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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mCJMT2iTPt4&t=705s

Book	chapter	and	webinar	on	
Anxiety and Alarm

WHY:	the	purpose
what	is	your	cause?	
what	do	you	see?

Start	with	the	
WHY

Simon	Sinek	- Golden	Circle

KEY	INSIGHT	#1
Children’s	behavior	isn’t	always	what	it	seems,	
we	need	to	dig	deeper	and	look	at	what’s	
happening	beneath.

Behaviour

?

OBSESSIVE

COMPULSIVEANXIETY

IMPAIRED	
CONCENTRATION

What we SEE 
influences what we do

SHIFTTING OUR LENS
To gain perspective and insight

When we understand what is behind the behaviour we then:
• choose interventions that will make a difference
• avoid interventions that risk making things worse
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What	is	AT	the
root	of	anxiety?

ALARM

anxiety

Primal	emotion
(instinct-based)

What	is	the	difference	between?

§ALARM:	instinctive	primal	emotion	in	
response	to	a	danger	or	threat

§ANXIETY:	a	vague	sense	of	unsafety	and	
unease,	characterized	by		apprehension	
and	restlessness

FEELING

EMOTIONALARM 

“I’m scared.”

9

Where	does	anxiety
come	from?

BRAIN’S	ALARM	SYSTEM:	

• Mediated	by	the	LIMBIC	SYSTEM
• Amygdala registers	the	threat	(like	a	smoke	detector)
• Hypothalamus orchestrates	the	response	(it	links	the	nervous	
system	to	the	endocrine	system	via	the	pituitary	gland)

• Which	triggers	the	SYMPATHETIC	NERVOUS	SYSTEM

FEELING

EMOTIONALARM 
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BRAIN 
PROTECTS

STRESS
ANXIETY

FEELING

EMOTION

Anxiety-based 
problems

• Not feeling safe
• Anxiety reducing 

behaviours
• Ruminating thoughts
• Difficulty learning
• Nightmares
• Scattered attention
• Agitation
• Tension/ hyperness
• Poor memory
• Fatigue
• Phobias
• Obsessions
• Compulsions
• Panic attacks
• Acting out
• Controlling
• Etc.

ALARM 
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Key	insights
• We	all	experience	alarm	on	some	level.	Not	only	is	it	
normal,	but	it	is	telling	us	something.

• Alarm	is	a	natural	and	necessary	emotion,	which	
protects	us	from	danger.

• Some	individuals	are	more	at-risk	for	developing	anxiety	
problems.

• In	a	classroom,	anxious	students	aren’t	necessarily	
disruptive	or	harmful	to	others.

• Certain	behaviors	don’t	appear	to	be	anxiety-related,	
but	in	fact	they	are	(e.g.	inattentiveness,	being	silly,	
lashing	out).		

• We	cannot	address	anxiety	by	focusing	on	the	
symptoms	directly.

ATTACHMENT	ALARM

ATTACHMENT	=	SURVIVAL

Attachment	is	people’s	most	preeminent	need,	but	
also	their	biggest	threat.

The	impact	of	separation	is	more	studied	in	research	
than	any	other	single	phenomenon	(e.g.	isolation	
research	across	species,	human	loneliness	research,	
analysis	of	different	population	groups	suffering	loss	
and	lack,	longitudinal	studies,	etc.)

being known

significance

belonging
& loyalty

SENSES
sameness

love

NOT being WITH

the THREAT of ... 

NOT BELONGING

NOT being LOVED
NOT MATTERING

NOT being LIKE

NOT being KNOWN

ATTACHMENT 
THREAT

ALARMING FEELING

Not being with I’m alone, nobody is paying attention to be, no one 
wants to be with me, I feel rejected, etc.

Not being like I’m different, I have nothing in common, I’m not 
normal, I feel prejudice against me, etc.

Not belonging I don’t feel included, Nobody is taking my side, no 
one has my back, people are against me, etc.

Not mattering I don’t feel noticed or listened to, I don’t feel useful 
or important, people don’t respect me, I don’t feel 
esteemed or admired, my opinion doesn’t count, 
my role doesn’t matter, etc.

