PAGE  
2

How to Help Children Deal with Fears and Anxiety

1. Manage Your Own Anxiety and Negative Expectations: If you don’t have and display confidence in your own preparation and skills, YOUR WORRIES and negative expectations will leak into the child. Additionally, if you don’t show confidence in your child’s coping abilities, that lack of confidence will leak into them too!  

2. Use Storytelling for Preparation and to Teach Coping Strategies: “Let’s read, Where the Wild Things Are.” Afterwards, launch into a discussion of how people deal with fears.
3. Focus on Problem-Solving and Coping (especially as preparation): “How do you suppose people manage or get over their fears?”

4. Instead of Dismissing Feelings, Use Soothing Empathy: “It’s no fun to be feeling so scared.”

5. Show Gentle Curiosity:  “You seem scared.  Want to talk about it?”

6. Provide Comforting Reassurance or Universality (after using empathy and listening with interest):  “Lots of people get afraid of things.  I remember being really afraid of dogs.”

7. Offer Positive (Optimistic) Encouragement:  “I know it’s hard to be brave, but I know you can do it.” 

8. Have and Show Enormous Patience (connection—and holding hands—reduces anxiety):  “Yes, I’ll help you walk by Mr. Johnson’s dog again.  I think we’re both getting better at it, though.”

9. Set Reasonable Limits:  “Even though you’re scared of monsters sometimes, you still have to be brave and go to bed.”

10. Model how to Sit with and through Fear (No negative reinforcement!): One thing that’s always true is when fear is big, it always gets smaller, eventually. “Hey. Let’s sit here together and watch our fear go away. Let’s pay attention to what makes it get smaller.” (This might include direct coping skill work . . . or simple distraction and funny stories).
11. Plan and Model Anxiety Management Skills: Specific skills, like deep breathing, aid with coping. Once you find some techniques or skills that are better than nothing, start to practice and rehearse using them. This can be for preparation, coping during the anxiety, or afterwards. “Let’s sit together and count our breaths. Just count one and then another. And we’ll try to find our sweet spot.”
Common Childhood Fears

When the Fear Usually Starts
     What the Child Fears
          
           When the Fear Usually Resolves
	Toddler/Preschool – ages 2-6
	The dark, strangers, dogs, thunder and other loud noises, ghosts or monsters
	Most of these fears resolve by ages 8 or 9 years-old, but fears of the supernatural or movie characters tend to persist a bit longer.

	Elementary Years – ages 5-11
	Supernatural fears (ghosts, Dracula, Frankenstein, movie characters), bodily injury, bullies, and staying home alone.
	Mostly by ages 12-13, but exposure to specific events can prolong these fears.

	Middle School – ages 10+
	School performance (especially tests), physical appearance, accidents and death, and humiliation or social rejection. 
	Mostly by ages 14-15, but nagging social fears and anxiety over physical appearance and school or work continue.


