
Anxiety

“It feels as though I’ve got a surveillance camera in my head, watching my every move and it’s 
basically judging me, saying ‘Why the hell are you doing this?’, ‘Why the hell are you doing 
that?’ – ‘You should’ve done it this way or that way.’”

Autistic CYP from Trembath et al., 2012 

We know from various surveys that anxiety is one of the top concerns for 
autistic/neurodiverse people, their families, and the professionals who work with them. 



Anxiety across the spectrum of Neurodiversity

A recent study, Kerns et al. (2020), identified anxiety at a 
rate of 52% in autistic CYP, compared to a rate of 8% 

in non-autistic children. 

Anxiety is common in autistic/neurodiverse people of all 
ages and support needs. 

However, some may show signs of anxiety more obviously 
than others. 



Anxiety triggers may be uniquely seen in 

neurodivergent CYP 

A study by Lau et al. (2020) found common triggers for anxiety and 
ones that only autistic CYP showed, including:



What kinds of words do we use when talking about anxiety?

We use lots of terms related to anxiety:

• Worried

• Stressed

• Concerned

• Panicked

• Frightened.

• Unengaged 

Anxiety might underlie a range of 
behaviours and emotions:

• Anger

• Stubbornness

• Confusion

• Being tearful

• Perfectionism.



The impact of anxiety 



Healthy Minds Resource Hub

Mental Health Support Teams, Healthy Minds Lincolnshire, CAMHS

Lincolnshire Partnership NHS Foundation Trust

Supporting schools to recognise and respond appropriately to the emotional wellbeing and 
mental health needs of all children particularly those who are neurodivergent.

Professionals Resource Hub :: Lincolnshire Young Minds

https://www.lpft.nhs.uk/young-people/lincolnshire/professionals/service-offer-and-referrals/healthy-minds-lincolnshire/healthy-minds-and-mental-health-support-teams-resources#toolkit


Healthy Minds Resource Hub



It is natural to feel anxious and it may have some benefits, e.g. 
keeping your distance from stray dogs or staying indoors in a 
lightning storm.

In addition, many people find stress good in terms of focusing 
thinking but too much stress can lead to being anxious.

Feeling anxious is natural

“Thoughts and feelings about something or a range of things that are intense, usually not productive, 
and persevere or grow over time. These anxious thoughts and feelings can lead to reactions – such as 
fast breathing, needing to move about, escape the situation, or not being able to say how I feel.” 

So, we will define anxiety as:



When anxiety becomes too much

Anxiety can escalate very quickly… and is often ‘cumulative’

“I have a real problem dealing with sticky situations especially if feeling vulnerable, upset, anxious, and 
angry. I have noticed that personally a meltdown happens very suddenly, and I lose the words so can't 
verbalise my feelings and if not listened to, the only way is some physical aspects of anger to be displayed 
as if to let the person know I am really distressed and feel wronged!”            Neurodiverse adult

And so, it is important for us to moderate anxious thoughts and feelings before they get out of control.



Behaviour pyramid

Fight, Flight, Flop/Panic. 

Notice earlier 
changes in behaviour

Trauma

 Refocus/Redirect, Co-regulation.

Connection before correction etc.



Visually what we’ve been talking about



Visually what we’ve been talking about – worked example 1



Visually what we’ve been talking about – worked example 2



What can trigger anxiety?



• Being approached by other children.

• Large groups, with lots of social interaction going on.

• When the rules and expectations of a social interaction are 
unclear.

• A strong need to conform to social norms – e.g. being overly 
polite.

• Research has shown a link between bullying and school 
refusal (anxious non-attender) in CYP on the autism 
spectrum (Bitsika et al., 2021).

“ … I never know what to say to 
people … I don’t know when 
the person has had enough … I 
have noticed conversations 
last for variable times, and both 
parties seem to know when to 
stop and I don’t know when 
that is.”

Autistic CYP
(Spain et al., 2020)

Social understanding and 

communication

Examples of Stressors 



• Worrying whether other pupils are adhering to school 

rules.

• Worrying about whether they have said or done the right 

thing.

• Social media and online worries:

• Why did that person make that comment about me?

• Am I safe? The CYP not being given clear instructions.

• Use of overly complex or figurative language.

• Being asked a question and not enough time being 

allowed to process it before answering.

• A confrontational tone.

• Feeling ‘cornered’ or being forced to communicate.

• Not being able to read facial expressions.