Not being loved I don’t feel taken care of, I don’t feel warmth from 
anyone, I feel unlovable, etc.

Not being known I don’t feel truly seen or heard, I don’t feel 
understood, I cannot share my secrets, I cannot truly 
be myself, etc.

insignficance

NEGLECT

loneliness

KEY	INSIGHT	#2
Children’s	behavior	is	based	on	development	
and	emotional	maturity.	We	cannot	push	and	
pull	to	get	what’s	expected.	
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to emotional 
health and 
maturity Courage is the fruit 

of integrative 
functioning (mixing)

Emotional maturity can only develop 
one-step-at-a-time and must start at 
the beginning.

Self-regulation starts with CO-REGULATION 
and an invitation to express oneself emotionally

reflecting

mixing

feeling

naming

expressing

COURAGE requires Prefrontal 
cortex development

KEY	INSIGHT	#3
Some	children	are	more	at-risk	towards	
developing	emotional	and	behavioral	
problems.

Impact of Sensitivity and Emotional 
intensity on	frustration-aggression

Greater children are hypersensitive and 
emotionally intense:
§ More easily they are affected and moved by 

their emotions
§ More easily they are overwhelmed by their 

emotional experience
§ More likely they are to be ”stuck” 

emotionally:
Ø Emotional intensity evokes more 

defenses
Ø Intellectualization of experiences 

(escape of emotions)
Ø Loss of tears necessary for adaptation

§ More adults attempt to calm the child in 
order to avoid emotional eruptions, which 
doesn’t help the situation

https://www.cebmmember.ca/sensitivity

Effects of Adverse Childhood Experiences

EMOTION COMPROMISED
PREFRONTAL CORTEX / 

CORPUS CALLOSUM
functioning

KINDLED 
AMYGDALA 

THE DOUBLE INVISIBLE HANDICAP

Effects of Adverse Childhood Experiences

REASON

is intensely 
activated

Ability to regulate 
emotions is 
diminished
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INSTINCT

COGNITIVE CAPACITY

INTEGRATIVE CAPACITY

EMOTION

https://www.cebmmember.ca/trauma-and-adversity

Effects of Adverse Childhood Experiences

HOW:	the	process
specific	actions	taken	
to	realize	 the	why

Interventions	inspired	by	the	RTI	Model

CEBM	Pyramid	of	
Interventions

https://www.cebmmember.ca/pyramid-of-interventions

- Alexander den Heijer

From: What’s wrong with you? This 
behaviour has to stop.

To: He’s experiencing too 
much alarm – too 
much is overwhelming in 
his life. 

How can I help to release 
and reduce the stress?

BEST PRACTICES
Gaining insight to inform practice

Attachment

Vulnerability

Maturation
BEHAVIOUR CHANGES WHEN…

Behaviour changes when vulnerability is protected

Behaviour changes as the brain matures

Behaviour changes when students 
are attached to adults

Emotions
Behaviour changes when emotions are felt
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WHAT:	the	result
what	do	you	do	to	
reach	the	desired	
outcome?

https://www.cebmmember.ca/frustration-and-aggression

Addressing	anxiety

ALARM

Sense	of	Courage

Natural	solution	to	anxiety	is	building:	
RESILIENCE = CAPACITY	TO	BOUNCE	BACK RESILIENCE

which	is	the	capacity	to	
‘bounce	back’,	to	return	
to	optimal	functioning	
or	to	thrive	under

duress

The	natural	solution	to	anxiety	is…

Dr.	Bruce	Perry	(2021)	What	Happened	to	You?

Sense	of	SAFETY

Helps	when	feeling	
accompanied and	

supported

1st key	towards	cultivating	resilience:
The	sense	of	SAFETY

When	being	
faced	by	
adversity
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Sense	of	SAFETY

How	can	we	help	a	student	feel	SAFE	enough when	faced	
with	stressful	and	wounding	situations?

