
	

	

The Science of Fear – A Guide to How Your Body Handles Scary Stuff 
 
What is fear—and why do we have it? 
Fear is our built-in safety system. Long before phones, alarms, or traffic 
lights, people needed something inside their bodies that could warn them 
fast. When something seems risky, your senses send signals that kick off an 
automatic response. This happens in a flash so you can move, change 
direction, or pay attention before danger becomes a problem. A quick 
reaction can stop you from stepping into the street at the wrong time, 
touching a hot pan, or arguing when it isn’t safe. 
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A two-phase alarm: quick changes and backup power 
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Next, chemical messengers in your blood—called hormones—provide 
backup power if the stress lasts. Over several minutes, these signals keep 
energy flowing so you can deal with a longer challenge, like finding your 
way home during a storm or finishing a tough test. The fast system helps 
you react; the slower system helps you deal with it over a longer time. 
Together they form a smart alarm that works for both quick scares and 
longer situations. 
 
Fight, Flight, or Freeze 
You have probably heard of fight and flight. Fight means you stand up to the threat, like calling for help 
or taking control. Flight means you get away, like leaving a loud argument or stepping back from a 
barking dog. There is also freeze, when you hold still to gather information or avoid being noticed.  
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Many	hormones	are	created	in	
adrenal	glands	located	on	top	

of	the	kidneys	



	

	

Fear vs. anxiety: now vs. next 
Fear and anxiety feel similar, but they focus on different things. Fear is about a 
present danger, like a dog that is barking and running toward you. Anxiety is 
about a possible future problem, like worrying that you will mess up tomorrow’s 
speech. Knowing the difference helps your self-talk. For fear, you might say, 
“Step back and breathe—handle what is in front of me.” For anxiety, you might 
say, “I am safe right now; this feeling is my body’s energy for a challenge.” 
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Why scary can feel fun (sometimes) 
Why do people pay to be scared at haunted houses? In a safe setting, your thinking mind understands 
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When fear becomes unhelpful 
Fear protects you, but it can become a problem if it is too strong, too often, 
or keeps going when you are safe. Maybe your “alarm” goes off for a small 
surprise, or it will not quiet down after a bad memory. This can show up as 
phobias, panic feelings, or  
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Turning down the alarm 
Here are science-based tools that help many people when fear or anxiety feels too loud: 

• Slow breathing (longer exhale): Try breathing in for 4 counts and out for 6 counts, five times in 
a row. This tells your body, “I am safe,” and lowers your heart rate. 

• TWF SAMPLE  
• TWF SAMPLE  
• Step-by-step practice (exposure): Face a small piece of the fear, repeat until it feels easier, 

then move to the next step. Over time, your alarm learns it does not need to blast at full 
volume. 

• Sleep and movement: Good sleep and regular activity help your body balance energy and 
mood, making fear easier to manage the next day. 



	

	

Myth check 

• Myth: TWF SAMPLE 

• Myth: “Freezing means you are weak.” Fact: Freeze can be smart when you need to stay 
unnoticed or think for a second. 

• Myth: “You cannot change your reactions.” Fact: With practice, your responses can improve—
your safety system can learn. 

	

 
Reading Comprehension Questions 

1) In your own words, why does fear exist? 
2) List two  
3) How do  
4) Describe freeze and give one example of when it might be useful. 
5) What is  
6) Why might some people enjoy haunted houses while others do not? 
7) Give one  
8) When  
9) Choose  
10) Explain why the statement  

 

Extension Questions 
1) Make a short plan to face a common worry (for example, talking in class). List three steps from easiest to 

hardest. 
2) Write a  
3) Design a poster idea that teaches the 5-4-3-2-1 grounding method to sixth graders. 
4) Describe a 	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	

	

Reading Comprehension Key 
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Reading Comprehension Extension Key 
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