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How to Support Our Kids with Special Needs During the 
COVID-19 Outbreak

with Dr. Robin Alter 



Webinar Welcome and Housekeeping 

Recording: This webinar will be recorded and sent to 
you in the following few days

Q&A Button (located at the bottom of your 
screen): 45 minutes of this webinar are allotted to 
presentation and 15 minutes at the end will be to 
answer questions you may have on today’s topic



Technical Difficulties 

If you are having technical difficulties, rather 
than use the Q&A button on Zoom, please e-
mail Pamela Sariyannis, Coordinator Programs 
and Community Partnerships at: 
pamelasariyannis@psychologyfoundation.org

mailto:pamelasariyannis@psychologyfoundation.org


Dr. Robin Alter, PhD, CPsych

• Registered clinical psychologist in practice since 1979;
• Consulted to the children's mental health system in Toronto and 

York Region for over 40 years;
• Comprehensive Private Practice offering assessment and 

treatment of children, adolescents and adults;
• Taught courses in psychology at York University;
• Author of books including, Anxiety and the Gift of Imagination 

and the Anxiety Workbook for Kids
• Ongoing Trustee with the Psychology Foundation of Canada for 

the past 10 years in a variety of capacities.



Birth - Make the Connection 

Toddlerhood -
Make the Connection

School years –
Kids Have Stress Too!  

Adolescence –
Stress Lessons

Adults - Stress Strategies

Our Mission: Nurturing Resilience in Children
Practical, evidence-based programs spanning critical development stages



KHST! and Stress Lessons programs are evidence-based programs that are youth-centred and 
inquiry-based to teach tangible stress-management strategies and skills and build emotional 
resiliency in children and youth, both in and out of the classroom.

Training benefits to childcare professionals and parents :

• Learn how to recognize stress in children

• Learn how you can help children learn to manage stress

Kids Have Stress Too!® and Stress Lessons 



Personalized pathways for living a stress-friendly 
lifestyle that can help adults and older teens: 

• Explore & identify sources driving your stress
• Learn various strategies and tips 
• Read real life stories of how other Canadians 
have used these strategies
• Create a personalize stress management plan 

www.stressstrategies.ca
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http://www.stressstrategies.ca/


Robert Crumb



Previous Webinar April 2 

• What is the Stress Response/ How to manage stress

• Toolbox Strategies for Stress for Children

• Communication Stoppers/ Helpers

• How to adapt strategies for different age groups/ Kindergarten and 
Preschool/ Elementary Age Children/ Adolescents and Youth 



In this Webinar we will 

In this Webinar we will talk about general strategies for helping 
children during this unusual time and how to adapt those strategies for 
children with specific issues:

• Children diagnosed with ADHD

• Children with excessive anxiety reactions

• Children diagnosed on the autism spectrum 

• Children with anger issues

• Children with depression, loss or grief 



Con’t. 

• All children with a diagnosis are different/  one size  never fits all 

• All diagnoses are on a continuum/ even if no diagnosis can have 
symptoms 

• Remember strategies rarely work immediately/ have to be consistent 
and not give up on it

• No strategies work all the time, every single time



General Guidelines that apply to all kids 

• All children need love, support and connection

• All children need adequate social supports 

• All children need good nutrition/ attention to cleanliness and 
hygiene/ adequate sleep

• Everyone does better with structure, routine and some elements of 
ritual



More guidelines for all kids 

• Children need to be protected and shielded from the harsh realities of 
life/ you may need to stretch the truth for some children 

• Children need reassurance/ predictability 

• Children need a strong positive bond with a caring adult 

• Children learn through play/ play strengthens the child/adult bond 

• Not easy for parents to become full-time teachers 



Kids with Anxiety issues 

• Anxiety is that feeling that something is 
terribly wrong or is going to be wrong, but 
everyone around us is telling us that 
everything is all right.

• Anxiety has a lot to do with imagination.  
When you have a vivid, highly developed 
imagination (which is a good thing), your 
feelings are connected to what is happening 
in your imagination, not necessarily rooted 
in reality. 



Definitions 
Fear– normal and sensible response to something that could realistically cause harm

Important and useful purpose

Anxiety– response similar to fear, but to events or things that are NOT dangerous, or 
much less harmful than the person imagines
Claustrophobia, trip to dentist 
Often feelings in anticipation to an external threat

Stress-- A physiological response to an external threat, can be real or imagined. 

“How much pain has cost us from the evils which have never happened,” T. Jefferson



Why do we 
have an 
imagination?

PLAY WITH 
POSSIBILITIES

PREPARE FOR 
THE FUTURE 

(HARRIS: 
IMAGINATION 

AND EARLY 
USE OF 

LANGUAGE) 

ESCAPE FROM 
UNPLEASANT 

REALITIES





Our imagination can either work 

for us … 

or 

against us …









Imagination and COVID-19

• The threat is real/ which is why we are social distancing and self-
isolating

• A lot is unknown and thus fertile ground for the imagination
• I’m never going to return to school

• I will never travel again

• I won’t ever be able to see my friends 

• I’m going to die

• Try to differentiate reality from speculation and fantasy 



Strategies to Tame the Imagination 

• Use a Worry  Box– compartmentalization for kids

• Tell them that you “Get it!” that something doesn’t feel right for them

• Help them to ride it out/ This too shall pass?/ use breathing 
techniques– when your breathing calms down it is difficult to be 
anxious  4-7-8

• Anxiety hijacks us into the future/ Bring them back to the here and 
now

• 5 things you see, 4 things you hear, 3 things you feel against your skin, 2 
things you smell, 1 thing you can taste 

• Remember you are more in touch with reality and know that there is 
nothing to fix, except supporting them to ride it out 



From Gozen Thoughtbuster’s
@Gozenlove #gozenlove

Let your thought rise up.  Let it be.  No need to 
fight it. Gently notice it.  Now ….

