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UNDERSTANDING THE BRAIN &
NERVOUS SYSTEM STATES

To better help young people in distress, we first need to understand the basics
of how the brain works and what happens when the body’s nervous system gets

triggered.

Prefrontal Cortex-
the ‘thinking brain’

Limbic
System-
the
‘emotional

Amygdala- brain’

the ‘alarm’

Gortexﬁhmbhépaft\of me bTam and reasanm \
The h;gher parf ef‘lfhe b?am SR :_.:..,Li, = '
lebIC System Can be seen as the emotlonal
brain.

Amygdala: Regulates the stress response, like
the brain’s alarm system.

Brain Stem: The body’s automatic functions like
breathing, heart beating. Works with the limbic
system to process and regulate emotions.

If we are to understand what happens when a young person’s body becomes
dysregulated we first need to understand the autonomic nervous system
(ANS). The ANS controls many of the body’s functions that we don’t even think
about; like breathing, our heart beating, digesting food we eat. It has two main
parts: the sympathetic nervous system and the parasympathetic nervous

system.

Sympathetic
Nervous System

The body on high alert
Fight or flight
Associated with fear
and anxiety
Heart rate is up
Breathing
heavier/faster
Adrenaline released
Digestion shuts down
‘Dysregulated’

Parasympathetic
Nervous System

Breathing is regular
‘Rest and Digest’ -
bodily functions
working
‘Regulated’




DYSREGULATED - STUCK IN FIGHT OR
FLIGHT

There are lots of things that can trigger a young person’s sympathetic
nervous system or threat system both inside and outside of school.

Sometimes we might know what they are and sometimes it seems like
it comes out of the blue.

Thfeat‘Mﬁ‘_er

The young personisin
threat/survival mode and their
sympathetic fight or flight is
activated.

The cortex or thinking brain is offline -
they cannot reason or think clearly.
The only thing that will work is to help
regulate and calm the brain and body.




HELPING TO REGULATE

This is where YOU come in.

A young person is likely to
need your help to regulate
and calm their brain and
body response. This won’t
always be obvious especially
if they are pushing you away.

Reason

1

Relate

1

First: We must help the child Regu late
to regulate and calm their
fight/flight/freeze responses.

Make sure you’re
in a safe space and
a calm environment

‘Notice-
‘I can see you are...
having a tough time’

Gently bring
themto a
regulating

activity

Dr. Bruce Perry said that to better
help children and young people we
must first help them regulate their
body reaction, then relate and
connect with them before they will
be ready to reason.

Young people can only access their
cortex/ thinking brain once they
have calmed the body.

Use ‘low and
slow’
tone and simple
language

Self- Awareness
Notice your own state,
if you are
triggered/stressed




If you are not viewing this on an interactive Pdf - please use the QR code on page 4 of the booklst.



https://youtu.be/0TvtpScKCG8

HOW TO USE YOUR
TAKE A BEAT PACK

Although it is hard to actually know what nervous system state a
young person is in, we can use our own observation (see
‘Dysregulated- Stuck in Fight or Flight’) and also we can use the
symptom of an elevated heart beat. It is important to note that this is

a clinical assessment, rather encouraging and providing
opportunity for a young person to see what rate their heartbeat is,
and then use their choice and autonomy to choose an activity that
will bring it down.

Invite the young person
to place their finger in
the finger heart rate
monitor. (**ignore the
02%**)

The young person can
then write their heart
rate number onto the
laminated worksheet
shown on the right.

Encourage them to use their body to release the build up
of stress energy in their body e.g. walking, pace back and
forth, grip weights in the pack.

If using Take a Beat- note that the second reading will likely
be high after movement or exercise. Use your observation
to now suggest a more calming activity before taking the
next reading.




HELPING TO REGULATE
USING TAKE A BEAT

‘Take A Beat’ is a resource pack designed to be added to your
toolbox for helping a young person regulate themselves. It was
designed in partnership with the Northern HSC Trust, Health and
Wellbeing Team. We wanted to combine some interactive tools and
an opportunity for a young person to tune into their body directly,
to influence their energy state. You can offer the young person the
choice of using ‘Take a Beat’.

Finger heart’
monitor
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Please scan here to access a printable version of
the EWTS Calm Cards and more.




IDEAS FOR REGULATING
AND KEY TIPS

Other FIDGETS including blu tac, rubix cube,
spinners etc. They work to help use some energy
build up as well as serving as a distraction and
aid for calming.

Liquid or other TIMERS are an invaluable
resource in schools. They are a positive small
aid that brings about a sense of calm, distraction
and reduction in anxiety as it brings the focus to
one thing and blocks out other external stimuli.

o Similar motions to breathing techniques,
SUCKING ON THE STRAW of a water bottle or \\
CHEWING sweets, gum or a dry crunchy snack
will provide oral deep motor pressure to help *

regulate.

BREATHING exercises are a powerful way to calm the
body. Try some of the suggested ones in the pack or
use bubbles ‘how many bubbles can you blow? Try to
blow the biggest bubble.’ Other options are to use
straws to blow a cotton wool ball from one end of the
table to the other.
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PLANK or PRESS UPS are great ways to catch
and release the build up of stress energy in the
body.

Suggesting CHAIR PUSHES, WALL PUSHES, JJ N
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Mental Health & Emotional Wellbeing
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Across

[2] Positive altributes of a person.

[5] Feeling excited and ready to take action to
accomplish a goal or idea

[&] Limits or nules we set for oursedves within
relationships.

here and now.

hygiene, enjoyment of activities et

maood

[8] A combination of being present and acceptance of the
[10] An experience that can influence sleep patterns,
[12] Things you do regularly to mainiain your mental
huzalth.

[14] Acknowledging things you appreciate to boost your
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Down

[1] Hostile or viclent behavior or attiludes towards
another

[2] symptoms. such as thoughts, feelings and behaviors,

HEEE

that indicate your mental health might be at rigk,

[4] Worry, nervousness or fear thal can also lead lo

physical symploms.

[7] A strong fealing of annoyance, displeasure or hostility

[8] A person, place, event or situation that causes
unwanied emotional or behavioral response,

[11] Belief that one’s self has value
[13] skills help you manage your problems of

symptoms when they arise.
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Can't solve it? Check the solution at hitps://sudoku.cba.si/
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Honest
Supportive

Respectful
Kind
Trustworthy
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[2] Positive attributes of a person.

[5] Feeling excited and ready to take action to
accomplish a goal or idea.

[6€] Limits or rules we set for ourselves within
relationships.

[8] A combination of being present and acceptance of the
here and now.

[10] An experience that can influence sleep patterns,
hygiene, enjoyment of activities ete.

[12] Things you do regularly to maintain your mental
health.

[14] Acknowledging things you appreciate to boost your
mood.

[1] Hostile or violent behavior or atlitudes towards
another

[3] symptoms, such as thoughts, feelings and behaviors,
that indicate your mental health might be at risk.

[4] Worry, nervousness or fear that can also lead to
physical symptoms.

[7] A strong feeling of annoyance, displeasure or hostility

[9] A person, place, event or situation that causes
unwanted emolional or behavioral response.

[11] Belief that one’s self has value.

[13] skills help you manage your problems or
symptoms when they arise.
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