory factors more intensely. Overwhelming sensory sensations can lead to sensory overload

3) Social situations: Increased sensory load and pressure to work within often unspoken social rules can increase 
anxiety in people with autism. Research has identified a link between high intelligence and social anxiety in 
autism

4) Language: Some individuals with autism process language differently. Anxiety may increase when they find it 
difficult to express their wants or needs or when others fail to understand them

5) Task frustration: People whose autism symptoms include differences in motor skills, executive function, or 
abstract thinking may feel anxiety when working on a challenging task

https://youtu.be/fkA5zhRp4pM


Other key links between ASC and anxiety…

• Finding it hard to predict or adapt to certain sensory situations eg/ 
hand driers, a swimming pool

• Fear of the unknown or the unpredictable – change, uncertainty 
and transitions

• Masking – ‘Trying to fit into a social group to appear ‘normal’/’like 
everyone else’ or by internalising stress from certain, especially 
social situations

• Performance anxiety – often at school to join in situations/events 
such as class assemblies, sports’ days, gaining awards etc.

• Alexithymia – difficulty recognising and identifying emotions



What can you do to 
support your child?

1. What are the likely triggers? Keep a diary – how are you handling these situations 
consistently?

2. Reduce uncertainty and confusion – use visual support, routine and Social Stories to 
prepare/explain what is going to happen

3. If possible remove or adapt the stressor/address the situation
4. Build skills – including coping skills/working on your child’s perceptions
5. Monitor and support your child’s energy levels and tiredness – interests help to re-charge
6. Adapt your home – keep it sensory low to reduce overload
7. Share these situations and findings with Glebe
8. Share how you use visuals and Social Stories at home to support at school
9. Discuss with school staff how/if sensory may be affecting your child



It's important to listen to your child about their anxieties 
or worries:
Your instinct may be to tell them 'do not worry, it will never happen.' But reassurance is not always the 
best strategy. Most of the things’ children worry about are possible, even if some of them seem 
unlikely.

 Try to validate them by telling them you can see why they are worried
 Tell them there are ways to manage worry and deal with the things they fear

Get professional help if your child is always anxious and:
 it's not getting better or is getting significantly worse  (talk to the school first to share insights)
 self-help is not working
 it’s significantly impacting their school or family life, or their friendship



Visual routine 
gives security 

= reduced 
stress



Hygiene as 
predictable 

routine

Reduce 
family 

conflict



Feeling unwell 
and pain can 

heighten anxiety 

Supporting your child 
in knowing the signs 

and how to 
communicate can 

support at home and 
at school

Social Stories can reduce 
anxiety…



Preparing and 
normalising that 

things may not always 
go to plan





Recognising 
‘big/explosive 

feelings’ and having a 
plan 



Recognising the 
‘bad day’ coming 
home

• It may not have been the whole day!!
• Think of your child’s perspective
• Is talk the best first reaction?
• Self-calming is our aim!!!
• Agree a ‘Place to be’ when in a positive 

mindset
• Praise them for using it – they are taking 

control…
• Teach calming approaches 
• Give space to Stim/access Special Interests
• Let them decide when/if they want to 

talk…they may hold onto thoughts!!!



Scaling anxiety and emotions…

Help your child to 
number or name the 
level of emotion they 

are feelingBeing able to separate the ‘little’ stuff from the ‘big’ 
annoyance is essential to reducing daily anxiety but what if 

you feel the world in a very big or confusing way?



A scale which also 
combines predictable 
strategies normalises, 
gives consistency and 

treats regulation as a skill 
to be practiced
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Help your child to recognise and 
communicate how they are feeling



• A sensory object may also help processing in a 
line/assembly/noisy dining hall but also at home and when out 
and about – ‘Chewlery’ / bracelets may be particularly helpful 
for oral/tactile needs

• Access to ear defenders may also help when on a task/eating
• Keep a log/profile that may helpful to clinicians in devising a 

sensory diet



Sensory overwhelm could be a 
significant cause of your child’s 

anxiety/dysregulation 
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‘Inside Out’



Talk about the characters, name the 
emotions, relate to themselves and 

situations = normalise!!





In summary…

• Acknowledge and help your child to name, recognise and 
scale how situations make them feel

• Try and problem solve to make the worries smaller
• Help them to recognise what they can/can’t change – who 

does the issue belong to?
• Try an make basic daily routines as visually structured and 

predictable as possible
• Find ‘stress reducers’ – interests and release
• Ensure that ‘balance’ is part fo their daily life – eating, 

sleeping, exercise, relaxation, hygiene and non-digital time 
• Recognise sensory and hormonal factors 
• If persistent, ensure that Glebe know and make a plan 
• If concerned around your child’s perceptions/mental 

health – discuss with Glebe and seek professional 
assessment 



What next for your family?

Thank you for taking part in 
our group today.  We hope 
you have found it helpful

Paul Cabb, 
Social Eyes                                                                                 

and
Glebe School 
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