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Identifying the thought: what made that noise outside?

Soon after a situation (in this example, a noise outside), 
and shortly before feelings (e.g. feeling ‘scared’), there are 
thoughts. It can be really hard for adults, and therefore even 
harder for kids, to catch those thoughts that lead to feelings 
of being scared. So when discussing this with children, we 
need to be very specific. In this example, where the situa-
tion is a noise outside, it can lead to a specific question that 
attempts to catch specific thoughts. To support your child 
to identify their thoughts it is best to ask simple questions 
– ‘What do you think made the noise outside to make you/
George feel scared?’ or, ‘Why do you think you/George
felt scared?’ Usually, the first answer that comes to chil-
dren’s minds is ‘Burglar’ or ‘Robber’, but sometimes it can
be ‘Monster’ or ‘Alien’.

Once you have identified your child’s ‘worry thought’, ask 
them to rate how much they think that thought is true. So 
if they think the noise is a burglar, how strongly do they 
think this from not at all (0) to definitely true (10). Below is 
a rating scale that you can use to help your child with this. 

Worry thoughts: How true?

Example 
child

There is a burglar outside who is 
going to break in and hurt me

10/10

Your child 
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How strongly does your child believe that this thought is 
true? 

Unlabelled 15 / illo 19

Unlabelled 16

Event
Noise outside at night

0
Not at all true

Feeling
Scared

X

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Definitely true

Believe it or not, it can be nice to respond with ‘That 
makes sense.’ We don’t mean to reinforce kids’ unpleasant 
thoughts, but what we do say is, ‘If there is a noise outside, 
it makes sense that George would be scared if he thought it 
was a burglar that made the noise.’ 

In this activity, what you are trying to do is to reinforce 
the link between the situation (noise outside), the feeling 
(scared) and the thought (burglar). This way, your child 
begins to learn that feelings are not just random, but tied to 
both situations and thoughts.

The long-term goal is that when they have a strong feeling, 
and can think about what situation created that feeling, 
then they can try to remember what they were just think-
ing about. As you can see from the picture below, there is 
a final step. We ask children, ‘If George is scared, does that 
mean he is going to feel awake or sleepy?’ Now the child is 
connecting the situation, the thought and the feeling, and 
thinking about why it might mean it is harder to fall asleep.