Social understanding and 

communication

Examples of Stressors



Flexibility, information processing and understanding 

• Concerns about whether the journey to 
school will be OK, and if it isn’t, how will it 
affect the rest of the day?

• Worrying about the health of family, 
friends, and members of staff

• Not knowing what to do during 
unstructured times of the day:

• Changes to routines.

• Moving schools or classrooms - 
transitions.

• Returning from the summer holidays.

• Exam periods.

• Changes in the home environment, moving home, 
or family breakdown.

• Not understanding how to complete the 
homework correctly

• Being asked to complete multiple tasks at once.

• Not knowing what order to do tasks in.

• Putting oneself under pressure to achieve.



Healthy Minds Toolkit - Anxiety 

HML_Intervention_Toolkit_for_Professionals_v120201008.pdf

https://www.lpft.nhs.uk/application/files/3816/0346/5526/HML_Intervention_Toolkit_for_Professionals_v120201008.pdf


Physical triggers to anxiety 

• Discomfort or pain 

• Worries about their own health

• Dietary

• Sedentary lifestyle 

• Onset of puberty.

It is important to remember that triggers for anxiety can be 

cumulative and increase in scale over the school day. 



Discussion

What behavioural signs have you noticed 

when a child or young person is anxious or 

becoming anxious and is a barrier to 

accessing school and learning?



How to identify triggers of anxiety 



Changes in behaviour and appearance to 

look out for.

• Fight, flight, or freeze

• Fatigue from lack of sleep

• Increased distress behaviour (e.g. self-injury or injuring others)

• Being confused or unsure

• Overthinking (e.g. going over and over the different options)

• Reticent to talk or talking too much

• Taciturn (e.g. withdrawing from usual social contacts)

• Reduced eye contact.



Healthy Minds Body Scan / Body Image

Content coverage

Anxious Feelings 
Adverse Childhood Experiences 
Emotional Regulation Low Mood 
Mental Health Awareness 
Self-esteem 
Self-harm 
School Based Anxiety
Using a Graded Approach



Body confidence - Lincolnshire Partnership NHS 
Foundation Trust.



Working with parents to understand signs of 

anxiety in their child

You may want to raise concerns you have about an 

anxious child with the parent/caregiver.

Working with parents is key to understanding signs of 

anxiety and what helps reduce anxiety.

It is worth remembering that autistic CYP may be masking 

their anxiety in school and then letting it out at home.



When it comes to excluding autistic children 

or them not wanting to attend, anxiety 

clearly has a role 

to play. 

A recent survey conducted by the University 

of Birmingham ACER team found that 67% of 

parents reported that their child was anxious 

around the time of exclusion occurring. 

“Exclusions aren’t a sanction for a child who 

is stressed and in need. It re-enforces the 

behaviour to get them out of a difficult 

situation. It 

re-enforces their belief that school 

is a stressful and unsafe place.”

Parent whose child was excluded

at age 6 from primary mainstream. 

Impacts on school attendance



So, to summarise so far…

We now know that anxiety:

• Is very common in autistic/neurodivergent CYP.

• Can be triggered by differences in the three key areas:

• Social and communication

• Flexibility and understanding

• Sensory processing and integration.

• Signs can be identified using questionnaires and observations.

• Can lead to changes in behaviour and thinking.

• Affects general physical and mental health.

• Can lead to attendance issues and exclusion.



