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The School Day Survival Guide: Your Mental Health 
Toolkit 
School is a high-pressure environment. Between exams, social dynamics, and the constant 
"noise" of the day, it is easy to feel overwhelmed. This guide is designed to help you navigate 
those moments with practical, discreet tools. 

 
 

🛑 The "Right Now" Toolkit (Emergency 
Calm) 
For when you feel your heart racing, your face getting hot, or 
your brain "fuzzing out" during a double period. 

 

1. The Desk Grounding 
Place both feet flat on the floor. Grip the edges of your chair or your desk. Notice: 
 

●​ The texture of the wood/plastic. 
●​ The coldness of the metal. 
●​ The weight of your body in the seat. 

 
This sends a signal to your nervous system: "I am physically grounded and safe." 

2. The "Silent" Breath 
You can do this anywhere without anyone noticing: 
 

●​ Inhale through your nose for 4 seconds. 
●​ Hold for 2 seconds. 
●​ Exhale through your mouth for 6 seconds. 

 
Making the exhale longer than the inhale acts as a biological "kill switch" for the fight-or-flight 
response. 
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3. The Cloakroom/Loo Reset 
If it all feels too much, ask for a break or permission to use the toilet. Splash cold water on your 
face or wrists. This triggers the "Mammalian Dive Reflex," which naturally forces your heart rate 
to slow down. 
 

 

📝 Exam & Assessment Anxiety 
For when your mind goes blank the moment the invigilator says "You 
may begin." 
 

●​ The Initial Brain Dump: Before looking at the first question, use the back of the paper 
or a scrap sheet to scribble down every formula, date, or quote you’re worried about 
forgetting. Clearing your "mental cache" frees up space for actual thinking. 

●​ The "One Question" Rule: If you hit a question you don’t recognise, say to yourself: "I 
don’t know this yet, but I know others." Skip it immediately. Moving on to a "win" often 
unlocks the memory you couldn't access while you were panicking. 

●​ Posture Shift: Sit up straight and uncross your legs. Avoiding a "hunched" position 
reduces cortisol (the stress hormone) and helps you feel more in control of the paper. 

 
 

💬 The "Social Battery" Recharge 
School is loud, crowded, and socially intense. Use these to protect your energy. 
 

Situation Survival Strategy 

Noisy Canteen Find a "quiet zone" like the library or a garden 
area. 10 minutes of quiet prevents a "3:00 PM 
meltdown." 

Toxic Chat Use an "Exit Strategy": "I’m feeling a bit 
drained, so I’m going for a walk before the 
next lesson. See you in a bit." 
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Situation Survival Strategy 

Phone Overload Switch your phone to "Do Not Disturb." 
Constant notifications are "micro-stressors" 
for your brain. 

 
 

📈 Managing the "Academic Wall" 
When the pile of homework or revision feels like a mountain you can't climb. 
 

●​ The 10-Minute Dash: Tell yourself you only have to work for 10 minutes. Usually, 
starting is the hardest part. If you want to stop after 10 minutes, you are allowed to. 

●​ The "Must-Should-Could" List: 
1.​ Must: The one thing due tomorrow (e.g., your English essay). 
2.​ Should: Important things with a later deadline. 
3.​ Could: Small tasks to do if you have the energy. 

●​ Self-Advocacy: If you’re stuck, ask: "I'm finding it hard to start because I don't quite 
understand the first step. Could you explain it another way?" 

 
 

📋 The "Operating System" Checklist 
Before you spiral, check your basics: 
 

​Fuel: Have I had a proper lunch or a snack? 
​Hydration: Have I had any water today? 
​Rest: Did I get at least 7 or 8 hours of sleep? 
​Environment: Have I had five minutes of fresh air? 
 
The Golden Rule: You are a human being, not a grade-producing machine. Some 
days, "success" is simply making it to the final bell. That is more than enough. 
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Communication Scripts: Finding the 
Words 

A Guide to Self-Advocacy for Students 
 
When you are overwhelmed, stressed, or burnt out, the hardest part is often figuring out how to 
ask for help. Use these scripts to bridge the gap. You can email these, text them, or show them 
to an adult on your phone screen if you feel too overwhelmed to speak. 
 
 

🏫 Talking to Teachers & Staff 
Teachers usually prefer you to ask for help early rather than missing a deadline. 

