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Childhood Anxiety: 
Helping Children Heal
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1

o Registered Psychologist

o Registered Play Therapist

o Former Elementary Teacher (B.Ed)

o Owner/Executive Director: Family Counselling Centres

o Co-Founder: Institute of Child Psychology

o Founder: Child-Centered Animal Assisted Therapy Association

o Specialties: AAT, Childhood Anxiety, and Trauma
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What is Anxiety?

� Tantrum s
� Separation anxiety

� Panic attacks

� Trouble w ith fa lling asleep
� Avoidance or situations/things that cause fear

� Aggression (yes, aggression)

� Hyperactivity 

� Phobias
� Rum inating (repeating)/racing thoughts

� Poor concentration

� Physical com plaints (tum m y aches, headaches, back pain)

“a feeling of worry, nervousness, or unease, typically about an imminent event or something with an 
uncertain outcome”
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MYTHS ABOUT ANXIETY
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MYTH: 
“You should be able to control a child’s anxiety”

� Your GOAL as a parent/teacher/therapist is RESPOND not REACT:
Be a thermostat not a thermometer!

� Change the relationship with anxiety rather than changing the 
emotion itself!

� Nurture the relationship vs. the symptom
[Iceberg Approach]
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MYTH: 
“Anxiety is bad and we should be anxiety free”

• Anxiety protects us= keeps us from doing things we 
shouldn’t

• Some anxiety is GOOD= enhances performance and 
well-being

• We don’t want to get rid of it!!!!!!!!!
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Anxiety Serves a Purpose!!!
“In fact, anxiety, panic, and worry are all part of the 

way humans experience fear. Each of these aspects 
involves the anticipation of danger or threat. We 
define anxiety as a normal, innate emotional alarm 
response to the anticipation of danger or threat. This 
means that fear is part of our biological make-up as 
human beings. 

We don't learn how to become anxious--we are 
born with it because it helps us to survive. Anxiety 
serves as an "alarm" to protect us from harmful 
aspects of our environment. Taken together, this 
definition means that anxiety is an innate, protective 
response to our environment. 

http://anxietyclinic.fsu.edu/aboutanxiety/main.php
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Your Brain on Anxiety
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The Triune Brain

http://beaconhouse.org.uk/useful-resources/
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Daniel Siegal:
“Brain in Hand Model”
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Flipping Your Lid
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The Threat Response System

When we perceive a threat in our environment, our body prepares to 
respond to it. We have a biological predisposition to engage in 
either flight, fight, freeze, collapse.
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Right vs Left Hemisphere

� When children are anxious they are needing 
connection to the emotional/empathic center of the 
brain: the right hemisphere

� “explaining” why their fears/worries are irrational is 
trying to connect with the left hemisphere or the 
logical side of the brain: you are missing the child’s 
emotional experience
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jEHwB1PG_-Q
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“The Sky is Falling!!!

� Child’s internal alarm is like Chicken Little. It can’t tell 
real dangers (such as is the sky is falling) from imaginary 
ones (acorns)

� Anxious children don’t see the world as it is, they seem 
to life through the filter of danger so everything looks 
dangerous:
� Look to us to be the second chicken!
� Give children our eyes and be the second chicken: 

“can you look in my eyes and see if I’m afraid?”

� “I’m anxious to. I’m going to try some ways to shrink 
my anxiety. Would you like to do them with me?”
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3 Questions of the Brain:

1.Am I safe?
2.Am I loved?

3.Am I capable?