MHST support 

Don't Worry, Be Happy: A Child’s Guide to Dealing With Feeling Anxious

You're a Star: A Child's Guide to Self-Esteem

Lucy's Blue Day: Children's Mental Health Book

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Dont-Worry-Be-Happy-Overcoming/dp/1786852365/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1U7APIQJFWL9E&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.y0cd_yKuWTJmRto2UW6uDYILO_dAQWDorG2AtofJMYoVdYxWVN-8drTfOLbR0DzPqePoMmc_8Y17khHsFOY5GvwXhU1aJP_BLiCgwdlPDyJiRQsZ4LAVcbZFaQMQOlBrLR8T-O-6b7xsQCT7pUQjbo-8wYjvrsJYkkGu_Ynewm0VjrLIuPa_o6LR29uU2RqXbahBxqqMlDT6SVB6HsoYRS95ovyZDvZNAWbpLNqipVI.EWXkWW9-qB0V-bvuIvLcP3M0olLTjHGMEHQkJSvPcUg&dib_tag=se&keywords=anxious+feelings&nsdOptOutParam=true&qid=1728385719&sprefix=anxious+feelings%2Caps%2C117&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/sspa/click?ie=UTF8&spc=MTo1NjMyOTU4MDUwNDk4MjIzOjE3MjgzODU3NjE6c3BfbXRmOjIwMDc3MzAyMTk5MTk4OjowOjo&url=%2FYoure-Star-Childs-Guide-Self-Esteem%2Fdp%2F1786852357%2Fref%3Dsr_1_7_sspa%3Fcrid%3D3EBWSCI5WXHKC%26dib%3DeyJ2IjoiMSJ9.ob4jrLG84WVFWn1ZSPOEVPf7QXKGgutNMp2pa0kPwwyjsYnzCwf6JTYuR1RG97nlUrm2k_aCNkZ3S5CnQorNMzlYum86vSi52VErb1En5Yh87iBJ70312Cw7VD_lyIXCGuMFgg5_hup755Yw5sxPV4lM4-MpjFuv4vkx1Oi7L6FgVWraFkRKJy2W2RXbdGsv9F3JB1k3WFcbsxtR7--_L2RXV68GPnMmfqN34pIXAjw.Lz2bEifyi_4M_d5JYBZBmBAUoiYhb872r2zXbqjGs34%26dib_tag%3Dse%26keywords%3D5%2Bsteps%2Bto%2Bwellbeing%2Bchildren%26nsdOptOutParam%3Dtrue%26qid%3D1728385761%26sprefix%3D5%2Bsteps%2Bto%2Bwellbeing%2Bchildren%252Caps%252C91%26sr%3D8-7-spons%26sp_csd%3Dd2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9tdGY%26psc%3D1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Lucys-Blue-Day-Childrens-Mental/dp/1790586720/ref=sr_1_3?crid=2NHHEVVJYDK1X&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.DmM3dtTynweXW8_-X0U7BLD6apcgI0y73UiOsSr5rbkT2N6YKNHVnGzqLHuzGd6luN0OVAXbtcTr9oWiX7AdzGcq1H0vc6VDEUPwCZkctY6KR3ncohZe8K2WqcuekfKKU5QuabG5xCwQlZhGtH0DhkosEGhWuC6GrZqhzgK8i8bV0pG4uM3SfcrRXWH6P6saMP6adlZr88gyzZTAQLWaZpopDFjtA6SkGsYxUi6YlXo.9Xlcc6jiDF86V4kuyxzzcuOh2x5Zvd2-4xaDdMxWa5E&dib_tag=se&keywords=children+aware+mental+health&nsdOptOutParam=true&qid=1728385806&sprefix=children+aware+mental+health%2Caps%2C81&sr=8-3


