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Session
Check in with the young person as to how they have been since your last session together. Are there any 

thoughts or feelings that you may need to reflect on and address before you begin this session?

Inform the young person what we are going to do in this session, sharing the overview.

Feelings

Begin by looking at some of the emotion cards that show emotions and discuss  

when they might happen and what it might look like. 

Now break each of the emotions listed down into other feelings that might be 

happening. For example: sad might be pain, disappointment, shame, grief, misery; 

happy might be joy, excitement, hope, cheerfulness, contentment.

Practitioner to introduce the emotions wheel that feels most appropriate for the 

young person they are working with (two circles of emotions or three circles of 

emotions) and spend some time looking at it together, exploring how the primary 

emotions contain a range of different emotions.

We don’t generally feel just one emotion at a time; sometimes we feel two or more 

emotions that can even contradict each other. Practitioner and young person to  

pick three emotions they are feeling now. 

Are there any emotions in different parts of the emotions wheel that feel similar or  

that you can imagine having at the same time? For example: I’m scared of riding my 

bike fast and I also find it exciting; I’m happy that I won a race and I’m embarrassed to 

be mentioned in assembly; I am content to chat to my friends online and I’m anxious 

that I haven’t done my homework yet; I’m excited to meet people online and I’m 

worried that I don’t really know who they are.

Foundation session:  
Managing and understanding emotions

Emotions wheels

Emotions cards

Resources needed 
for this session

• Emotions cards

• Emotions wheels

• Brain diagrams  

• Behaviour cards 

Session overview
This session is to help the young person understand how emotions are triggered 

and what effect they have on the mind and the body. The aim is to widen 

understanding of emotions beyond simple angry/sad/happy etc and to have 

greater awareness of how to manage their own emotions.

Information for practitioner
Exploration of emotions - it is very helpful to understand that all human beings 

experience emotions that lead to different behavioural responses. The point here  

is to understand the emotional response and remove blame from behaviours. 

Along with the recognition of our emotions, finding techniques to calm strong 

emotions can help. 

Pre-session action
Select a “Looking after yourself” exercise in advance for the close of the session. 
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It can be useful to see each emotion in three different ways: 

• The emotional feeling (e.g. sad, happy, angry).

• Where we feel this in our bodies (e.g. butterflies in our tummy, jittery feeling,   

worry headache, fidgety, needing a wee).

• How we behave as a result of that emotion (e.g. cry, laugh, storm off, ignore 

someone). 

Now pick one or two emotions and think about them in the above terms. Explore 

all the different physical feelings and behaviours that might occur in you (or a 

hypothetical person if this is easier) to go with that particular emotion.

Reassure the young person that the experience of emotions and how they 

make us feel is human – and by understanding emotions we empower 

ourselves to have more control over what we do when we feel strong 

emotions.

Bodily reactions

Sometimes we notice the feeling first; or sometimes we notice a reaction within 

our body. 

Introduce the basic explanation of the brain using the diagram and your hands.  

If you fold your thumbs inside your fists and wrap your fingers around your thumbs, 

putting both hands together facing each other, you can imagine that this is your 

brain. Your thumb is the safety officer (use explanation below). 

We have two of these, one in each side of the brain. When our safety officer (the 

thumb) becomes worried that we are in danger it puts pressure (by ‘wiggling’) on 

the fingers (the thinking part of our brain) and makes it harder to think clearly. If it 

decides to take over completely we might ‘flip our lid’ (demonstrate by opening up 

the fingers).

Practitioner to encourage young person to make the hand model of the 

brain themselves so they can do it too. 

• The safety officer’s job is to look out for potential danger, and it is constantly   

taking information from what we see, hear, smell, taste and touch, deciding   

whether there is a threat or not. 

• It produces our emotional responses to what’s around us. 

• When these emotions get too intense – especially if it feels like there is a threat,  

whether that’s real or not, it can cut us off from the thinking part of our brain –  

this is the thumb wiggling, making it harder for the fingers to be steady and  

when it wiggles really hard it ‘flips’ the thinking brain. 

• This is an important survival strategy to act without thinking in a dangerous  

situation (think jumping out of the way of a car without thinking about it) but  

it’s not so useful when we need to respond to things that are more complex.

Brain diagrams
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Behaviours

In your ‘heat of the moment’ example what happened next? 