• Through	the	presence	of	a	warm	and	trusting	adult,	which	
allows	the	teen	to	experience	some	EMOTIONAL REST

• Through	the	experience	of	well-being	in	a	safe	place

• Through	the	experience	of	safety	when	
pretending/imagining	to	face	something	stressful	or	
dangerous	(emotions	at	play)

SAFETY	IS	IN	THE	EYE	OF	
THE	BEHOLDER	

Not	whether	we	(adults)	think	that	the	child	is	in	a	

safe	place	or	whether	we	believe	the	child	should	

be	feeling	safe,	but	rather	it’s	the	child’s	own	

subjective	experience	and	interpretation	(feeling	

“Brain-Safe”)

Emotional	SAFETY	means…

§ Staying	keen:	showing	delight	and	warmth

§Meeting	them	at	their	interests.	Being	actively	engaged	in	
their	lives	where	you	can	(beyond	academics)

§ Using	structure	– routine	– predictability	

§ BOUNDARIES &	LIMITS	– focusing	on	needs,	not	wants

§ Letting	them	share	their	thoughts	and	feelings	about	their	
anxiety.	We	don’t	need	to	be	in	the	‘fix-it’	mode.

Classroom “Quiet Corner”

https://www.cebmmember.ca/cocoon-area

“You’ve Got Mail” 
Transition with a Destination

“You’ve	Got	Mail”	letters	
provide	something	tangible	
for	a	student	to	hold	as	
they	head	to	a	pre-
determined	destination	for	
a	short	period	of	time.

Two	types	of	letters	are	
available:
• Active	movement
• Quiet	activity

https://www.cebmmember.ca/practices-outside-the-classroom

Daily multiple student “Check-Ins”
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Nurturing 
Support Centre 
Tier 3 Intervention

Personalized & 
adapted schedule

Individualized 
support

Not REACTING to student behaviour

Relate Validate Invite	release

Co-regulate De-escalateSupport

Challenge

Connect

Adapted ADULT RESPONSE

Recognizing	one’s	
FRUSTRATION

Sense	of	SADNESS

Helps	when	being	
invited	to	express	and	
feeling	comforted

2nd key	towards	cultivating	resilience:
EMOTIONAL	EXPRESSION

When	things	
don’t	work

The	benefits	of	VENTING

Sometimes,	all	we	need	is	to	let	it	out.
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Emotional	expression

How	can	we	provide	opportunities	for	emotional	expression	
when	a	student	is	up	against	that	which	one	cannot	change?

• Through	adult	warmth	and	comfort

• Through	inviting	children	to	express	and	name	their	
feelings

• Through	emotional	playgrounds	that	are	one-step-
removed	from	the	situation

• focusing just on being positive

• pursuing happiness

• resisting the ‘let-down’

• pursuing calmness 
& tranquility

THE PROBLEM WITH “RIGHT” THINKING

To come alongside a person’s feelings is to…

a) accept their existence regardless of how irrational 
and unreasonable they may seem;

c) Make room for the feelings rather than try to get 
rid of them.

b) normalize the feelings rather than treat their 
existence as a problem;

Emotions	AT	PLAY	
Here	are	a	few	examples	of	outlets	that	help	teens	stay	
engaged	on	their	emotional	journey:

§ Dancing	and	movement

§ Stories	and	writing

§ Drawing	and	painting

§ Singing	and	music

§ Drama	and	theatre

§ Any	hobby

§ Etc.

PLAY and	RESILIENCE
PLAY	AS	A	NEURAL	EXERCISE

Dr.	Porges	describes	play	as	a	“neural	exercise”	healing	
behavioral	and	emotional	dysregulation.

It’s	a	neural	exercise	in	that	it	flexes	the	“muscle”	of	emotional	
regulation	through	reciprocal	interactions	under	conditions	of	
safety	with	others.

Stephen	Porges,	The	Polyvagal	Theory,	2011

Classroom Emotional Release Activities

https://www.cebmmember.ca/emotions-intervention-area
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Children’s Literature on Alarm

https://www.cebmmember.ca/children-s-literature

Having	an	
area	

dedicated	to	
Emotions	

Intervention

Emotions Corner
https://www.cebmmember.ca/
emotions-intervention-area

https://www.cebmmember.ca/emotions-intervention-area

Elementary Emotions Folder

Sense	of	COURAGE

Helps	when	it’s	being	
reflected back

3rd key	towards	cultivating	resilience:
The	sense	of	COURAGE

Find	strength	and	
confidence	in	the	
face	of	adversity	
and	discomfort

Sense	of	COURAGE

How	can	we	help	a	student	feel	STRONG	&	
CONFIDENT	enough in	the	face	of	adversity	and	
discomfort?

