Recommended readings for parents of children with anxiety concerns:
Foreman, S. (1993). Coping skills interventions for children and adolescents.
Good problem solving, great relaxation skills/training.
Finch, A. J., Nelson, W. M., Otto, E. (1993). Cognitive behavioral procedures with
children and adolescents. [more diverse than anxiety]
Dacey, J. (2000).Your Anxious Child: How Parents and Teachers Can Relieve Anxiety
in Children. (Brief but practical)
Kearney, C. A. & Albano, A. (2009).When Children Refuse School: A cognitivebehavioral therapy approach. Parent Workbook. Oxford University Press, USA.
Excellent parent workbook helping parents to understand how to intervene
appropriately when children refuse/are reluctant to attend school due to anxiety
concerns. It has some very practical approaches for parents, teachers and kids
March, J. S. (1995). Anxiety Disorders in Children and Adolescents. John March is
head of the RUPP study, and is out of Duke University. He is a collaborator on the
VP3 Friends Project, and a very approachable man. He is a psychiatrist.
Manassis, K. (1996). Keys to parenting your anxious child. NY: Barrons Education
Series. Very practical overview of anxiety concerns. Dr. Manassis is a child
psychiatrist and the director of the anxiety disorders program at Toronto’s Hospital
for Sick Children.
Rapee, R.M., Spence, S.H., Cobham, V., & Wignall, A. (2000). Helping your anxious
child: A step-by-step guide for parents. Oakland, CA: New Harbinger
This book helps parents understand the most frequently experienced anxiety problems
among children and provides instruction in how parents can help their children
overcome their fears. The entire range of anxiety is covered including the small fears
experienced by many children all the way to full blown anxiety disorders. Skills and
strategies are covered in detail. The authors recommend that this book is used in
conjunction with consultation with a qualified mental health professional to best apply
this book to the individual needs of each child.
Strong, K.V. (1997). Anxiety, panic attacks and agoraphobia: Information for support
people, family friends. Oakminster Publishing. To order this book please visit the
website: www.pacificcoast.net/~kstrong/
Sorenson, E. S. (1993). Children's Stress and Coping: A Family Perspective
Provides a perspective on how children deal with stress and how parents and
clinicians can teach them effective coping strategies.
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Recommended websites for parents of children with anxiety concerns:

www.anxietybc.com
Run and operated by the Anxiety Disorders Association of BC, a nonprofit
organization whose mission is to increase awareness and promote education of anxiety
disorders, increase access to evidence-based treatment, and to encourage and develop
new treatments and delivery. Has a click and print self-test for anxiety disorders for
adults. Video clips with “child experts” explain the different subtypes of anxiety
disorders, with tips for parents.

www.adaa.org
Run and operated by the Anxiety Disorders Association of America. Has a very good
page on literature for children, adolescents, parents, and professionals. Is supported by
drug companies. Has a click and print test for adolescents for anxiety disorders.

www.childanxiety.net
A nonprofit educational website.

How to order FRIENDS materials:
1. As part of the province-wide MCFD sponsored FRIENDS Program, BC school
teachers and educators teaching grade 4, 5 & 7 students can order FRIENDS
materials at no cost after completion of the required FRIENDS 1-day training.
For more information got to the FRIENDS website at:
www.mcf.gov.bc.ca/mental_health/friends.htm
2. For those wishing to use the FRIENDS program for other purposes outside of
the school system, FRIENDS materials can be purchased directly via:
Crown Publications
Queen’s Printer for British Columbia
Phone: 250-387-6409
Toll Free: 1-800-663-6105
Website: www.publications.gov.bc.ca
Email: crownpub@gov.bc.ca
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What is Anxiety?

Anxiety means feeling worried and nervous. It is a normal human reaction to
stressful situations or even new situations. Anxiety is both psychological and
physical.
Psychological symptoms include worried thoughts, being unable to concentrate, being
irritable, thinking the worst, and feeling afraid.
Physical symptoms of anxiety include racing heart, fast breathing, stomach aches or
“butterflies”, headache, muscle tension, and constantly feeling tired and “on edge”.
Isn’t Anxiety Normal?

Anxiety is a normal built-in human reaction to signal that you need to be ready
for action or that there is some danger. Anxiety is a signal that often helps us
to pay attention, to be careful, or to recognize that there is a problem to be
solved. Anxiety plays a role in the development of the conscience as children
are growing up; they learn that disobeying rules makes them anxious which
doesn’t feel good.
It is normal to become anxious when big changes are happening: a new
school, a move, changes in the family structure (new baby, new marriage, etc.),
or when upsetting things happen – loss of a friend, when parents are fighting.
Children also tend to worry about certain things at different ages.
Preschoolers worry about the dark or being separated from their parents.
Older children worry about whether they will be accepted by friends or on a
team, or about tests. Teens worry about friends, their future, their health and
so on.
When is Anxiety a Problem?

