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FEATURE

To the rescue! 
As children appear to be more stressed than ever before, Child Psychologist 
Dr Sacha Rombouts shares how teaching our children 'super powers' can help.

As a Child Psychologist running my 
own private practice, Happy Minds in 
Brisbane, I have noticed a significant 
trend – parents are bringing their children 
to the practice to develop resilience skills 
rather than for treatment of diagnosed 
mental health disorders. This ‘casting of 
the net’ to a wider demographic could be 
due to a few factors, including that our 

children are becoming more stressed at 
younger ages than ever before. 

This may be because children and 
young people are under different kinds 
of stress, with unprecedented exposure 
to stressors from both their online and 
offline worlds. Parents are looking for 
answers to understand why this is 
happening and for skills to be able to 

help. The skills that I teach, everyone 
can use. 

The main type of therapy I use is 
called Acceptance and Commitment 
Therapy (ACT), which has been 
supported with research for the past 
20 years. Yet there has been limited 
application of this therapy with children. 
ACT is about giving people the skills to 
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become more psychologically flexible, or 
resilient, and is therefore an appropriate 
framework to teach resilience to families. 

I wanted to find a way so lots of 
children, not just the ones that come to 
my practice, could develop these skills. I 
found a very talented artist, Gabe Rose, 
and we worked together to create action 
heroes to teach the six ‘life powers’ to 
children, an adaption of the six core 
ACT processes. 

Action heroes and anxiety 

Anxiety is experienced as a cognitive, 
emotional and physiological event 
which typically occurs in our body as 
increased heart rate, sweating, shaking, 
and breathing quickly. The Bugg can help 
us to ‘switch on’ to what’s happening 
in our body. Paying attention to our 

Claws is the leader of the action 
heroes he represents our values which 
help guide us in life. When we get 
caught up with unhelpful thoughts or 
unpleasant feelings we can be pulled 
away from our values. Claws teaches 
us how to get back in touch with what 
really matters to us. 

This is big picture stuff involving 
questions such as 'who is the person 
I want to be right now?' Claws helps 
us to refocus on values such as 
kindness, playfulness, connection 
and perseverance. Our values give 
us a sort of roadmap for how to 
approach life. Living by our values 
gives us a greater sense of fulfillment 
and wellbeing.

Claws

The Bugg is all about mindful 
awareness and his catchphrase is 
‘Switch on’. In each moment we can 
learn to ‘switch on’ to different things 
such as what we can see, smell, hear, 
taste and touch. Switching on helps us 
to get out of our minds and back into 
the now. Rather than being focused on 
the past or worried about the future, 
being present in the moment can help 
us become calmer, we can think more 
clearly and are better able to deal with 
stressful situations. Mindful awareness 
can be done anywhere at any time. 
Whether it’s eating an after school 
snack, lying on the grass, or having 
a bath at the end of the day – we 
can always ‘switch on’ to the here 
and now.

The Bugg
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Perspecta has the power to jump 
inside another person’s body so 
that we can see the world from their 
perspective. She helps us to step out 
of our own perspective, to be open 
to connect with other people and to 
solve social problems. 

Perspecta can teach us to see 
ourselves differently. She can teleport 
to different places and travel through 
time. These important powers help us 
see that we change across situations 
and over time. Whenever a child or 
parent says that they are an anxious 
person Perspecta can help us to 
move beyond that one way of seeing 
ourselves. So we learn that we feel 
anxious sometimes (just like everyone 
else) but that we are also more than 
this one experience. 

Perspecta

Skye teaches us about our feelings 
and lets us know that all our feelings 
are a normal part of being a human. 
Like all of the colours of the rainbow, 
we need all of the feelings to make a 
life. We tend to try to avoid feelings 
that we don’t like and then avoid 
the situations where those feelings 
might come up. It’s important that 
we understand our feelings, we get 
to know them and learn ways to 
approach these feelings instead of 
letting them control our actions. 