To Request an Extension 
"Dear [Teacher's Name], I’ve been finding things quite a bit overwhelming lately and 
it’s affecting my ability to focus on my schoolwork. Could I please have a two-day 
extension on [Assignment] to help me get back on track? Thank you." 

When You Are Stuck 
"I want to do well on this, but I’m feeling stuck on the first step. Could you explain it 
in a different way or show me an example when you have a moment?" 

Needing a Sensory Break 
"I’m finding the environment a bit too much right now and I’m struggling to 
concentrate. Please could I go to the library/quiet zone for ten minutes to reset my 
focus?" 
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🤝 Navigating Friendships 
Protecting your energy doesn't make you a bad friend. 

When Your "Social Battery" is Flat 
"I’ve really enjoyed hanging out, but my social battery is actually at 0% right now. 
I’m going to go for a solo walk/listen to music for a bit—I'll catch up with you later!" 

Setting a Boundary on Advice 
"I really want to support you, but I don’t have much head-space to give advice right 
now. Can we talk about something light for a bit, or just sit quietly together?" 

Declining Plans Simply 
"Thanks so much for the invite, but I’ve got a lot on this week and need to prioritise 
some rest. Hope you have a great time, though!" 

 
 

🛡️ Talking to a Trusted Adult 
Use these "openers" to start a difficult conversation. 
 

●​ The "Check-In" Opener: "I’m not feeling like myself lately and I think I need some help 
figuring out why. Do you have ten minutes to talk today?" 

●​ The "Specific Concern" Opener: "I’ve been feeling really anxious about [Exams/Social 
Situations] and it’s starting to feel like I can’t handle it on my own. Can we look at some 
support options?" 

 
 

💡 Pro-Tip: The "Notes App" Method 
If you feel "locked" and unable to speak (which can happen when you're highly stressed), copy 
one of these scripts into your phone's Notes app and simply show it to your teacher, Head of 
Year, or parent. It is a perfectly valid way to communicate. 
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Navigating Social Dynamics & Conflict: 
A Guide for Students 
School is a social "pressure cooker." Managing friendships, group 
dynamics, and disagreements is a skill that takes practice. This guide 
provides neuro-affirming strategies to help you protect your peace while 
staying connected. 

 
 
 

 
 

1. The Circle of Control 
In social situations, we often get stressed about things we cannot change. Use this mental map 
to focus your energy: 
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●​ Inside the Circle (What I Control): My words, my boundaries, my effort, how I treat 

others, when I choose to walk away. 
●​ Outside the Circle (What I CANNOT Control): Other people’s moods, what people say 

about me, who likes me, how others react to my boundaries. 
 
The Strategy: When you feel social anxiety, ask: "Is this inside or outside my circle?" If it's 
outside, try to "let it go" to save your energy for things you can actually change. 
 
 

2. Managing Social Conflict (The "I" Statement) 
When a disagreement happens, it’s easy to get defensive. Using "You" statements (e.g., "You 
are being mean") often makes people shut down. Use "I" statements to stay in control: 
 

●​ The Formula: "I feel [Emotion] when [Behaviour] happens. I would like [Request]." 
●​ Example: "I feel overwhelmed when everyone talks at once in the group chat. I would 

like it if we could keep the chat for project updates only after 8:00 PM." 
 

3. The "Yellow Light" Strategy for Digital Conflict 
Group chats and social media can escalate quickly because you can't see the other person's 
face. 
 

●​ Stop (Red Light): If you feel your heart racing or your face getting hot while reading a 
message, put the phone down. Do not reply in the "heat of the moment." 

●​ Pause (Yellow Light): Wait at least 20 minutes. Ask: "Is it possible I am misreading their 
tone?" or "Will this matter in a week?" 

●​ Go (Green Light): If you still need to respond, do it calmly or, better yet, wait to speak to 
them in person. 

 
 

4. Setting "Soft" and "Hard" Boundaries 
Boundaries aren't about being mean; they are about being clear so friendships last longer. 
 

●​ Soft Boundary (The Pivot): "I’m not really in the mood to talk about [Topic] right now, 
can we chat about [New Topic] instead?" 
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●​ Hard Boundary (The Exit): "I don’t feel comfortable with how this conversation is going. 
I’m going to head to the library now. See you later." 