• Thought bust by howling Aroooooooo! 

• Thought bust by being your own best friend

• Thought bust by trashing it

• Thought bust by making fun of your thought

• Thought bust by trying a musical boost

• Thought bust by De-sticking the Ick



Helping children 
diagnosed with ADHD  



ADD Institute 26



The functions of the Prefrontal Lobe 

• Focusing one's attention.

• Predicting the consequences of one's actions; anticipating events in 
the environment.

• Impulse control; managing emotional reactions.

• Planning for the future



ADD Institute 28

CONSENSUS CORE SYMPTOMS OF ADHD

• Poor sustained attention

• Impulsivity

• Hyperactivity

• Poor response inhibition

• Disinhibition



The 9 second rule 

• It takes 9 seconds for the activity of the brain to move from the limbic 
system to the prefrontal cortex.  

• A lot of non-medication strategies for ADHD use the Mechanism of 
Delay/ give the prefrontal cortex a chance to work 

• Research shows that when delay is introduced students improve their 
math and reading scores significantly

• Just telling kids to delay doesn’t really work / Have to give them 
something to do during the delay 

• Count to 9, sing a song, do a dance, etc. 



How to facilitate Delay 
• Ask questions such as

• How do you think you might do this task?
• Do you have a plan? 
• What did you do last time?  
• How did it work out?
• How come you did it that way?
• This looks like it might be hard.  Is there a way to make it easier?
• Is there a better way, or another way to do it?
• What strategy worked for you?
• How can you check your work to see if it is right? 

• Ask the same questions over and over, becomes a habit 
• Also helps because children with ADHD don’t subvocalize as much



Jack A. Naglieri, Ph.D.  George Mason Univ, Fairfax, VA 22030.  naglieri@gmu.edu

Planning Facilitation in Math -
Naglieri & Gottling (1997)

• Students with low 
planning scores 
improved more than 
those with high planning 
scores (38 % difference)
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Delay in Anger Management 

• SNAP Program (Stop Now and Plan)  
Earlscourt

• Delay anger response by 

• 1. Covering your mouth– so you 
don’t say anything bad

• 2. Put hands in pockets– so you 
don’t hurt someone

• 3. Stamp your feet– so you can 
express your feelings 





ADD Institute

IMPLICATIONS FOR  WHAT TO DO AT HOME 

• Restructuring natural settings 
• Lots of information visually in the environment- post its 

everywhere/ big signs/ maps on the floor 

• Do not expect that kids will remember what you said and put 
it into action

• Structure is the key 

• Externalize the information

• Externalize sources of motivation

• Understanding and accommodation

• Kids with ADHD need activity and stimulation 





Helping kids on the Autism spectrum 

• Develop a routine and stick to it as much as possible
• Do some school work, but don’t worry if little is accomplished. Tomorrow is 

another day
• If your child has specific interests, try to incorporate those interests into 

the work
• Spend more time on play-based activities– this builds resilience and 

relationships
• Try to have a theme for the day, e.g. pajama day, wacky hair day, pink day
• Have them accomplish 1 to 3 tasks, and then more time on their preferred 

activity 
• If video games are the reward, try to encourage them to play with others, 

perhaps on line 



Helping kids  with anger issues 
• Anger is an important emotion.  It tells us that something is not right, something 

isn’t fair, something needs to change

• Validate their feelings of anger

• Because it is such an important emotion, we have to learn to express it in the 
right way, so that others can hear us

• If we express it from the back of our brain, we don’t use our words and just 
emote, like very young children.  Others don’t hear us and just get angry at us for 
the way we are expressing it

• If we delay just a bit, we can speak from our prefrontal lobes, and then we can be 
heard, and there’s a better chance the problem might get solved in a way that 
pleases us and meets our needs

• If we want others to take us seriously and take our concerns seriously, we have to 
learn to express anger appropriately.  This is not an easy task.  Many adults 
struggle with this. 



Helping children with depression or feelings 
of loss and grief 
• Children need to know they are not alone/ there is a caring adult in their 

life
• Help them express their feelings in some non-verbal manner.  Children 

express themselves through behaviour or through drawing, or role-playing, 
through play, etc. 

• Comment on their behaviour.  Let them know you understand how they 
feel. “You’re not talking much or not doing much, I’m thinking you’re 
feeling sad.”

• It helps the brain when adults label feelings.  Feelings let up  when they are 
identified with words 

• We might not be able to make the sadness go away, but we can lighten up 
a bit.  What might make you feel a bit better right now. It is OK to try to 
cheer ourselves or others up a bit. 

• Introduce as much hopefulness as you can, while staying real 



Other concerns 

• Child abuse is on the increase/ more at risk now/fewer trips to the 
family doctor/ be hypervigilant about hints of possible abuse

• Children who have experienced trauma, significant losses may be at 
higher risk/ well being is connected to their current  social supports 

• Children in rural communities or who are in isolated families are more 
at risk 

• Use tools if they apply, don’t need a diagnosis 



YOU ARE DOING BETTER THAN YOU THINK!



Q&A Session



THANK YOU!

If you are interested in learning more about future webinars, 

programs and training opportunities please contact us.

Pamela Sariyannis 

pamelasariyannis@psychologyfoundation.org

416-644-4944 ex 203

Please compete our feedback survey so we can better serve 

you! 

mailto:pamelasariyannis@psychologyfoundation.org

