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Why Talk About Fear in TRC?:

• Children and staff in care experience fear 
• New science of fear (and other emotions) offers more accurate ways 

of understanding how fear works
• We want to heighten your attention to and curiosity about how fear 

affects children and staff in your agency
• Toward more humane, individualized, and effective ways of working 

with children



Overview: Four Innovations in Fear Science
1. Fear happens when the brain predicts danger or threat; 

• The brain starts responding before it knows the threat is actually present.
2. The brain learns from past experience what situations might be 
dangerous and what responses are helpful

• Predictions can be inaccurate, and responses can be harmful to child.
• With new experiences, the brain can learn better responses.

3. Fear (and all categories of emotion) is shaped by cultural experience
• Culture offers labels or categories for certain combinations of 

undifferentiated affect & body sensations
4. How we “do” emotion is shaped by the feeling rules of our culture—
including families, communities, and organizations—like TRC

• We learn how to perform emotions in line with the expectations of our 
culture
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Why This Matters In Residential Care Work
1. Behavior that looks like defiance may begin as an involuntary defense reaction

Refusal, withdrawal, avoidance, or aggression can be attempts to protect oneself. 

2. Our fear response is often driven by the brain’s prediction of threat, not actual threats
Past experiences can bias the brain to expect threat even in neutral situations.

3. Children often cannot explain why they reacted the way they did
They may have reacted before they were aware of what they felt or why they reacted.

4. Fear changes what children are capable of in the moment
Listening, reasoning, empathy, etc are difficult when the body alarm is activated.

5. Because fear responses are learned, they can also be relearned
New experiences with safe, predictable adults help the brain make better predictions & more adaptive 
responses.
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Child may be unable to answer “Why did you 
do that?”
They may benefit from discussing questions like:

• “What was going on just before you ran off?”

• “What were you feeling in your body when that happened?”

• “What did you think was about to happen?”



Why This Matters In Residential Care Work
1. Our fear response is often based on threats predicted by the brain, not actual threats
Past experiences can bias the brain to expect threat even in neutral situations.

2. Behavior that looks like defiance may actually be defense
Refusal, withdrawal, avoidance, or aggression can be attempts to protect oneself.

3. Children often cannot explain why they reacted the way they did
They may have reacted before they were aware of what they felt or why they reacted.

4. Fear changes what children are capable of in the moment
Listening, reasoning, empathy, etc are difficult when the fear state is activated.
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Why This Matters In Residential Care Work
1. Our fear response is often based on threats predicted by the brain, not actual threats
Past experiences can bias the brain to expect threat even in neutral situations.

2. Behavior that looks like defiance may actually be defense
Refusal, withdrawal, avoidance, or aggression can be attempts to protect oneself.

3. Children often cannot explain why they reacted the way they did
They may have reacted before they were aware of what they felt or why they reacted.

4. Fear changes what children are capable of in the moment
Listening, reasoning, empathy, etc are difficult when the body alarm is activated.

5. Since fear responses are learned, new experiences can produce new learning and more adaptive 
responses. 



Past Experience Learned Expectation

Child’s Prior Expectations Determine How They 
Feel and Respond In Current Situation

Current Situation



Exposure-Based Approaches

• Developing More Accurate Predictions

• Reducing Avoidant Responses

• Experiential Social and Emotional Learning
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Fear is Shaped By Cultural Experience
• Culture offers labels or categories for certain combinations of 

undifferentiated affect & body sensations
• Emotion categories vary across cultures, and even across families

• E.g., racing heart + prediction about future might be labeled as fear, 
excitement, or something else based on feeling categories available in your 
culture. 

• Even the idea that some things are thoughts and some things are 
feelings is a social construct that we come to take for granted.

• Think of all the time cognitive therapists spend teaching young people 
how to classify and name affective experiences as certain feelings!



How we Do Fear (and other emotions) is 
Learned in Cultural Contexts
• Children and staff learn how to experience and perform emotions through 

socialization
• “Feeling rules”: norms about how we should perform emotions in certain 

social contexts
• Families have feeling rules

• e.g., “Never let anyone see when you are afraid; strike first when you feel 
threatened.”

• So do TRC programs
• e.g., “Use your words to tell us when you feel angry rather than being violent.” “We 

don’t let children know when we are afraid of them.”
• Our feeling rules in TRC are often implicit
• Mismatches/poor understanding of feeling rules between children, staff, 

and the organization create misunderstanding 



Vignette 1: Destiny (age 15)  
Destiny is failing the last class she needs 
to graduate from high school this spring. 
Since she returned to your dormitory 
today, she has been avoiding eye 
contact with you and doesn’t respond 
when you ask how her day was. She’s 
been acting irritably with her peers and 
just slammed the door of the snack 
cupboard. When you approach her she 
raises her voice and says “I’m not tryin’ 
to talk you today” and runs to her 
room. She knows that you received the 
daily report from school, and you 
wonder if she is afraid of what you will 
say to her if she talks with you. 

Thinking Prompts
• What do you think Destiny is predicting about 

you approaching her? 

• What past experiences or socialization might 
shape that prediction? 

• How aware do you think she is of the fear 
processes going on for her? 

• What feeling rules might Destiny have about 
fear? i.e., how does she believe she should 
“do” fear in this moment? 

• Are these feeling different from yours? From your 
organizations? 

• What experiences might help her respond 
more adaptively in the future? 



Vignette 2: James (age 12)

You are supervising 7 middle school 
aged boys who are playing on the 
playground outside your unit. Some are 
shooting hoops on the basketball court, 
some are playing on the swings, and 
one, James, is digging in a landscaped 
area by the playground. You are new to 
working in this unit, and you don’t know 
James well. Suddenly, he picks up a 
baseball-sized rock and begins running 
toward you with it in his outstretched 
hand. You are not immediately sure 
what he plans to do, but you notice that 
your body is tensing up and your palms 
are sweating. 

• What predictions might you make about what 
is about to happen next?

• What about your past experiences could be 
shaping that prediction?

• What information about James would help you 
know if your prediction is adaptive or unhelpful? 

• Given your prediction, what might you do 
first?

• What cultural experiences of yours (from your 
community, family, and from the culture of 
your organization) shape your fear response? 

• What feeling rules shape the way you are 
likely to respond? 

• Where did these come from? In-service training? 
Your family of origin? Somewhere else? 



New Directions in Changing Maladaptive 
Responses to Fear
• Exposure therapies (not point and level systems, token economies) show promise 

in changing maladaptive predictions and responses to threatening situations
• Harmful avoidance responses (like running away, violence) can be changed over 

time when children experience unexpectedly non-threatening or positive 
resolution to previously fear-inducing situations

• We can facilitate these experiences by:
• Understanding how fear operates on a neural level, including the fact that much of the 

process may be nonconscious
• Helping children experience unexpectedly safe responses that challenge their predictions of 

harm
• Helping children understand how fear works, including neural processes and how their own 

history and culture shape their emotional experience and responses
• Reflecting on our own fear processes and culturally based feeling rules
• Making explicit your organizations feeling rules for staff and amending those that don’t 

produce humane, effective interactions with children
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