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Week 116, Day 2: Lynn Lyons, LICSW   

A Playful Way to Shift out of Fear  

Dr. Buczynski: How do we help a client whose inner worrier prevents them from engaging in their daily life? 

Lynn Lyons believes the key lies in one crucial shift. And I think you’ll find it quite playful.  

Here, Lynn shares a story of how she helped one client separate herself from her anxiety.  

Ms. Lyons:  I have a client I can use as a good example. She’s very sweet and cute. Sometimes my friend will 

say to me, “Do you ever see kids that aren’t adorable and cute? Because every time you tell me a story about 

a kid…” I’m always like, “This is the cutest kid you’ve ever seen.” But she is, really – she’s adorable.  

She started kindergarten this fall and [she has] a lot of what we would 

diagnose as separation anxiety and general worry about what’s going to 

happen: How does the world work and “What am I going to be for 

Halloween? What if I see something for Halloween that’s scary?” 

She comes in with her mom – she actually has a sister who is a non-

identical twin. She loves coming to see me. Very early on I met with the mom first.  

Mom came in by herself and gave me the lay of the land. I think I met with the mom two or three times to 

coach the mom on how to respond when the worry shows up. The mom caught on very quickly. They named 

the worry and gave it a name – let’s just say they named it Sally. I was able to talk to this little girl; we named 

Sally and described her.  

I said, “When Sally shows up, what happens? What are the favorite things 

Sally says to you? What do you notice in your body or in your brain when 

Sally’s in charge?”  

She’s in kindergarten and she’s able to say, “Sally makes me feel stuck.”  

I go, “Okay, so we know that. When Sally shows up, what do you think Sally 

says? If Sally could talk, what do you think Sally says?”  

She was able to say, “Sally says, ‘Oh, no! Oh, no! Oh, no!’”  

“She has a lot of what we 

would diagnose as 

separation anxiety and 

general worry about 

what’s going to happen.” 

“When Sally shows up, 

what happens? What 

do you notice in your 

body or brain when 

Sally’s in charge?” 
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I said, “Sally doesn’t think you can handle much – right?”  

She says, “No. Sally doesn’t really know how to do many things and Sally thinks something bad is going to 

happen.”  

I go, “Because, you know, she’s a worrier, she’s the worry. So that’s what Sally thinks. If Sally thought she 

could handle everything then we wouldn’t call her Sally the worrier, would we?” 

We talked about what Sally was going to say as school approached and we drew pictures. Sometimes I draw 

them on my white board. I also have paper in my office and magic markers. I draw these little cartoons. I’m a 

pretty good cartoon drawer. We could tell the story of what Sally was going to say and how she was going to 

respond. [We drew] little thought bubbles and voice bubbles – planning it for her and doing role-playing. 

“So, when Sally shows up” – and I will say to kids, “Remember, what does Sally want? What’s Sally’s goal?”  

Little kids will say, “Sally wants to know everything and Sally wants me to be comfortable.”  

Older kids will say, “Sally wants certainty,” but little kids say, “Sally wants to know everything.”  

I say, “Here’s the problem; can you know everything about going to kindergarten?”  

She’ll say, “No.”  

“Well, why not? Why can’t you know everything about going to kindergarten?”  

“Because I’ve never been to kindergarten before.”  

“You know some things about going to kindergarten. You had your move-up day. You went, and you and your 

sister looked at the classroom. You told me you met your teacher who was very nice. Remember, her name 

was Mrs. Smith,” whatever. “Yes.” 

“But you don’t really know everything about kindergarten, do you? No. Because if you knew everything about 

kindergarten, we wouldn’t make you go. We’d be like, ‘No, you know everything about kindergarten so you 

don’t have to go.’ So, we, as grownups, we want you to go to kindergarten so you can learn how to be in 

kindergarten. What do you think Sally thinks of that idea?”  

She was like, “Sally does not like it one bit.”  