18



2/23/23

7

Where is this coming 
from??!!?!
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Why are we Seeing 
an Increase in Anxiety???
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We are Innately 
Designed to Connect with Nature

o What you are seeing, hearing, experiencing at any moment is changing not only your 
mood, but how your nervous, endocrine, and immune systems are working

o Being in nature, or even viewing scenes of nature, reduces anger, fear, and stress; and 
increases pleasant feelings.

o Exposure to nature not only makes you feel better emotionally, it contributes to your 
physical wellbeing, reducing blood pressure, heart rate, muscle tension, and the 
production of stress hormones

o It may even reduce mortality

o Other studies by show that time in nature or scenes of nature are associated with a 
positive mood, psychological wellbeing, meaningfulness, and vitality
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Nature Deficit Theory

o Richard Louv (2005) Last Child in the 
Woods. 

o Human beings, especially children, are  
spending less time outdoors resulting in 
a wide range of behavioural problems.

o A description (not* diagnosis) of the 
human costs of alienation from the 
natural world as a 
result of parental fears, restricted 
access to natural areas, and the lure 
of technology 

24
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Technology
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o Children’s developing sensory, motor, and attachment systems have 
biologically not evolved to accommodate this sedentary, yet frenzied and 
chaotic nature of today’s technology

o Diagnoses of ADHD, autism, coordination disorder, developmental delays, 
unintelligible speech, learning difficulties, sensory processing disorder, 
anxiety, depression, and sleep disorders are associated (positive 
correlation**) with technology overuse, and are increasing at an alarming 
rate

o Touch activates the parasympathetic system (the “brakes” in terms of 
revving down our nervous system) lowering cortisol, adrenalin, and anxiety= 
we don’t access this system with technology, we actually activate the 
sympathetic nervous system (“gas peddle”)
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� Hypervigilant sensory system = stress/anxiety!!!!

� This sensory imbalance creates huge problems in overall neurological 
development, as the brain’s anatomy, chemistry, and pathways become 
permanently altered and impaired

� We do know that chronic stress results in a weakened immune system and a 
variety of serious diseases and disorders

� Attaching to technology vs. people: technology is replacing relationships with 
peers and more alarmingly parents

� AS addictive as cocaine and nicotine; same addictive pathways in the brain

� Canadian Paediatric Society has recommended that children under two years 
of age watch no television and children over 2 limit their viewing

27
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� Play allows children to use their creativity while developing their imagination, dexterity, 
and physical, cognitive, and emotional strength

� Play is important to healthy brain development

� Undirected play allows children to learn how to work in groups, to share, to negotiate, to 
resolve conflicts, work through fears, build confidence, and to learn self-advocacy skills
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PLAY helps your child’s brain FIRE and GROW

� Increases functioning in pre-frontal cortex: regulates 
emotions, helps children plan ahead, problem solving

� Play activates the ENTIRE 
neocortex (logical/new brain)

� Improves memory

� Increases attention span & 
language development 

� Inoculates them to stress

30
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Simplicity Parenting
Kim John Payne, M.Ed

• Emphasizes importance of “downtime” 
for children

• Changes in the environment to slow
things down

• What children need is time, ease, and 
compassion

• Create a balance between the outer 
and the inner 
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Battling the Overwhelm of our Children

• TOO MANY CHOICES AND TOO MUCH STUFF: simplify; nature, play, social interactions, 
movement

o PREDICTABILITY: Make things predictable, free time, ample sleep, dinner time together

o SCHEDULING: need to experience boredom, battle the message that every minute of our 
children’s lives need to be scheduled 

o DECREASE THE NOISE FROM THE OUTSIDE WORLD:  Hippocampus underdeveloped; media 
images; adult conversations; sensitivities

• EQUILIBRIUM: balance between inner and outter world
• Outter: play dates, travel, sporting events, child care, homework
• Inner: sense of self develops as they get older. Fostered by creativity, play, time 

with family, and time in nature. It also acts as a buffer from the outside world

33
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What is Attachment???

� Secure & safe relationship between a child and 
caregiver = stability and security to explore their 
world

� Attachment is our preeminent* need= the need for 
proximity, connection, and closeness with those 
we love: one of the most fundamental human 
needs for survival

34

o Designed to ensure survival = our best insurance policy is to stay close

o Observed across species

o Kangaroo kids

o Constant system that monitors ‘real’ or ‘perceived’ threat
o If threat is experienced, attachment system dominates over other symptoms

o Repeated experiences in relationships become the structure of our internal working 
models:

o Our View of Others: can others respond effectively to calls for support and 
protection?

o View of Ourselves:  Am I worthy of care of support? Am I loveable?