MHST support 

Don't Worry, Be Happy: A Child’s Guide to Dealing With Feeling Anxious

You're a Star: A Child's Guide to Self-Esteem

Lucy's Blue Day: Children's Mental Health Book

Assembly / Story Ideas 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Dont-Worry-Be-Happy-Overcoming/dp/1786852365/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1U7APIQJFWL9E&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.y0cd_yKuWTJmRto2UW6uDYILO_dAQWDorG2AtofJMYoVdYxWVN-8drTfOLbR0DzPqePoMmc_8Y17khHsFOY5GvwXhU1aJP_BLiCgwdlPDyJiRQsZ4LAVcbZFaQMQOlBrLR8T-O-6b7xsQCT7pUQjbo-8wYjvrsJYkkGu_Ynewm0VjrLIuPa_o6LR29uU2RqXbahBxqqMlDT6SVB6HsoYRS95ovyZDvZNAWbpLNqipVI.EWXkWW9-qB0V-bvuIvLcP3M0olLTjHGMEHQkJSvPcUg&dib_tag=se&keywords=anxious+feelings&nsdOptOutParam=true&qid=1728385719&sprefix=anxious+feelings%2Caps%2C117&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/sspa/click?ie=UTF8&spc=MTo1NjMyOTU4MDUwNDk4MjIzOjE3MjgzODU3NjE6c3BfbXRmOjIwMDc3MzAyMTk5MTk4OjowOjo&url=%2FYoure-Star-Childs-Guide-Self-Esteem%2Fdp%2F1786852357%2Fref%3Dsr_1_7_sspa%3Fcrid%3D3EBWSCI5WXHKC%26dib%3DeyJ2IjoiMSJ9.ob4jrLG84WVFWn1ZSPOEVPf7QXKGgutNMp2pa0kPwwyjsYnzCwf6JTYuR1RG97nlUrm2k_aCNkZ3S5CnQorNMzlYum86vSi52VErb1En5Yh87iBJ70312Cw7VD_lyIXCGuMFgg5_hup755Yw5sxPV4lM4-MpjFuv4vkx1Oi7L6FgVWraFkRKJy2W2RXbdGsv9F3JB1k3WFcbsxtR7--_L2RXV68GPnMmfqN34pIXAjw.Lz2bEifyi_4M_d5JYBZBmBAUoiYhb872r2zXbqjGs34%26dib_tag%3Dse%26keywords%3D5%2Bsteps%2Bto%2Bwellbeing%2Bchildren%26nsdOptOutParam%3Dtrue%26qid%3D1728385761%26sprefix%3D5%2Bsteps%2Bto%2Bwellbeing%2Bchildren%252Caps%252C91%26sr%3D8-7-spons%26sp_csd%3Dd2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9tdGY%26psc%3D1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Lucys-Blue-Day-Childrens-Mental/dp/1790586720/ref=sr_1_3?crid=2NHHEVVJYDK1X&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.DmM3dtTynweXW8_-X0U7BLD6apcgI0y73UiOsSr5rbkT2N6YKNHVnGzqLHuzGd6luN0OVAXbtcTr9oWiX7AdzGcq1H0vc6VDEUPwCZkctY6KR3ncohZe8K2WqcuekfKKU5QuabG5xCwQlZhGtH0DhkosEGhWuC6GrZqhzgK8i8bV0pG4uM3SfcrRXWH6P6saMP6adlZr88gyzZTAQLWaZpopDFjtA6SkGsYxUi6YlXo.9Xlcc6jiDF86V4kuyxzzcuOh2x5Zvd2-4xaDdMxWa5E&dib_tag=se&keywords=children+aware+mental+health&nsdOptOutParam=true&qid=1728385806&sprefix=children+aware+mental+health%2Caps%2C81&sr=8-3


MHST / NHS support 

Lpft.cyptraininglead@

Mental Health Posters - 
Set of 7 - Laminated - 594 
x 850 mm (A1) - 
Educational School and 
Classroom Posters.

Books

Mental Health and Well-
being in Primary

 Education: A Practical 
Guide and Resource

Supporting Staff Mental 
Health in Your School

Cultures of Staff Wellbeing 
and Mental Health in 
Schools: Reflecting on 
Positive Case Studies