5. Peer Support: Knowing the "Red Flags" 
Sometimes social dynamics become unsafe. It is important to know when a situation is "above 
your pay grade" and needs an adult. 
 

●​ The Signs: If a friend is talking about hurting themselves, being hurt by others, or seems 
completely hopeless, you must tell a trusted adult. 

●​ The Rule: Keeping a secret for a friend is a sign of loyalty, but keeping a dangerous 
secret is not. Safety always comes before "being a good mate." 

 
 

💡 Pro-Tip: The "Body Battery" 
Socialising takes "battery power." If you’ve had a loud day at school, you might have a shorter 
fuse. Recognise when your battery is low and give yourself permission to skip the group 
hang-out to recharge. 
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Academic Pressure vs. Self-Worth: You are More 
Than Your Grades 
In a school environment, it is easy to feel like your value as a person is tied to your predicted 
grades, test scores, or place in a set. This guide is designed to help you untangle your identity 
from your academic output and build a healthier relationship with learning. 
 
 

1. The "Human vs. Machine" Mindset 
We often treat ourselves like productivity machines that should perform at 100% every day. In 
reality, humans have "operating systems" that fluctuate. 
 

●​ The Myth: "If I don't get an A/Grade 7-9, I have failed." 
●​ The Reality: A grade is a snapshot of how you performed on one specific day, in one 

specific room, on one specific set of questions. It does not measure your intelligence, 
your creativity, or your future potential. 

2. Growth Mindset: The Power of "Yet" 
Neuro-affirming care focuses on how our brains learn differently. When you hit a wall, your 
internal dialogue can either shut you down or keep you moving. 
 

●​ Fixed Mindset: "I'm just bad at Maths. I'll never get this." 
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●​ Growth Mindset: "I don't understand this concept yet. My brain needs a different way of 
looking at it." 

 
The Strategy: Every time you think "I can't do this," mentally add the word "yet" to the end of 
the sentence. It shifts the brain from a "dead end" to a "work in progress." 

3. Untying the Knot: Separating Worth from Work 
Use the "Value Pie Chart" exercise. If your "Self-Worth" was a pie, how much of it are you 
giving to school grades? 
 

●​ The Goal: Ensure your pie includes slices for: 
○​ Being a good friend/sibling. 
○​ Your hobbies and interests (gaming, art, sport). 
○​ Your kindness and character. 
○​ Your resilience (how you pick yourself up). 

●​ The Rule: School results should only ever be one slice of the pie, never the whole thing. 

4. The Science of Rest vs. Cramming 
Many students feel "guilty" for resting, but rest is actually a high-performance activity. 
 

●​ Memory Consolidation: Your brain moves information from "short-term" to "long-term" 
memory while you sleep. If you stay up all night to study, you are essentially trying to fill 
a bucket with a hole in the bottom. 

●​ The Law of Diminishing Returns: After a certain point (usually 40–60 minutes), your 
brain stops absorbing new information. Taking a 10-minute "sensory break" (no screens!) 
actually makes your study time more effective. 

5. Reframing Failure 
Failure is not the opposite of success; it is a vital part of the data-gathering process. 
 

●​ The "Science Lab" Approach: If a scientist runs an experiment and it doesn't work, 
they don't say "I'm a failure." They say, "That method didn't work; let's try a different 
variable." 

●​ Actionable Step: When you get a lower grade than expected, ask: "What specific part 
did I struggle with? Was it the timing, the wording, or the core concept?" Treat it as data, 
not a judgement. 
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6. Scripts for Academic Stress 
When the pressure from parents, teachers, or yourself feels too high: 
 

●​ To a Parent/Carer: "I know you want me to do well, but the pressure I’m feeling right 
now is making it harder for me to actually study. Can we focus on my effort rather than 
just the final grade?" 

●​ To Yourself: "My value is not found in a letter or a number. I am a complex person with 
much to offer the world beyond a classroom." 

 
 
 

The Golden Rule: You are a human being, not a grade-producing machine. Your 
health and wellbeing are worth more than any certificate. 
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🤝 Peer Support & "The Red 
Flags": A Safety Guide 
 
 
Teenagers often talk to their friends before they 

talk to an adult. This guide is designed to help 
you be a supportive friend while keeping yourself and your friends safe. 
 

1. The "Human Sponge" Method (Active Listening) 
Being a good friend isn't about having all the answers; it’s about making the other person feel 
heard. 