Getting her on the bus was a big deal. This mom, I’ll tell you, she really hung in there. Her sister was on the 
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bus with her too, but there was a lot of crying and gagging in the morning. The mom was really good about, 

“You’re going to get on the bus, and you can sit right here.” Once she got on the bus, she was okay. It took 

her a few days, but she worked into it.  

Then about two weeks into school mom e-mailed me and said, “Things were going really well. We had Sally 

right where we wanted Sally, and then they had a bus-evacuation drill.”  

This poor little girl [has] a routine. She’s sitting on the bus, and out of nowhere the teacher comes on the bus 

and says, “We are now doing the bus-evacuation drill. We are opening the back. So, everybody off the bus.” 

She handled it and she did it, but of course that night she came home from school and said to her mom, “I 

don’t want to get on the school bus.”  

The mom says, “What do I say?”  

I forget where I was at the time – somewhere in Canada probably – and I just e-mailed her back and said, 

“This is what you say: ‘Sally hates unexpected things and bus evacuations are unexpected. Everybody was 

surprised, and nobody knew what to do unless they had been through a bus evacuation before. But you are a 

bunch of kindergarteners, so everybody wasn’t really sure and everybody felt uncomfortable. Sally did not 

like this one little bit, but what did you do? You followed the instructions. You handled it. You got off...’” 

She told me when she came in for her next session, “They made you get off the back of the bus and I didn’t 

think I was supposed to get out the back of the bus.” “You handled it. You did it. So, good for you.”  

I said to the mom, “Tonight, why don’t the two of you have a conversation with Sally? Take Sally out and 

imagine Sally’s sitting there on the bed. Say to Sally, ‘Sally, if there’s one thing you’re not going to like it’s bus-

evacuation drills because they are unexpected, a little scary, and uncomfortable. I’m guessing right now that 

you are never really going to like bus-evacuation drills, but I’m learning how to handle them.’”  

The more we separate, the more we separate, the more we 

separate… and really talking about stepping into situations 

with a different attitude.  

One of the things that’s so important when you’re dealing 

with fear, anxiety, and worry is to make sure you are not 

moving into the situation with your brakes on. That’s how a 

lot of people do exposure. There’s a lot of pre-talk, pre-planning, and trying to stay calm and relaxed.  

“One of the things that’s so 

important when you’re dealing 

with fear, anxiety, and worry is to 

make sure you are not moving into 

the situation with your brakes on.” 
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When you step into the situation here it is again, “We’re going to get rid of the worry and the fear.” You go in 

like, “I have to go near the rat/ get the shot/ talk to that person.” I really want to promote, how do you go in?  

It’s okay if you fake it, but how do you go in with the brakes off? 

I would say probably one of the biggest things that is a shift with the people I see if they’ve been in therapy 

before for anxiety is that they were doing the homework. They were 

doing the exposure, but they were doing it with the brakes on which 

means that that part of your brain is still activated. How do we step in 

and take the brakes off? What would that look like?  

I will role-play that with kids in my office, and with adults too, and we’ll go over the top with, “Oh, yes, Sally! I 

love bus evacuations and I can’t wait for another bus evacuation because that was the most fun I had all 

day!”  

I’ll say, “Now, really, I know you don’t believe that – but Sally, we’re 

just trying to get the brakes off.” That helps enormously with kids.  

I want to move quickly, I really do, so I’m not going to take little, tiny, 

tentative steps. “Let’s take the brakes off. Let’s dive in, and it’s okay if 

you’re faking it.” It’s really pretty fun, actually.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Lynn explained, it’s important to help clients let off the breaks and dive in to confront their 

fears. But tomorrow, we’ll take a closer look at when we might need to take a slower approach. 

But now I’d like to hear from you. How will you use these ideas today in your work with clients? Please leave 

a comment below, and I’ll see you tomorrow.  

“How do we step in and 

take the brakes off? What 

would that look like?” 

“I’m not going to take 

little, tiny, tentative steps. 

Let’s dive in, and it’s okay 

if you’re faking it.” 