mailto:Lpft.cyptraininglead@nhs.net
https://www.amazon.co.uk/sspa/click?ie=UTF8&spc=MTozOTYyMTU5MzQ5NjcwMzg5OjE3MjgzODU4Nzg6c3BfbXRmOjIwMDM0Mzc0MDEzMDAzOjowOjo&url=%2FMental-Health-Well-being-Primary-Education%2Fdp%2F1912755920%2Fref%3Dsr_1_12_sspa%3Fcrid%3D1L04RPIM8FE1O%26dib%3DeyJ2IjoiMSJ9.chko-o7OMf-Cuo5mKF_ZgR7PgNpkmU0QaQhzqMR0037K1BRsQV5q3w7V0Kj5bXVcEpqkNmtB56GUujRrne73iy1YH5-b8LzaC4i_TNa1j81La8qaOhB2ix0pl-OOuP-6tZHQa0rqTrZDvkDNh0roaauhd0Yy8-blHOzdmR-2MrfjB8lFLHXMlijQM04s-FdWkDgocVOwU0R_iWpxYovn8mjO7RCQozCsi3rzSe07gkaFtqXaDaf1K3Yynj0UjBPMBRti_glMIduv55NSK6MI9saMePTvVA3bQu5wYEkgSmw.gnkZRO0xLXKkq8tZ2kg6LoFqWDYbjbOYGpjgfGQomng%26dib_tag%3Dse%26keywords%3DTeachers%2Baware%2Bof%2Bmental%2Bhealth%26nsdOptOutParam%3Dtrue%26qid%3D1728385878%26sprefix%3Dteachers%2Baware%2Bof%2Bmental%2Bhealth%252Caps%252C92%26sr%3D8-12-spons%26sp_csd%3Dd2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9tdGY%26psc%3D1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/sspa/click?ie=UTF8&spc=MTozOTYyMTU5MzQ5NjcwMzg5OjE3MjgzODU4Nzg6c3BfbXRmOjIwMDM0Mzc0MDEzMDAzOjowOjo&url=%2FMental-Health-Well-being-Primary-Education%2Fdp%2F1912755920%2Fref%3Dsr_1_12_sspa%3Fcrid%3D1L04RPIM8FE1O%26dib%3DeyJ2IjoiMSJ9.chko-o7OMf-Cuo5mKF_ZgR7PgNpkmU0QaQhzqMR0037K1BRsQV5q3w7V0Kj5bXVcEpqkNmtB56GUujRrne73iy1YH5-b8LzaC4i_TNa1j81La8qaOhB2ix0pl-OOuP-6tZHQa0rqTrZDvkDNh0roaauhd0Yy8-blHOzdmR-2MrfjB8lFLHXMlijQM04s-FdWkDgocVOwU0R_iWpxYovn8mjO7RCQozCsi3rzSe07gkaFtqXaDaf1K3Yynj0UjBPMBRti_glMIduv55NSK6MI9saMePTvVA3bQu5wYEkgSmw.gnkZRO0xLXKkq8tZ2kg6LoFqWDYbjbOYGpjgfGQomng%26dib_tag%3Dse%26keywords%3DTeachers%2Baware%2Bof%2Bmental%2Bhealth%26nsdOptOutParam%3Dtrue%26qid%3D1728385878%26sprefix%3Dteachers%2Baware%2Bof%2Bmental%2Bhealth%252Caps%252C92%26sr%3D8-12-spons%26sp_csd%3Dd2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9tdGY%26psc%3D1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/sspa/click?ie=UTF8&spc=MTozOTYyMTU5MzQ5NjcwMzg5OjE3MjgzODU4Nzg6c3BfbXRmOjIwMDM0Mzc0MDEzMDAzOjowOjo&url=%2FMental-Health-Well-being-Primary-Education%2Fdp%2F1912755920%2Fref%3Dsr_1_12_sspa%3Fcrid%3D1L04RPIM8FE1O%26dib%3DeyJ2IjoiMSJ9.chko-o7OMf-Cuo5mKF_ZgR7PgNpkmU0QaQhzqMR0037K1BRsQV5q3w7V0Kj5bXVcEpqkNmtB56GUujRrne73iy1YH5-b8LzaC4i_TNa1j81La8qaOhB2ix0pl-OOuP-6tZHQa0rqTrZDvkDNh0roaauhd0Yy8-blHOzdmR-2MrfjB8lFLHXMlijQM04s-FdWkDgocVOwU0R_iWpxYovn8mjO7RCQozCsi3rzSe07gkaFtqXaDaf1K3Yynj0UjBPMBRti_glMIduv55NSK6MI9saMePTvVA3bQu5wYEkgSmw.gnkZRO0xLXKkq8tZ2kg6LoFqWDYbjbOYGpjgfGQomng%26dib_tag%3Dse%26keywords%3DTeachers%2Baware%2Bof%2Bmental%2Bhealth%26nsdOptOutParam%3Dtrue%26qid%3D1728385878%26sprefix%3Dteachers%2Baware%2Bof%2Bmental%2Bhealth%252Caps%252C92%26sr%3D8-12-spons%26sp_csd%3Dd2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9tdGY%26psc%3D1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/sspa/click?ie=UTF8&spc=MTozOTYyMTU5MzQ5NjcwMzg5OjE3MjgzODU4Nzg6c3BfbXRmOjIwMDM0Mzc0MDEzMDAzOjowOjo&url=%2FMental-Health-Well-being-Primary-Education%2Fdp%2F1912755920%2Fref%3Dsr_1_12_sspa%3Fcrid%3D1L04RPIM8FE1O%26dib%3DeyJ2IjoiMSJ9.chko-o7OMf-Cuo5mKF_ZgR7PgNpkmU0QaQhzqMR0037K1BRsQV5q3w7V0Kj5bXVcEpqkNmtB56GUujRrne73iy1YH5-b8LzaC4i_TNa1j81La8qaOhB2ix0pl-OOuP-6tZHQa0rqTrZDvkDNh0roaauhd0Yy8-blHOzdmR-2MrfjB8lFLHXMlijQM04s-FdWkDgocVOwU0R_iWpxYovn8mjO7RCQozCsi3rzSe07gkaFtqXaDaf1K3Yynj0UjBPMBRti_glMIduv55NSK6MI9saMePTvVA3bQu5wYEkgSmw.gnkZRO0xLXKkq8tZ2kg6LoFqWDYbjbOYGpjgfGQomng%26dib_tag%3Dse%26keywords%3DTeachers%2Baware%2Bof%2Bmental%2Bhealth%26nsdOptOutParam%3Dtrue%26qid%3D1728385878%26sprefix%3Dteachers%2Baware%2Bof%2Bmental%2Bhealth%252Caps%252C92%26sr%3D8-12-spons%26sp_csd%3Dd2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9tdGY%26psc%3D1