35
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“Attunement”
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Attachment and 
Independence 
is like Rock Climbing

� As children explore world they need 
slack, but also some tension to know 
their parent is there

� Too tight = can’t move or learn

� Too loose= afraid you’re not there 
and will freeze, cling, become rigid, 
or aggressively yank on the rope to 
remind you they’re hanging on the 
wall;)

� Secure attachment is a balance 
between connection and 
independence
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Lack of Self-Efficacy and 
Feelings of Incompetence

Putting Children Back into the Driver’s Seat of Their Lives

39
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Children suffer from stress 
when they feel like everything 

is out of their control
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Sense of Agency 
� Study on rats

� Wheel prevents stress àwheel away = massive 
stressàwheel returned reduced stress (even if 
shocks aren’t applied in any condition)

� “Perceived control” important = Agency 
“I can impact the world”

� Increase in physical health, decreased use of 
drugs and alcohol, greater longevity, enhanced 
career success increased academic 
performance, increased internal motivation, 
decreased stress, positive emotional well-being 
(Haidt & Rodin,1999)

� (1) Supportive Adult (2) Time Recover (3) Sense of 
control over their life
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Give a child more control over their lives and 
they will be happier and more motivated

� Children resist and push back when they’re constantly being ordered what to do unless 
they’re very fearful. 

� Children need space to breathe

� Forcing children to do things, even if it’s in their own best interest, can take away the 
crucial element of self-control that they need to feel 

� Example: forcing children to do homework every night says
= ”You don’t know what’s best for you, but we do”

� Eckart Tolle:
“They come into this world through you,  but they are not yours”

42



2/23/23

15

Parents should help their children come to 
informed decisions on their own

� As a rule, parents tend to think they know best. As a result many parents have a habit of making 
big, life-changing decisions for their children, excluding the kids themselves from the process

� WHAT IF adults don’t always know what’s best for that unique child?

� Let’s say a teen girl has recently transferred from a public school too expensive private one. 
She’s deeply and happy and wants to go back to her old school to be with her old friends and 
teachers. But her father insists that she stay put. In the end, he thinks, she’ll thank him later. She’ll 
get great grades and go on to have a successful career. BUT what if it turns out that her 
unhappiness prevents her from learning and she becomes depressed because she’s so 
disconnected? What if she doesn’t get the great grades at the private school? What if she 
might’ve actually done better in a more relaxed atmosphere

43

Ideas????

� Offer choices and help them learn to gather information; offer but don’t rescue 

� Can they be in charge of something

� Homework--- > default to the child/teen not* the parent

� “Do you have any assignments that you need help with tonight? I have set aside time from 6 to 7 
PM so let us know and we can plan the rest of your evening.”

� Don’t offer too much reassurance; offer connection BUT let them know you believe in their 
ability to handle stress 

� Collaborative problem solving: remember children WANT their lives to work!

44

Principles to Help Children 
Manage Their Anxiety

45
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Principle 1: 
Navigate our own Anxiety First

� Look inside yourself. . .is your child picking up on YOUR anxiety? Is the 
signal that the world is not safe coming from the adults who are 
supposed to keep them safe???
� Put the oxygen m ask on yourself first

� Failure to meet our parents expectations or when our caregivers  wanted 
us to be someone we were not is a core hurt many of us carry from our 
childhoods; and we often project this onto our children 
� Anxiety of being “not good enough” = anxiety  (re jection and sham e)

� Ask yourself: is m y fear of m y child’s perceived shortcom ings (or m y own) 
keeping m e locked in a state of fear and scarcity

� Is there a checklist your child cannot m eet
� W hat is the m essage we give our child about our expectations of 

them  and who we w ish they would becom e; possibly underm ining 
who they really are
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Principle 2: 
A Connected Child is Healthy Child

