
Understanding Anxiety and 
helping your child manage 

emotions 
Session 1



Ground Rules



* To gain a better understanding of anxiety and what 
puts you at risk of becoming anxious

* How to support your child with anxiety and worries. 

* What would you like to achieve from the group?

Aims of the group



* What are your experiences of anxiety with your child? 



What are emotions? – Simple?



Or more complex?



* Young people with LD and ASD can find it difficult to 
understand and identify different emotions. This can 
then make it difficult for them to communicate how 
they are feeling, and potentially increase anxiety. 

* Helping children to recognise their emotions will then 
make it easier to better understand their anxiety and 
their behaviour as a result of this. 

* If children struggle to label how they are feeling, it 
may also lead to difficulty regulating emotions. 

Emotional difficulties and ASD/LD



* Bereavement
* Parents having mental health problems
* Feeling isolated and alone
* Genetic factors
* Difficulties learning or attaining good grades
* Feeling unliked, unattractive or inadequate compared to others
* Difficulties getting on with others
* Stress of any kind such as exams, relationship break-ups etc.
* Being bullied
* Domestic violence at home
* Strained relationships of any kind
* Feeling “different”
* Difficulties at home
* Feeling anxious because parents are worriers
* Money problems
* Learning from adults around them about having difficulties
* All of these can cause anxiety. 

What can cause 
Emotional Difficulties?



* Anxiety is a feeling of unease, such as worry or fear, 
that can be mild or severe. (NHS, 2018)

* Everyone has feelings of anxiety at some point in 
their life. 

* But some people find it hard to control their worries. 
Their feelings of anxiety are more constant and can 
often affect their daily lives. 

What is anxiety?



• Trigger : Our perception of an event.
• Threat perceived : leads to “fight / flight / freeze” 

response.
• Safety behaviours / Avoidance behaviours : Used 

to manage anxiety but often keep it going.
•Other people’s behaviours.
• A normal and common feeling but can become 

severe and cause impairment.

What causes anxiety?



* Exercise: 
* How would you describe anxiety? How would 

someone know your child is anxious?
* What causes your child to be anxious?

Anxiety



Muscles feel tense
– to get ready 
to run or fight

Heart beats 
faster

Feeling ‘jumpy’ or ‘on edge’

Being on ‘high alert’ 
noticing things that 
bother and irritate 

you

Feeling lightheaded or dizzy

‘Butterflies’ in the stomach

Anxiety and the body

Shortness of breath
Feeling confused/dreamlike

Feeling sick/ Being sick



* This is a normal reaction our bodies have when we 
feel under threat.

* When anxious, this is the response when we perceive 
a threat

* Fight  - Aggression (Kick, punch etc. – adrenaline) 
* Flight – Withdrawal / avoidance.
* Freeze – Shut down (refusal to co-operate)

The fight / flight / freeze response



How does anxiety affect behaviour?

• Arguing more with people, shouting, hitting out 
(Fight)

• Avoiding feared situations, like social 
situations/school (Flight)

• Feeling frozen, can’t move or don’t know what 
to do (Freeze)

• Asking for reassurance from others
• Unable to settle, constantly busy, rushing about  
• Lots of things on the go, but don't finish them 
• Not wanting to do things you used to enjoy
• Eating more or less
• Problems sleeping



* People with ASD can experience difficulties in these 
main areas: 

1. Social communication and interaction
2. Restrictive/repetitive behaviours, interests and activities 

* Roughly 40% of people with ASD experience 
symptoms of anxiety at any time, compared to 15% of 
the general population. 

Autism Spectrum Disorders



* Day to day life can cause stress and worries. 
* Too much emotional and mental pressure can cause 

stress. Too much stress can lead to emotional 
distress.

* Young people with ASD/LD are more likely to 
experience this due to their social interaction and 
sensory difficulties. 

* Young people with ASD/LD may become worried or 
stressed when there is a change in routine or they go 
somewhere new.

ASD/LD and Anxiety



* Young people with ASD/LD often can get anxious about certain things. 
Can we think of examples that might make someone with ASD anxious?