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Supporting-Staff-Mental-Health-School/dp/1787754634/ref=sr_1_1?crid=WWQXPFJR60N0&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.yJlOeu12OpdUvTWSrXqZaY_bLUIYx5VxOaODEMClMtdgrYoj7fkeH7Z0KrZDo3-t-euYpRAROpAGKnw1JkthdNX73zMq6fEV9_mf7ocsMAuZuhly3aYsOT-z0QpE1rk_koJdPutbYYHv1rmUVwUGPl4-o9ahpdcP6ehr5aScqDg.LBbYzP_yDPAsYzqV11ZxQRrIDd129dAejDAMEE1Qy3Y&dib_tag=se&keywords=mental+health+staff+meeting+school&nsdOptOutParam=true&qid=1728385931&sprefix=mental+health+staff+meeting+school%2Caps%2C87&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Supporting-Staff-Mental-Health-School/dp/1787754634/ref=sr_1_1?crid=WWQXPFJR60N0&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.yJlOeu12OpdUvTWSrXqZaY_bLUIYx5VxOaODEMClMtdgrYoj7fkeH7Z0KrZDo3-t-euYpRAROpAGKnw1JkthdNX73zMq6fEV9_mf7ocsMAuZuhly3aYsOT-z0QpE1rk_koJdPutbYYHv1rmUVwUGPl4-o9ahpdcP6ehr5aScqDg.LBbYzP_yDPAsYzqV11ZxQRrIDd129dAejDAMEE1Qy3Y&dib_tag=se&keywords=mental+health+staff+meeting+school&nsdOptOutParam=true&qid=1728385931&sprefix=mental+health+staff+meeting+school%2Caps%2C87&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Cultures-Wellbeing-Mental-Health-Schools/dp/0335248896/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1A43V5AVGZVRZ&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.I3WZK9Iow2n6igwOeOe2SywwWdq-s3HVE3q_IvELFaQxHuQ-nSpCY6BgQ_8t7Y4op8dZP83Vy9RA6Gs_ZM7CfQGDwrzoWZL1EVS95WgD5XkZan1rvBLkK7bQCNlS8Qed8LqTTdKh4Y_w16RL-HrPkTRWDu7FpNFUzqa3Ro20MoHqwVLM8k6QSKQ0ciT6_jY3BRB_yqEZP6NnL_4qsiDU6r8cYkOQeInS6lOfJhhyszE.CEm39ZYNvJNuH1hTsC5Czk6b2hTd4GVlH0qTK4Yphsc&dib_tag=se&keywords=mental+health+staff+school&nsdOptOutParam=true&qid=1728385971&sprefix=mental+health+staff+school%2Caps%2C93&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Cultures-Wellbeing-Mental-Health-Schools/dp/0335248896/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1A43V5AVGZVRZ&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.I3WZK9Iow2n6igwOeOe2SywwWdq-s3HVE3q_IvELFaQxHuQ-nSpCY6BgQ_8t7Y4op8dZP83Vy9RA6Gs_ZM7CfQGDwrzoWZL1EVS95WgD5XkZan1rvBLkK7bQCNlS8Qed8LqTTdKh4Y_w16RL-HrPkTRWDu7FpNFUzqa3Ro20MoHqwVLM8k6QSKQ0ciT6_jY3BRB_yqEZP6NnL_4qsiDU6r8cYkOQeInS6lOfJhhyszE.CEm39ZYNvJNuH1hTsC5Czk6b2hTd4GVlH0qTK4Yphsc&dib_tag=se&keywords=mental+health+staff+school&nsdOptOutParam=true&qid=1728385971&sprefix=mental+health+staff+school%2Caps%2C93&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Cultures-Wellbeing-Mental-Health-Schools/dp/0335248896/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1A43V5AVGZVRZ&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.I3WZK9Iow2n6igwOeOe2SywwWdq-s3HVE3q_IvELFaQxHuQ-nSpCY6BgQ_8t7Y4op8dZP83Vy9RA6Gs_ZM7CfQGDwrzoWZL1EVS95WgD5XkZan1rvBLkK7bQCNlS8Qed8LqTTdKh4Y_w16RL-HrPkTRWDu7FpNFUzqa3Ro20MoHqwVLM8k6QSKQ0ciT6_jY3BRB_yqEZP6NnL_4qsiDU6r8cYkOQeInS6lOfJhhyszE.CEm39ZYNvJNuH1hTsC5Czk6b2hTd4GVlH0qTK4Yphsc&dib_tag=se&keywords=mental+health+staff+school&nsdOptOutParam=true&qid=1728385971&sprefix=mental+health+staff+school%2Caps%2C93&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Cultures-Wellbeing-Mental-Health-Schools/dp/0335248896/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1A43V5AVGZVRZ&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.I3WZK9Iow2n6igwOeOe2SywwWdq-s3HVE3q_IvELFaQxHuQ-nSpCY6BgQ_8t7Y4op8dZP83Vy9RA6Gs_ZM7CfQGDwrzoWZL1EVS95WgD5XkZan1rvBLkK7bQCNlS8Qed8LqTTdKh4Y_w16RL-HrPkTRWDu7FpNFUzqa3Ro20MoHqwVLM8k6QSKQ0ciT6_jY3BRB_yqEZP6NnL_4qsiDU6r8cYkOQeInS6lOfJhhyszE.CEm39ZYNvJNuH1hTsC5Czk6b2hTd4GVlH0qTK4Yphsc&dib_tag=se&keywords=mental+health+staff+school&nsdOptOutParam=true&qid=1728385971&sprefix=mental+health+staff+school%2Caps%2C93&sr=8-1