• When the connection is broken a child feels lost; a connected child is less 
likely to feel anxious

• Keep the attachment secure and strong

• Learn to listen

• Respond to bids for connection 

• Remember discipline is about TEACHING not about punishment

• A child can attach to those other than their parents: other helpers can be this 
for a child-- you may be the only healthy adult they have 

• Time-Outs to Time-Ins

• Slow Start-ups

47

Principle 3: 
Befriend Anxiety

o NORMALIZE the experience & believe them
o “of course you feel scared. . .that’s what our brain’s 

do”
o teach the brain-in-hand model, teach about the 

new/old brain or upstairs/downstairs   
brain

o ANTICPATE 
o Know this is coming!

48
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Narrative to Use About Body Complaints

“This is called anxiety and it happens to lots of people. Anxiety comes from a part of the brain 
called the amygdala. It’s kind of like your own warrior, there to protect you. If your warrior 
thinks there’s danger  it gives you this special fuel to make you stronger, faster and more 
powerful – kind of like a superhero. This is a great thing if there is something you bad  but if 
there isn’t anything bad, there’s nothing to burn the special fuel and you feel sick. Your warrior 
also makes your tummy take a time out from doing it’s job to save energy this is completely 
safe, even though it might feel awful (maybe give the warrior a name). 
Now there’s a way to tell your warrior/superhero he/she can take a break --- it’s really powerful 
and then you can feel better: it’s strong big breaths through your belly. This sends a message 
to your warrior that you’re safe, so it knows to stop giving you fuel and the sick feeling will go 
away” 

49
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Principle 4: 
3 R’s of Emotion Regulation
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CORTICAL BRAIN

LIMBIC BRAIN

BRAIN STEM
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Empathize: 
Connect. Connect. Connect!!!!

� Label emotions. 
I see you're worried about school

� Label reactions
I can see you're heart is beating quickly and
you’re breathing fast. I can see you’re getting nervous

� Give permission for the emotion. 
It's OK, we all get worried

� Touch
(Hand is on shoulder). I love you and you are safe

� Listen
Allow the child to unload. Just settle in and let it all come out. No 
more talking on the adults side.
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J Validate: “all your feelings are welcome even the uncomfortable ones”
� “Wow, that was really scary”
� “You look a little frightened, or Would you like to hold my hand?”
� “Everyone get scared even grownups”
� “You wish you could stay home with me today”
� “Would you like to try it together for the first time”
� “Even know everything worked out, I know you were really worried”
� “You can sit on my lap as long as you like, and join when you’re ready”

J Reflect: repeat what you heard, ask for clarification
� i.e., “So you don’t want to go to the birthday party because you’re worried you’ll be left out"

54



2/23/23

19

Dismissing

Dismiss [message]“your feelings are 
wrong” or “you have to be alone in 
your fear”

� “Don’t be silly”
� “There’s nothing to be scared of”
� “Why are you afraid of that”
� “Stopping being such a baby”
� “You’re fine”
� “Nobody else is afraid”
� “Just do it and don’t make such a 

big deal out of it”
� “Stop crying”
� “You see everything turned out fine 

you had nothing to worry about”
� “If you’re just going to sit on my lap, 

we might as well go home”
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8-10PHYSICAL CONTACT

�Rocking, hugging, humming, gentle 
massage

�Proximity

�No judging or criticizing

ICE-COLD WATER
� Slows the heart rate

SHAKING ON PURPOSE:

� Encourage them to scream, jump up 
and down, and make the whole body
shake

� Exaggerated scared noises OR moans

Lawrence Cohen 2013
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3-8
COUNTING DOWN

� Ask for their num ber on the scale

� Count down slow ly from  that num ber down to one

� Ask for the new num ber and repeat the countdowns until they 
becom e boring or you get down to three

