The Happy Face myth
Before they reach school age, many kids have learned to hide their true feelings.

They pick up signals from
adults, and sense that being
positive or cheerful is good,
and there are certain feelings
they shouldn’t talk about.

As adults we aren’t always
comfortable talking to kids about
feelings like insecurity, fear and
loneliness. We may also respond
with words that are not helpful.

They may become
guarded and withdrawn,
willing to confide in their
friends, but not in their
caregivers or teachers

When you take time to listen, and encourage your students to express their feelings, you’re creating
patterns for communication that will help in years to come. When problems do come up, your
students will have one big advantage— your communication bridges will already be firmly in place.
As your child faces more grown-up challenges, they’ll know that it’s okay to talk honestly about
feelings. It’s okay to feel sad, confused, and vulnerable at times.
What’s my role as an adult?
[Must-dos]
-

Holding space for students to express their feelings
● Listen and acknowledge that it’s alright to have feelings
(instead of telling them that they shouldn’t feel that way)
● Asking more about what makes them feel a certain way

-

Modelling vulnerability: opening up about feelings might be something new to students.
● You can create a safe environment for students by sharing how you feel first.

[When necessary]
-

Provide structure for students to manage their emotions and (if possible) take action
● E.g. asking questions, recommending resources, asking them who they can turn to
(hotline, counsellors, trusted adults in their family) or what they can do
● Lean on students’ own strengths (what other resources can they leverage besides us)
● Trusting that students can choose / do what’s best for themselves

The key is to accept that we cannot provide answers to every issue. Often students just need to talk,
and don’t expect solutions to their problems. If you can keep the lines of communication open from
the beginning, your students will learn that it’s okay to talk about feelings and difficulties, and that
even if you don’t have all the answers, you will offer a space. They’ll feel better just knowing that you
care enough to listen to their problems

Getting ready for a check-in
Am I ready?
-

Am I in a good headspace?

-

Am I willing to genuinely listen?

-

Can I give as much time as needed?

Am I prepared?
-

Do I understand that if I ask how someone’s going, the answer could be: No, I’m not okay.

-

Do I understand that I can’t fix someone’s problems?

-

Do I understand that they might not be ready to talk? Or they might not want to talk to me?

Picked my moment?
-

Have I chosen somewhere relatively private and comfy?

-

Have I figured out a time that will be good for them to chat?

-

Have I made sure I have enough time to chat properly?

How to reach out
-

Help them open up by asking questions like How have you been lately? What’s been
happening? How are you doing? Anything you want to talk about?
Mention specific things that have made you concerned like "You seem less chatty than usual.
How are you?" “I’ve noticed that you are missing a lot of classes.”
Ask, “Do you want to share about it?”

If they’re willing to talk, turn to pg 3
If they don’t want to talk:
-

Don’t put pressure or force.
Tell them you’re still concerned for their well-being and you care about them.
Be available. You could say: “Call me if you ever want to chat” or “Is there someone else you’d
rather talk to?”
Offer help/ suggestions ONLY IF they reach out to you and ask for advice.
Some small part of them will hope that you don't give up, but they can't bear for you to see
how messed up they are. Bear with them.

If things are really serious
While it's a good idea to give someone time to come around to the idea of seeking help, if you think
someone is at risk (they are hurting themselves or being hurt by someone else), it’s important that
you seek help immediately.
Talian Nur hotline (MOH) - 15999
Domestic Violence hotline (Women’s Aid Organization) - +603 7956 3488/+6018 988 8058

Sharing about
feelings might be
new and scary to
students. To provide
a safe space for
students to share, it
is important that we,
as adults, model
how to talk about
emotions by sharing
our own feelings
first.

How should you
respond?
- Listen actively
(SHUSH)
●Show you care:
Give them your
full attention.
●Have patience: It
will take them
some time to
open up. Wait.
●Use open-ended
questions: "Tell
me more" "What is
this about?” "How
are you doing?”
instead of yes/no
questions.
●Say it back: show
that you listen by
repeating what
you’ve heard.
“What I’m hearing
is,,,”
●Have courage:
bear with the
silence. It may be
uncomfortable at
first, it's ok.
- Don't interrupt or
give advice.
- Let them know you
are there for them.
- Don't judge, even if
you disagree with
what they say.