Here's a simplified anxiety tracker template and some next steps that could support 
ongoing monitoring and management of anxiety:

Anxiety Tracker
Date:
Time:
Location/Context:

1. What happened?
 Briefly describe the situation (e.g., test, group activity, unexpected change).
2. Anxiety Level (1-10):
 Use a scale to rate the level of anxiety from 1 (calm) to 10 (extremely anxious).
3. Physical Symptoms/Behaviours Noticed:
 Note any visible signs of anxiety (e.g., fidgeting, avoiding eye contact, repetitive 
movements).
4. Coping Strategies Used:
 List strategies tried (e.g., deep breathing, fidget tools, asking for a break).
5. Outcome:
 Describe how the student responded after the strategies were used (e.g., calm, still 
anxious, heightened).



Assess Plan Do Review



Knowing as much as possible about the 
neurodiverse CYP will help guide you in 
terms of what will work best. 

Look to find the best ways to elicit from 
the CYP what their anxieties are, what 
their triggers are, how long their anxieties 
have lasted for, and what they find helps.

Some CYP may have difficulty with 
recognising and interpreting their own 
internal emotional and physical states. 
In that case you will need to work even 
more closely with the CYP and also 
discuss this with the parent(s).

Ways you can learn about an individual’s particular anxiety and triggers

Things you could try:

• Use an outline of a body, including the 
brain, for them to point out where their 
anxiety affects them most. 

• Use a Comic Strip conversation or draw 
out a cartoon to find out what they are 
experiencing and the triggers of their 
anxiety. 

• Role-playing a scenario that caused 
anxiety and identify the triggers.

• Hold a person-centred meeting to discuss 
their anxiety



There are guides and tools to 

help support a whole-school 

approach to better mental 

health, such as that 

developed by the Mentally 

Healthy Schools website

This includes guidance on how to:

• Audit your school in terms of mental health.

• Develop a mental health and wellbeing policy for the 

school.

• Engage with parents and carers around a mental health 

action working group.

• Assess and understanding mental health needs.

• Promote wellbeing.

• Support staff.

https://www.mentallyhealthyschools.org.uk/

Whole-school approaches  

https://www.mentallyhealthyschools.org.uk/


https://www.mentallyhealthyschools.org.uk/



Whole-school approaches – link in your packs

Schools should also seek to build the self-esteem of their pupil population. 

In Learning Disabilities and Challenging Behaviours, Nancy Mather and colleagues outlines what 

schools could be doing:

• Accept students for who they are.

