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A Conversation: Developing a Gradual Exposure Plan
Setting the Stage:
· Choose a calm and relaxed setting: Find a quiet space with minimal distractions where you can have a comfortable conversation.
· Start with empathy and validation: Acknowledge your child's feelings and express your understanding of their difficulty attending school. For example, you could say, "I know you're feeling anxious about going back to school, and I want you to know that I'm here to support you."
· Focus on collaboration: Frame the conversation as a joint effort to find solutions together. Instead of imposing a plan, emphasize working together to create a gradual approach that feels comfortable for them.
Introducing the Gradual Exposure Plan:
· Explain the concept of gradual exposure: Briefly explain how gradual exposure works in helping people overcome fear or anxiety. You can use simple language and examples they might understand. For example, "Imagine learning to ride a bike. You wouldn't start by riding on a busy highway, would you? You would start by practicing in a safe place with someone by your side. This is similar to what we can do to help you feel more comfortable going back to school."
· Discuss the benefits of gradual exposure: Explain how this approach can help them manage their anxiety and build confidence in their ability to attend school. You can say something like, "By taking small steps together, you can gradually get used to being back in the school environment and feel more confident about attending regularly."
· Invite their input and suggestions: Ask your child for their thoughts and ideas on how they would like to approach returning to school gradually. This makes them feel involved and empowered in the planning process. You can ask questions like, "What would make you feel more comfortable going back to school? Is there anything specific you'd like to start with?"
Developing the Plan:
· Identify specific triggers and anxieties: Discuss the specific situations or aspects of school that cause them anxiety. This helps tailor the plan to address their unique challenges. You can ask, "What are the things that worry you most about going back to school?"
· Create a hierarchy of anxiety-provoking situations: List the identified triggers in order of their anxiety level, starting with the least anxiety-provoking ones. This provides a roadmap for gradually increasing exposure to challenging situations.
· Set achievable goals: Break down the return to school into small, manageable steps. Start with goals like attending school for a few minutes or participating in a specific activity they enjoy.


· Discuss rewards and celebrations: Decide on ways to acknowledge and celebrate your child's progress, no matter how small. This helps reinforce positive behavior and motivates them to continue their efforts.
Addressing Concerns and Fears:
· Answer questions honestly and openly: Be prepared to answer your child's questions about the plan and address their concerns directly. Give them accurate information and reassure them of your support.
· Acknowledge and validate setbacks: Explain that setbacks are normal and do not signify failure. Encourage them to try again and remind them of their progress.
· Be flexible and adaptable: Be willing to adjust the plan as needed based on your child's feedback and progress. This demonstrates your willingness to listen and adapt to their individual needs.
Closing the Conversation:
· Express your confidence in their ability: Remind your child of their strengths and resilience. Assure them that you believe in their ability to overcome this challenge.
· Offer ongoing support and encouragement: Let your child know that you are always there for them and that you will continue to support them every step of the way.
· End the conversation on a positive note: Focus on the future and the positive outcomes of overcoming this challenge. You can say something like, "I'm excited to see you back in school and I know you're going to do great things."
Remember: This is just a template, and you may need to adapt it to fit your child's specific situation and needs. The most important thing is to be patient, understanding, and supportive throughout the process

So, the conversation may go a bit like this:

Parent: "Hey, I know things haven't been easy with going to school lately. I want to talk about ways to make things feel more manageable."
Child: "Okay..."
Parent: "I was thinking we could start small, like attending school for a few minutes each day. Would that be okay with you?"
Child: "Maybe... I don't know. It still makes me nervous."


Parent: "I understand. It's okay to be scared. But remember how you learned to ride your bike? We started slowly and practiced in a safe place until you felt confident. We can do the same with school."
Child: "I guess..."
Parent: "What would make you feel more comfortable at school? Is there a specific activity you'd like to start with?"
Child: "Maybe I could go to the library first. It's usually quiet, and I like to read."
Parent: "That sounds like a great idea! We can even visit the library before school starts so you can get used to the environment."
Child: "Okay, that would be nice."
Parent: "And since you're taking this brave step, how about we celebrate your progress? Maybe we can go out for ice cream after your first day back?"
Child: "Ice cream? Really?" (smiles)
Parent: "Absolutely! We can celebrate every accomplishment, big or small. Remember, you're not alone in this. I'm here for you every step of the way."
Child: "Thanks, Mom/Dad." (looks hopeful)
Parent: "I know you can do this. You have so much strength and courage inside you."
Child: (takes a deep breath) "Okay, let's try it."
Parent: "That's my champion! Together, we can overcome this."
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