Skye

The Defusor helps us to watch our 
thinking without getting caught up in 
our thoughts. Thought fusion occurs 
when we really believe our thoughts 
are true and start to treat them like 
they’re facts. Our thoughts stick to us 
like post-it notes. We’re then steered 
by these thoughts and can make 
unhelpful choices that don’t match 
our values, like avoiding a social 
activity because we are fused with the 
thought that no one likes us or that we 
won’t know anyone.

Children have lots of fun learning 
about the Defusor’s powers. We all 
get anxious sometimes and we all 
have worries. We can get caught 
up in these worries and forget that 
these are essentially just thoughts. In 
any situation we can respond to the 
content of those thoughts, such as 
debating with the thought or we can 
practice changing how we relate to 
the thoughts. 

The Defusor 

T-Flex helps us to find ways to act 
in line with our values. We can only 
act in the present moment, not in 
the past nor the future. We can learn 
to understand our own behaviour in 
different situations, to problem solve 
and to plan for challenging times. We 
can assess our actions in terms of 
their workability – does a particular 
action work for us, for those around 
us, in the short and long term? 

T-Flex 

breath helps to slow it down and when 
we immerse ourselves in our breathing, 
following it in and out, then we become 
calmer and better able to think. 

None of us likes the feeling of anxiety 
and when it controls us it can exact a 
heavy toll on our lives. Skye helps us to 
learn how to approach anxiety. We do 
this by exploring the feeling – what colour 
is it? Is it hot or cold? Is it hard or soft? 
What sort of object would it be? Can you 
draw the feeling? Approaching anxiety 
in this way helps to break the hold it has 
over us. Using the Defusor’s powers can 
help to overcome anxious thoughts, such 
as worries about the future. 

Perspecta helps us to see ourselves 
in many different ways. Examining times 
and situations when we’re not feeling 
anxious can let us discover new powers 
that we can put to use in anxiety-
provoking situations. We can also realise 

that we are not anxious all of the time. We 
are more than just the anxious feeling.

Anxiety is often tied to what is 
important to us, for example, the child 
that feels lonely in the playground has 
a desire to connect with other children. 
However, anxiety can stop that child from 
being able to make friends and keep 
them. Claws can guide us to reconnect 
with why we care about particular 
situations. These values can help us act 
in different ways rather than just acting on 
our thoughts and feelings. 

This element of the ACT approach 
gives us skills to overcome ‘problems’ 
and shows us a positive direction to 
move in once we are freed up from our 
thoughts and feelings. To act positively 
on anxiety may require some planning 
and this is where T-Flex is really helpful. 
Before they start using their new powers 
do some power training with your child, 
see the box on the following page for 
how to create a Power Practice Plan.

The action heroes allow children 
that have problems learn life powers 
rather than having to come to see a 
psychologist like me. �

u

None of us likes the 
feeling of anxiety and 
when it controls us it 
can exact a heavy toll 
on our lives.
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Power Practice Plan:
1.  Power training

• Ask your child to choose a hero, 
learn about their powers and 
practice them, such as defusing 
from thoughts.

2.   Planning
• Ask your child to think of a 

challenging situation and identify 
the unhelpful thoughts and 
difficult feelings they experience, 
such as feeling anxious. 

• Ask them what powers will 
help, when and where will they 
use them? 

• Encourage them to do 
power practice to prepare for 
future situations.

3.   Using the Action Heroes in 
the moment
• Encourage your child to make 

sure they have their powers 
ready to use anytime.

• Remind them they can use 
combinations of powers.

• Talk to them about how they 
can ‘switch on’ to the 
present moment.

4.  The review
• Ask your child to choose 

a situation to review how 
they acted.

• Let them know that this helps 
to learn, strengthen and refine 
their powers.

• Ask them which powers they 
used? Did they work well?

• If not, what got in the way and 
what could you do differently 
next time?

To find out more information 
about the action heroes and their 
resources including decks of cards 
please visit: actionheroes.com.au

Image credit: Gabe Rose.

Looking for a child 
psychologist?
You can visit our website 
guhealth.com.au and use the 
‘Find a provider’ search tool.
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