Acknowledge that
it’s alright to have
those feelings
Instead of telling
your students they
shouldn’t feel that
way, try asking what
makes them feel
that way. Allow
them to do most of
the talking.

Example:
If your student says, “I hate school,” your first reaction may be to deny it.
Most teachers don’t like to hear that students hate school.
But no matter what they say, you can respond in a way that will open the
gates to communication, instead of slamming them shut.
● You can ask, “What is it you hate about school?”
● Listen to them and acknowledge their feelings.
● You might tell them about some similar problem you had when you
were that age.
● Let them know that you understand school isn’t always a happy
experience, but you believe in them and know they will do their best.

If they say they’re
not OK, you could
say: "When I was
going through a
difficult time, I tried
this... You might find
it useful too."
Don't try to solve
the problem for
them.
You can’t solve
every problem in all
your students’ lives.
In most cases there
are no quick fixes or
simple answers. This
is true for teenagers
and adults.

While you can help
your students a
whole lot just by
listening and caring,
What would also
help is equipping
them with the skills
to independently
accept and manage
their own feelings
when they are faced
with difficult
situations,

Sometimes they
may think
something is out of
their control when
they can actually
resolve it. For
example, a student
may think their
laziness is a
challenge that is not
in their control
because they were
born like that.

Remind them that
some obstacles that
we face can be
resolved if we put
our mind to it but
some obstacles are
not in our control.
It is important to not
dwell on it. Instead,
they can move on to
address something
within their control their emotions - by
PRACTICING
something that will
support themselves
(next page)

Ask:
- What would make
you feel better?
- What’s something
you can do for
yourself right now?
Something that’s
enjoyable or
relaxing?
- What do you think
will help you shift
your attention away
from the situation?
- What have you
done in the past to
manage similar
situations?
- “How do you think I
can support you?"

Some
conversations are
too big for family,
friends or teachers
to take on.
- If you feel like they
need more support
/If they've been
feeling really down
for more than 2
weeks, you could
say, "It might be
more useful to talk
to someone who
can support you
through the
challenge”
- It could be an adult
they trust or even
an expert (calling a
hotline, counsellor,
therapist).
Let students know
that this exercise
can be applied to
different situations in
their lives such as
managing
expectations.

What if my student refuses to talk to someone else/ask for help?
Students might think, "Why should I bother? They can't do anything about
it." But you can share that there are two reasons for them to try anyway:
1. You don't know for sure that no one can help until you share your
feelings and let the person try to help.
2. Just the act of telling someone what's bothering you can make you
feel a little better. Because you are no longer alone with your worries.
Whomever you told (parent, sister, friend, counselor) is now is thinking
about ways to help you too.

Follow-up check-in
-

Set a reminder to call them in a couple of weeks. If they're really struggling, follow up with
them sooner.

-

You could say: "I've been thinking of you and wanted to know how you've been going since
we last chatted."

-

Ask if they've found a better way to manage the situation. If they haven't done anything, don't
judge them. They might just need someone to listen to them for the moment.

-

Stay in touch and be there for them. Genuine care and concern can make a real difference.

Looking after yourself
Looking after yourself is a really important part of caring for someone else. It will help you to feel
happier and healthier, which will help you to cope better with your caring responsibilities. It’s a
win-win, really! Here are a few tips to make sure you’re looking after yourself as well as the person
you’re helping out.
(a) Talk to someone yourself
You need to look after yourself, too. It can be really frustrating, and make you feel helpless, if
a friend won’t let you help them. Talk through how you’re feeling with someone you trust.
(b) Set boundaries
You’re not going to be able to be there for someone at every moment of every day. Set some
limits on things you’re willing and not willing to do – and stick to them!
(c) Try STOPP framework
Focus on what’s within your control.