●​ The "Loo Roll" Rule: Listen for 80% of the time, talk for 20%. Let them unravel their 
thoughts like a roll of paper. 

●​ Validate, Don't Fix: Instead of saying "You should do this...", try: "That sounds really 
difficult, I can see why you're feeling that way." 

●​ Ask, Don't Assume: "Do you want me to help you find a solution, or do you just need to 
vent right now?" 

 

2. Spotting the "Red Flags" 
It is important to know the difference between a "bad day" and a "safety risk." If you notice these 
signs, the situation is "above your pay grade" and needs an adult immediately: 

●​ Withdrawal: They stop replying to texts, skip school, or stop eating lunch with the group. 
●​ Hopelessness: They say things like "What's the point?", "Everyone would be better off 

without me," or "I just want it all to stop." 
●​ Giving Things Away: Giving away favorite clothes, games, or belongings for no reason. 
●​ Physical Signs: Unexplained marks, looking exhausted for weeks, or sudden changes 

in personal hygiene. 
●​  Direct Talk: If they mention self-harm or not wanting to be here anymore, take them 

seriously every time. 
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3. The "Loyalty vs. Safety" Rule 
●​ Many people feel like "snitching" is the worst thing they can do. We need to reframe this: 
●​ The Secret Rule: If a friend asks you to keep a secret that involves them being in 

danger, you cannot keep it. 
●​ The Reframe: "I’m telling a teacher because I care about you and I want you to be safe, 

not because I want to get you in trouble." 
●​ The Support: Offer to go with them. "I’m going to tell [Head of Year/Counselor], but I’ll 

sit right next to you while we talk to them." 
 

4. Protecting Your Own Wellbeing 
Supporting a friend can be draining. Use the "Oxygen Mask" principle: you can't help someone 
else if you can't breathe yourself. 

●​ Set a Time Limit: "I can talk for 20 minutes before I have to start my homework. 
●​ The "Check-Out" Script: "I’ve really valued our chat, but I’m starting to feel a bit heavy 
●​ myself. Can we talk about something light now, or should we head to our next lesson?" 
●​ Debrief: After helping a friend through a crisis, talk to your own trusted adult about how 
●​ you are feeling. 

 
🚨 Emergency Resources (UK Specific) 
If a friend is in immediate danger and you are not at school: 
● Call 999 if they are at risk of immediate harm. 
● Shout 85258: A free, confidential 24/7 text service for anyone in crisis. 
● Childline (0800 1111): Support for anyone under 19. 
● The Mix: Essential support for under 25s (themix.org.uk). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© 2024–2026 Creating Change Counselling Specialist Neuro-affirming Care • Exeter 
www.creatingchangecounselling.com 
For resources go to https://www.creativechangecounselling.com/resources 
 

16 

http://www.creatingchangecounselling.com


 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© 2024–2026 Creating Change Counselling Specialist Neuro-affirming Care • Exeter 
www.creatingchangecounselling.com 
For resources go to https://www.creativechangecounselling.com/resources 
 

17 

http://www.creatingchangecounselling.com


 

Daily Reflection Journal 

A space for self-discovery and growth 

____________________________________________________________ 

Date: ______________________________ 

Wins of the Day 
What are three things, no matter how small, that went well today? 

• ______________________________________________________________________ 

• ______________________________________________________________________ 

• ______________________________________________________________________ 

Self-Worth Check-in 
Today, I am proud of myself because... 

​
​
​
______________________________________________________________________ 

Mindset Shift 
A negative thought I had today was: _____________________________________________ 

A kinder, truer way to look at that is: 

​
​
______________________________________________________________________ 

Daily Intentions 
☐ I practiced self-kindness 

☐ I set a healthy boundary 
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☐ I moved my body 

☐ I connected with someone 

​
 

"You are enough just as you are. Each step you take is a part of your unique journey." 
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☐ I moved my body 

☐ I connected with someone 

​
 

"You are enough just as you are. Each step you take is a part of your unique journey." 
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Daily Intentions 
☐ I practiced self-kindness 

☐ I set a healthy boundary 

☐ I moved my body 

☐ I connected with someone 

​
 

"You are enough just as you are. Each step you take is a part of your unique journey." 
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• ______________________________________________________________________ 
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"You are enough just as you are. Each step you take is a part of your unique journey." 
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