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What to Do 
When Things Are HARD



     Dr. Laura Wingers



Difficult
Exhausting
Tough
Unpleasant
Uncomfortable

 but also: 

Not easy to bend or break (RESILIENT!)

“Hard”



Let’s Get Curious:
 

❏ about why behavior happens

❏ ways to navigate difficult moments 

❏ how adults can stay regulated when it 

matters most 



Common 
Themes

“We just don’t know what the right approach is”

“It feels like we’ve tried everything”

“What are we missing?”
—----

“Communications from teachers/coaches doesn’t match what we see at home”  

“Lots of worries, doesn’t talk about it, maybe anxious?” 

“Argues, yells to get their way”

“Avoids, ignores; just refuses to do anything”

“It’s the same thing over and over”

“It seems to be getting worse not better over time”



What the research tells us 
about “what to do when 

things are hard”
These apply to 

nearly any 
circumstance! 



❏ Pause; Slow Things Down
❏ Name What’s Going On
❏ Break The Problem Into Smaller Pieces
❏ Ask for Support

What can we do when 
things are hard?



❏ Take Care of Your Basics
❏ Be Kind and Curious With Yourself
❏ Move in the Direction of Your Values
❏ Remember, It Won’t Feel Like This Forever

What can we do when 
things are hard?





A Day in the Life…



Pause;
Slow things 

down

Why is pausing so hard?



Pause;
Slow things 

down Why is pausing so hard?



Pause;
Slow things 

down

While your emotional brain gets 
the first word…

your reasoning brain can have 
the last word if you let it.



Pause;
Slow things 

down



Name what 
is going 

on.

Feelings are information.



Name what 
is going 

on.





The first intervention you provide?

Your presence

Co-Regulation



Break the 
problem 

into smaller 
pieces.



Every task requires the right balance 

of 

competence 

(knowledge + skill) 

and

commitment 

(motivation + confidence)



Brain Networks & Processes…
(2026, Rodriguez, et al)

❏ Sensory “circuits”
❏ Attentional 
❏ Emotional 
❏ Reward/Motivation 
❏ Social communication; other aspects of executive function



Using everything we know, 
is there

  -any other-   
explanation 

for what we are seeing or 
experiencing? 



Questions 
I Love 

Asking!

What are 2-3 things you are best at doing?
What are 2-3 things you most enjoy doing?
What are 2-3 things you spend a lot of time 
doing that you are really bad at?
What are 2-3 things that bring you the most 
praise in your life?

If you weren’t afraid of getting in trouble, what 
would you want your [teacher, parent] to know 
about you that they don’t understand?

Adapted from ADHD 2.0 (2021);
 Ed Hallowell, MD & John Ratey, MD



Emotion

What to Do: Evidence-Based Emotional
 Interventions (WITH TALKING)

❏ Use language to highlight flexibility 
-stuck/unstuck, big problem/little problem, Plan B 

❏ Have a default strategy
❏ Ask them to predict what will happen and how 

they will handle it; teach & rehearse the strategy; 
give them the exact words to say as a starting 
point

❏ Give “controlled choice”
❏ Preview changes in schedule
❏ Reduce novelty & return to familiarity



Emotion

What to Do: Evidence-Based Emotional
 Interventions (WITHOUT TALKING)

❏ Reduce use of language; have a “help” card or 
other signal

❏ 1-minute plank
❏ 30 second downward dog; 20 second child’s pose
❏ 4-7-8- breath
❏ “shake it out” / dance!
❏ play loud music/quiet music
❏ get outside - “touch grass”, sunshine, go for  walk
❏ dim  the lights; use a calm down/quiet space
❏ eat something (sour!) hold something (cold!)
❏ do an Insight Timer (or similar) meditation
❏ do something kind for someone else
❏ do it scared. do it anyway.



Sensory

What to Do: Evidence-Based Sensory 
Interventions  (more on this later!)

Do we know the triggers?
Common: Unstructured time, ambiguous situations, 
transitions…excessive screen time..…specials, cafeteria, recess; 
writing time, homework; bedtime; sibling conflict, the list goes 
on…

❏ Limits to the usefulness of fidget toys, wiggle cushions, 
headphones, etc.

❏ Reduce or eliminate triggers
❏ Plan ahead and anticipate needs (with the child)
❏ Peer/sibling  support?  an accountability partner?
❏ Change the environment - light, sound, proximity
❏ Teach & practice mindfulness-daily! (1 minute!)











 Motivation

What to Do: Evidence-Based Motivational 
 Interventions

❏ Help children define and identify “have tos”, “want tos” 
and “love tos” 

❏ Use the “behavioral nudge” technique to build 
momentum

❏ Reward and reinforce healthy & desired behaviors
❏ Help them identify something to look forward to after 

work is done
❏ Use a timer - start with “just two minutes”

❏ Talk yourself into it - challenge negative thinking!
❏ Set up for success by scheduling activities at times you 

are most likely to succeed



What we are giving our attention to matters!

It also shapes how we offer and seek support



Ask for 
support.

How?

Who else is on our team? Who can we talk 
to in our school, in our district, in the 
community?

How do we communicate with teachers? 
How can we build a relationship and ask 
for help?
 



Attention

What to Do: Evidence-Based Attentional 
Interventions 

❏ Structured physical activity; rhythm & movement
❏ Training attention & awareness
❏ Build working memory skills

Classroom-Based Behavior Management

❏ Token economies
❏ Breaking down tasks with visuals
❏ Making time real
❏ Frequent & personalized communication



Take care of 
your basics.



Be kind and 
curious 

with 
yourself.



Move in the 
direction of 
your values.



Move in the Direction of 
Your Values

❏ Enhances self-discovery and 

decision-making

❏ Guides goal setting and conflict resolution

❏ Treat values as your compass 

https://pixnio.com/objects/compass-instrument-device-map-navigation






Thank you!  

Questions?
CENTER Psychology & Consulting

CenterPsychAZ.com
602-734-0194


