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Basic Assumptions

• Everyone has good intentions, wants to do well and meet 
expectations.

• People do well when the can.  If they aren’t meeting expectations, 
they likely lack skills, resources, or both.

• Focusing on the process will get us further than than focusing only 
on the end result.



The Wall of Awful™
…is the emotional barrier that 

grows out of repeated failure.   It 
prevents us from taking risks and 

initiating tasks.



The Wall of Awful™
…is a model that helps make the 

abstract concept of negative 
emotional associations more 

concrete.  
It helps us discuss difficult emotions 

with important people in our lives.



The Wall of Awful™
…is a transition model that helps 

us understand why it can 
sometimes be so hard to get 

started on things.



The Wall of Awful™
... is built by repeated faluire 

creating a metaphorical wall of 
negative emotions that make it 

harder for us to initiate tasks and 
take risks related to the ways we 

typically fail.



Building The Wall of Awful™



Getting Past the Wall of Awful™



Getting Past the Wall of Awful™
People typically try to overcome their Walls of awful by:

Staring at them - Doesn‘t work
Going around them - Doesn‘t work
Smashing them - Works but poorly
Climbing them - Works slowly
Putting a door in them - Works short-term



The Wall of Awful™ and the Brain



The Wall of Awful™ and the Brain



Climbing the Wall of Awful™

… is about sitting with the difficult 
emotions that make up your wall, 
processing them, accepting the 
emotions, the task at hand, and 

then moving forward.



Emotions and The Wall of Awful™



Becoming a Stronger Climber

• Reframe failure.  Is there a lesson in it?
• Be forgiving (of yourself and others)
• Practice Mindfulness.
• Be uncomfortable.  Sit with it.
• Do the hard thing.
• Take responsibility/ownership.
• Be the leader of yourself.
• Get to know (and Accept) the Walls!



Putting Handholds in the Wall of Awful™

• Help kids develop time wisdom.
• Set clearer, more attainable (and maybe fewer) goals.
• Define done! (Time limit? Task Completion?)
• Develop new strategies & skills that take into account weakened 

executive functions.
• Help kids plan out what they’re going to do before you do it.
• Reflect on how things went & why.
• Take time to transition!
• Get to know (and Accept) the Walls!



Putting a Door in the Wall of Awful

… is about changing your 
emotional state so you can move 

past the wall in a healthy way.



Putting a Door in the Wall of Awful™
• Satisfy biological needs.
• Change your perspective/frame.
• Listen to music.
• Pictures of loved ones & happy times.
• Comforting items.
• Work with others (new ideas, accountability)
• Take a break! (But plan it!)
• Exercise!
• Use fidgets!
• Go somewhere else, or have a designated workspace!
• Get to know (and Accept) the Walls!



The Wall of Awful™
Word of Caution

When talking with kids about their 
personal Walls of Awful, it can 
sometimes unearth previously 

undisclosed trauma.

You must be prepared for that in 
advance.  



The Wall of Awful™
…is trauma. 

By a million failures.

Which has a similar impact on the 
brain as a traumatic event.

Teicher, M. H. et al. (2006 Jun) Sticks, Stones, and Hurtful Words: Relative Effects of Various Forms 
of Childhood Maltreatment. The American Journal of Psychiatry; 163. pg. 993



Closing Thoughts

• Everyone has good intentions, wants to do well and meet 
expectations.

• People do well when the can.  If they aren’t meeting expectations, 
they likely lack skills, resources, or both.

• Focusing on the process will get us further than than focusing only 
on the end result.    (Growth Mindset)

  



Closing Thoughts

• Everyone is affected by “The Wall of Awful™”.
• We can overcome our personal Walls.
• We can help each other become stronger climbers.
• We can put doors in the Walls.
• Recognizing and honoring when people face their personal Walls 

helps support them in overcoming those Walls.



Closing Thoughts

Success is on the other side of the 
Wall of Awful™.  

We can get there!



Questions?