Start to reflect on how an emotion presents in three different ways: the emotion, 

the bodily response and the behaviour. Notice that the emotion that caused the 

‘flip’ also caused bodily sensations and a behaviour. Show how these are linked.

Practitioner to share the following information with the young person.

Behaviour is an important form of communication but because it is not as clear  

or direct as words it isn’t always seen and understood and can therefore be easy 

to misinterpret.

When we realise that behaviour comes from an emotional response it can make  

it easier to understand someone else’s behaviour – and even our own.

Behaviours are often trying to do one of two things: 

• To obtain or gain something – more time, understanding, order, calm, peer or 

adult attention, a desired object or activity, or sensory stimulation.  

• To avoid something – a stressor, a frustration, a task that may be difficult, boring  

or easy, a physical demand, an activity or person we don’t like.  

Using the behaviour cards think about possible emotions that might be causing 

that behaviour.

Can we always tell what emotion someone is feeling from their behaviour?  

For example: someone may look angry but actually be scared; or they may seem 

very calm but actually be sad.

Thinking about some situations you may have been in, and how you behaved, 
do you think people knew how you were feeling? Did you always know what 
emotions and feelings had caused your behaviour? 

Practitioner must reflect that this is not about judging past behaviours but 

understanding the emotional process that everyone has.

It may be useful to look at what else was going on when we behaved in a 

particular way. 

• So, when we experience strong emotions, we find it harder to think clearly –   

the safety officer is too excited and we therefore react without thinking.

Practitioner and young person to think about a time when they did something ‘in  

the heat of the moment’, one that does not cause them distress to reflect on. For 

example: replying to a message without thinking or beeping their horn when driving. 

How did your bodies respond?

For example: heart rate increased, sweaty palms, panicky breathing.

Behaviour cards

a+b=
b+c=
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Reflection on this session

Our emotions are a very useful resource that help us stay safe. When we’ve had 

an intense experience, the brain learns how to cope from what it did last time. For 

example: if storming off kept us safe one time, we may default to this behaviour next 

time we feel a strong emotion even if this is not a helpful behaviour this time. We can 

learn how to interrupt that pattern (to an extent) – if we are able to calm our strong 

emotions quickly. Go back to the hand model of the brain and explore ideas about 

what would help reset the brain after it’s flipped its lid – reflect that we can do things 

that will help get our brain calm again – and show this visually by closing your fingers 

round your thumbs so your fists look like a brain again. This represents what happens 

when we calm the safety officer and regain our clear thinking. Refer to the Looking 

after Yourself exercises – both the one you choose today and others – as these are 

often about finding different ways to calm the safety officer and help us to have more 

choice over our reactions. 

Closing activity

Looking after yourself exercise to close

Pick one of the techniques that can help calm strong emotions (i.e. restore the brain 

to its calm state), for example: “54321” or “extended exhale breathing”.

For example, sometimes we seem to manage a difficult situation calmly while at 

other times our emotions seem to take over. If we look at what else has been going 

on, for example, how much sleep we’ve had, how things are in our friendship group, 

how safe we are feeling at that time, whether we’ve come from a calm, happy event 

or a stressful one, then we can sometimes make sense of the resulting behaviour. 

Practitioner can share their own examples of times when they feel they have had 

more or less control over their responses in a particular situation. 
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BoredWorried Sad

Frustrated

Grumpy HappyCalm

AngryExcited Afraid

Emotions cards
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The 2 hand diagram of the brain

Thinking brain 
(Fingers) 

Safety officer 
(Tip of thumb)

Thinking brain 
(Fingers) 

Safety officer 
(Tip of thumb)
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The 2 hand diagram of the brain

Safety officer 
(Tip of thumb)

Thinking brain 
(Fingers) 

Thinking brain 
(Fingers) 

Safety officer 
(Tip of thumb)
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Thinking Brain
Prefrontal Cortex

Memory Maker
Hippocampus

Safety Officer
Amygdala

The brain
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Jumping up and down 

Storming off

Shouting Leaving a lesson

Ignoring someone

Avoiding a situation 

PLEASE

COME
BACK

Crying

a+b=
b+c=

Sitting in the corner

Answering back

Behaviour cards
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LOOKING
AWAY

SMIRKING FIDGETING

SLAMMING
A DOOR

Jamie was
tapping

Charlie was
staying o�

school

River was
staring into

space

Rowan was
avoiding
a place

Jordan was
hiding

TALKING 
LOTS

Behaviour cards
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