• Through	normalizing	the	alarm	and	conveying	to	
the	student	your	belief	in	their	capacity

• Through	helping	the	student	discover	their	
COURAGE

• Through	experiencing	some	sense	of	control	in	the	
play	mode	(e.g.	role	playing)
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ACCOMPANYING	with	empathy

• Typical	examples	that	dismiss	and	invalidate:
üDon’t	be	silly
üThere’s	nothing	to	be	scared	of
üYou	see,	everything	turned	out	fine,	all	that	worrying	for	
nothing

• Empathic	acknowledgements:
üWow,	that	was	really	scary
üEveryone	gets	scared	at	times,	even	grown-ups.	I	do	too!
üEven	though	everything	worked	out,	I	know	you	were	
really	worried

Pseudo-
resilience

____&

Anxiety(Course,(Dr.(Gordon(Neufeld( Neufeld(Ins6tute(Course(

Copyright(2012(Gordon(Neufeld,(Ph.D.( Session(4(slides(14(

SPACE%FOR%NOTES%

Being	anxious	pushes	towards
AVOIDANCE
§ Running	away	from

§ Hiding	from

§ Not	trying

§ Not	taking	risks

____&

Anxiety(Course,(Dr.(Gordon(Neufeld( Neufeld(Ins6tute(Course(

Copyright(2012(Gordon(Neufeld,(Ph.D.( Session(4(slides(14(

SPACE%FOR%NOTES%

The	natural	solution	to	avoidance	is		
COURAGE

Courage	is	about	focusing	on	
your	desire to	give	you	the	
strength	to	face	your	fear.

ALARM & DESIRE

ALARMDESIRE

to engage in an activity to be away from home

to take part in some fun to be laughed at

to ask one’s question to appear stupid

to stand up for a friend to lose popularity

to have to let go to get attached & involved

to wear what one prefers to be seen as different

to share one’s story to not be interesting

to meet disapprovalto express one’s opinion

to be aloneto be oneself

to pursue a passion to not measure up

Cultivating 
Courage

Courage

Have	a	go
Playing	with	fears	
allows	to	
experience	
courage	and	find	
one’s	strength
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Adjusting our VIEW
- Acknowledging emotions happen 

to us as opposed to under our control
- Understanding maturation as key

to managing emotions

Adjusting our STANCE
- Not alarming them with our own 

alarm, frustration or disapproval 
- Normalizing the experience of   

alarm and its energy to move us

Making ROOM for
- Emotions that come up
- Type of expression and release

…even for the uncomfortable stuff

Our	ROLE
as	the	adult

teacher
Educator

Principal
COACH

Technician
Attendant
counsellor

Catherine Korah and Martine Demers
Centre of Excellence for Behaviour Management

www.cebm.ca

Also visit the CEBM Resource Center
https://www.cebmmember.ca/frustration-and-aggression

The	Emotional	Roots	of	
Anxiety:	Healing	
Through	Connection
by	Deborah	MacNamara	
(May	29th,	2019)

Helping	the	Anxious	
Child	or	Teen	Find	Rest
by	Deborah	MacNamara
(May	20,	2016)

Playing	with	Alarm
by	Lisa	Weiner	
(April	26,	2021)

Editorials on Alarm & Anxiety

https://macnamara.ca/portfolio/helping-the-anxious-child-or-teen-find-rest/

https://macnamara.ca/portfolio/the-emotional-roots-of-anxiety/

https://macnamara.ca/portfolio/freedom-of-expression-guiding-kids-emotions-into-maturity/

https://neufeldinstitute.org/playing-with-alarm/

Freedom	of	Expression:	
Guiding	kids’	emotions	
into	maturity
by	Deborah	MacNamara	
(March	25th,	2021)

Upcoming 
Events

https://www.cebm.ca/news-events