• Help students develop a sense of responsibility.

• Increase students’ sense of ownership.

• Help students establish self-discipline.

• Promote self-advocacy.

• Provide positive feedback and encouragement.

• Teach students to cope with failure.



Reasonable adjustments in the key areas of difference









Exercise/movement

Research has shown that, for neurodiverse  children, there are beneficial effects of 
physical exercise in terms of reducing anxiety and depression, whilst improving 
self-esteem and academic performance (Strong et al., 2005).

For some autistic CYP, a movement break that will allow them to get rid of nervous 
tension.

Rocking or other repetitive body movements can also be ways to reduce levels of 
anxiety (Gillot et al., 2001). 



Progressive relaxation / breaks while in class?



Exercise/movement

Deep pressure massage has been shown to be 
emotionally calming for some neurodiverse CYP.

Yoga and breathing exercises have also been reported to 
work well with some CYP, although there is limited 
research evidence to date. 

You may want to suggest to the child that when they are 
anxious, they slow down their breathing and count down 
slowly from 10 to zero. 

You could also suggest that they 
count something related to any 
special interests. 



Empowering the CYP to develop their own strategies

Try to find out if the CYP has already developed 

their own strategies that they use to reduce 

anxiety. 

Discuss these with them and if you feel there is 

room for improvements (e.g. avoidance is their 

only strategy) then look to make suggestions.

You may want to discuss with the CYP the 
benefits of keeping a diary of their emotions. 

This could be a useful way for them to identify 
triggers as well as self-calming strategies.

Alternatively, they may prefer drawing things 
out or using computer animations.



Talking things over 

A number of approaches can be taken whilst discussing anxieties:

• Work with the child to write down their anxieties or use symbols to 

describe them.

• You could use a whiteboard to draw out their anxieties and work together 

on a logical sequence of how not to let anxiety get out of control.

• Consider role-playing anxiety-provoking scenes and how they can be resolved.

• Consider working on a social story together about an anxiety trigger and 

how it can be resolved.

• Describe your own anxieties and how you manage them.



For neurodiverse CYP who 
have repetitive anxious 
thinking, one strategy you 
could use is distraction.

This may simply be allowing 
the CYP to focus on things 
that provide enjoyment or that 
replace anxious thinking and 
give them an opportunity to 
rest their mind and body.

Distraction from and dismissing unwanted thoughts

One example would be to teach the 
CYP to list on their hand five 
favourite things (people, places, or 
objects) and when they are anxious, 
they can squeeze each finger and 
think about each thing in turn. Ask 
that they do that repeatedly for a 
few minutes. 

You could consider writing 
unwanted thoughts on one side of a 
card and then the solution on the 
other side.



Helping the CYP understand about levels of anxiety

You may want to help the CYP understand that anxiety is a normal 

emotion but sometimes it can become too much. 

You could use a visual scale or emoticons for them to measure their 

own anxiety. They can also use such a scale to communicate their 

feelings to a member of staff.

You could also use special interests here.



https://greatmindstogether.co.uk/resources-%26-

downloads

Activity 1 – Anxiety Levels

Activity 2 – Anxiety Preparation

Activity 3 – Break it Down

Activity 4 – Anxiety v Truth

Activity 5 – My Support System

Activity 6 – Star Breathing

Activity 7 – I Can

Activity 7 – Sort and Recycle

Activity 8 – Anger Thermometer

Activity 9 – Colour and Relax

Activity 10 – Mindfulness Meditation

Activity 11 – 5,4,3,2,1

Activity 12 – Umbrella

Activity 13 – Positive Affirmations

Activity 14 – Decatastrophising

Activity 15 – Challenging Anxious Thoughts

Activity 16 – Challenging Anxious Thoughts

Activity 17 – Anxiety Symptoms

Activity 18 – Are You Happy?

Activity 19 – Positive Self-Talk

Activity 20 – NOW

Activity 21 – Butterflies

Activity 21 – Mindfulness Minute

Activity 22 – Positive Affirmations Wordsearch

https://anxietyhelpbox.com/great-minds-together-coping-with-anxiety-workbook/



Bringing it all together

Once you have worked with the CYP and have identified strategies that can be implemented by 

the school and the CYP, consider bringing these together in a form that the CYP can easily 

access and use. 

You can also consider these approaches for all pupils and staff in the school, so everyone has a 

toolkit of strategies to keep anxiety low. 
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