* Meeting new people
* Changes in routine
* Having to stop something they are doing
* Having to change to doing something else/transitions between activities 

and places 
* Having to talk in front of people
* Having to go to crowded places
* Having to go out of the house
* Not being able to do something they really enjoy
* Not being able to talk about something
* Going to school or college 
* Not knowing what time it is
* Puberty/Sexual Development 

ASD/LD and Anxiety



* In some cases anxiety can be intense and get in the way of our 
everyday life. When this happens it may be described as an 
anxiety disorder.

Types of anxiety disorder :
* Separation Anxiety Disorder
* Selective Mutism
* Specific Phobia
* Social Anxiety Disorder
* Panic Disorder
* Agoraphobia
* Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD)
* Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD)

Understanding Severe Anxiety



What can you do to help?



* For young people with 
additional needs such as 
LD, ASD and language 
delay, use of picture 
symbols can be helpful 
for communicating 
emotions 

Visual Communication 



5 point scale

• Sometimes it can be very hard 
to say how you feel. 

• A 5 point scale can help your 
child communicate how they 
feel.

• Using the emotions wheel and 
thought/feeling/behaviour 
exercise can help you talk with 
your child about how they 
might look/feel in this scale. 

• 3 point traffic light scale can 
also be used 



* Create a list of situations which link to each level of 
the scale – this provides examples of how each point 
feels and triggers for that emotion – and links this 
feeling to the emotion word

* You can give examples to your child and ask them 
where to place it on the scale 

* Identify and link the bodily sensations at each level
* Use the scale during the day to rate and identify 

emotions

5 point scale



* CBT – cognitive behavioural therapy
* Thought/feeling/behaviour and physical 

links 

Introduction to CBT



Separating thoughts, feelings and 
behaviour



Example
Situation : Been invited to a friends party

Thoughts : No one is going to talk 
to me, I won’t know what to say, 
people will think I am weird…..

Feelings: Anxiety 
and worry

Behaviour : Don’t go or go but 
keep in the background and don’t 
talk to anyone.

Physical 
Symptoms: 
sweaty palms, 
heart beating 
fast, butterflies  



Thoughts, feelings & behaviours

Imagine someone out
for a nice, peaceful 
walk.



Thoughts, feelings & behaviours

When they tread
straight dog poo!

What might they think?



Self criticism / self blame

I’m such an idiot! I can’t 
even walk down a street 

without it all going 
wrong



Everyone / the world is out to get me

That evil dog did this 
on purpose to annoy 

me!



Effects of Negative thinking on feelings

Ahhh, I’m infected by 
killer germs!

I’m going to die!



Anxious REACTIONS

Feel
Anxious

Think “I’m 
Infected! 
I’m going 
To die” 

Heart racing, 
sweating, 
breathing 
quickens

Don’t go into
school that day

Means we are 
more likely to

Means we are 
more likely to

Means we are 
more likely to

Means we are 
more likely to

Means we are 
more likely to



* Avoidance leads to short term relief but long term maintenance and 
increase in anxiety

• One of the best ways to break out of this cycle is to face your fear 
• Break it down into small steps so that you can face it step by step
• As you start to take steps, you’ll notice that the scariest steps will even start 

to seem a bit easier 
• When you face a step, you’ll experience your anxiety will come down 
• You will start to feel more confident in coping with other things that make 

you feel nervous.
• You/your child deserves to reward yourself /themselves for being so brave.

Breaking the Cycle



Balanced thinking (new attitude)

Gross! But 
never mind it 

wont take 
long to clean 

off



* Headscape (headscapegreenwich.co.uk). This has 
been recently developed by Oxleas Trust to provide 
information about mental health for young people.

* Young Minds (http://www.youngminds.org.uk/). 
National website with advice and discussions about 
mental health health for young people and 
parents/carers.

Websites

http://www.youngminds.org.uk/


* https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/stopp.htm
* http://www.autism.org.uk/
* https://www.understood.org/en/learning-attention-

issues/child-learning-disabilities/executive-
functioning-issues/3-areas-of-executive-function

Resources

https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/stopp.htm
http://www.autism.org.uk/