� Add the word “deeper and deeper re laxed” to each num ber

VIGOROUS EXERCISE 
� Rhythm ic

� Jum ping jacks, running

� Pouring water or sand between containers

� Release neurotransm itter G ABA (helps inhibit worry)

57



2/23/23

20

1-4PROGRESSIVE MUSCLE RELAXATION
� Hands squeezing lem ons

� Squishing m ud between your toes

� Jaw breaker in your m outh

� Pretending an elephant is stepping on your stom ach (flex abs)

� Cat stretching its front legs and claws

� Squeezing through a hole in the fence…  Stra ight as a board

**** let m uscles go loose in between each activity

58

1-7� Chair Breathing

� Heart and Belly: hand on chest, and hand below belly button. 
Try to get the hand on belly to rise more than the hand on your 
chest. Pressure on exhale

� Glitter Jars

� Bubbles, balloons, windmills, cups

� Dragon-breaths:  take a big dragon breath in through your 
nose. Sniff the air for anyone trying to steal your gold. Open your 
mouth as wide as you can and exhale like you’re blowing fire 
(Lawrence Cohen 2013)

� Pizza Breath: hold your hand flat in front of you as if holding a 
slice of pizza. Inhale through your nose and smell your pizza, 
them blow to your mouth and cool off your pizza (Lawrence Cohen 
2013)
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0-3
PROGRESSIVE MUSCLE RELAXATION 

! Hands squeezing lemons 

! Squishing mud between your toes 

! Jaw breaker in your mouth 

! Pretending an elephant is stepping on your stomach (flex 
abs) 

! Cat stretching its front legs and claws 

! Squeezing through a hole in the fence… Straight as a board 
**** let muscles go loose in between each activity 

GUIDED VISUALIZATIONS : 

! Paint a relaxing picture while your child imagines being 
in a safe place 

! Started with walking down the steps or into a cave 

! Butterfly hug paired with words “I am calm” or “I am 
safe”

Fill the Space Around You

! 6-15 years 
! Open arms wide, uncross legs, head back 
  = reduces cortisol 
! Closed body (arms and legs crossed with 

head forward) 
 = increases cortisol 

Dacey, Mack, Fiore (2016)
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Reasoning

Once We’ve Connected, and the Body is Calm we can Bring in 
Some Cognitive Strategies
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WORST CASE SCENERIO (teens)
� GO THERE

� Go to the scary place in their mind and imagine yourself dealing with it!

JOURNALLING

WORRY BOX
� A place to put their worried thoughts
� Make worried dolls

� Talk to the dolls

� Cast a spell on the box and dolls
� Especially good before bedtime!
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� PROJECT THE WORRY BRAIN. . . What does it whisper? How does it protect?

� THOUGHT DETECTIVE  (tweens and teens)

� Anxious thoughts are naturally exaggerated as part of survival so we pay attention to them; but they’re 
often so exaggerated they become false

� We need to teach kids: IS THIS REALLY TRUE

� Collect evidence: What supports it? What doesn’t

� Have a debate!

� Engage the PFC
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Principle 5: 
Nurture Bravery (Approach)

� REDUCE ACCOMODATIONS: reinforces that this thing is THAT scary

� FLOODED CHILDREN: comfort and validate only

� Cowering in a corner, frozen in corner, or significant rage, can’t m aintain eye contact, burying their heads 
or hid ing. W ords like “m ake it stop … . I can’t stand it”

� AVOIDING CHILDREN : gently push, but do it with them
� “ I can see you’re scared. W e’re going to go in the pool- I’ll go w ith you- but for now you can cry as m uch 

as you need to and then we’re going to try”

� FROM  W ILD TO M ILD : 

� Face the feelings for a little bit, then relax, rest, and distract

� Also known as successive approximation
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Draw it

Play it out

Avoid social media
Be aware of you 
fears and how 
that might be 

projected 
outwards

How can 
they help 
others?

Where do they have control 
in appropriate ways?

What’s the 
story they tell 

themselves
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