Anxiety is a problem if it occurs too much of the time, or is interfering with
daily life.
Anxiety in Young People:

Children can have all the anxiety disorders that adults suffer. At least 5 per
hundred children will have a significant anxiety problem such as Panic
Disorder, Generalized Anxiety, Obsessive Compulsive or Posttraumatic Stress
Disorder. Even more will have Social Phobia, or other phobias or fears.
The challenge with childhood anxiety is that it is often not recognized. While
some children may be obviously upset and worried, others will have different
reactions, becoming angry, uncooperative and even aggressive.
Common symptoms of anxiety in children:
• Worries
• Tearfulness
• Clinging
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•
•
•
•
•

Avoidance or Withdrawal
Separation fears
Sleep problems
Physical complaints
Constant fatigue

Other symptoms of anxiety in children:
• Anger, Tantrums
• Irritability
• Oppositional attitude
• Inflexibility
• Aggression
• Inattentiveness
• Fidgety or hyperactive
• Refusal to go to school
• Excessive resistance to doing work
What Causes Anxiety?
• Inborn, inherited tendency
• Shy or cautious temperament
• Unpredictable lifestyle
• Stressful experiences
• Learning from anxious parents
• Habit patterns of avoidance

The tendency to anxiety is inherited, and made worse by
stressful experiences.
Anxiety is Contagious in Families:

Anxious children affect the rest of the family. Often the anxious child is
demanding, difficult to please, won’t go to sleep in her own bed at night, and
disrupts daily routines with refusal to cooperate or emotional outbursts.
Parents may disagree about handling this, and feel unsure about whether to be
more firm, or to give in. The end result is frustrated, tired parents who feel they
are “walking on eggshells” around the anxious child. Often the parents are
already anxious people. Anxiety is contagious within families, and it seems that
everyone ends up its prisoner.
Anxiety and Perfectionism:

Many anxious children are “perfectionistic”. They want to do things perfectly
right away – or else they may refuse to do them at all. Sometimes
perfectionistic children are quite paralyzed by this. They don’t feel like they
can start anything because they won’t do it well enough anyway. They finally
start, and a little thing goes wrong, and they have a catastrophic reaction.
Generally, they end putting everything off or “procrastinating”. Homework
piles up, chores are not done, the room is a mess, and they certainly don’t look
like most people’s idea of a perfectionist. They may refuse to try new things.
They won’t ride a bike, won’t go to the new preschool, an often won’t do
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written schoolwork. This is even worse if they also have a minor problem with
coordination so their work doesn’t look neat.
The suggestions that follow for managing anxiety really work for these kids. An
excellent book is called Perfectionism: What’s So Bad About Being Too Good
by Adderholdt-Williams.
Helping Anxious Children
In most cases, the tendency to be anxious stays with a person throughout their
life. So we need to help anxious children develop coping skills to manage their
own anxiety eventually. This starts with parents helping them. Older children
and teens can do some of this for themselves!
1. Assessment: Have a child’s general health checked by the doctor. Untreated
allergies, anemia, ear infections or other problems make it harder for anxious
children to cope. The doctor can also check out whether panic attacks or
obsessive compulsive disorder, which need very specific treatment, are present.
For some kinds of anxiety, medicine may be suggested, but in most cases
treatment includes learning new coping skills.
2. Look after the basics: No one copes well when they are tired or hungry.
Anxious children often forget to eat, don’t feel hungry, and don’t get enough
sleep. Establish bedtime routine (see below), and offer frequent, nutritious
snacks. Anxious children rarely eat a large full meal. They are better to
“graze” as long as the snacks cover the basic food groups in a day.
3. Establish routines: Routines reduce anxiety. But anxiety tends to disrupt
routines. So you need to work hard to build regular patterns so life is more
predictable. Have the child help plan the routine. Making an attractive
schedule for the fridge gives a sense of control and order. This is not the kind
of child who copes well with a disorganized, “spontaneous” family style. Help
the child adjust to changes by gradually introducing them and preparing them in
advance.
4. Bedtime routines are especially important. Start at least an hour before the
planned bedtime, build in a story, a chat time, some warm milk or snack. A
warm bath ahead of time may help. The ritual helps the child gradually relax.
It is important that parents not get into the habit of sleeping with the child or
having them fall asleep in the parents’ bed as this becomes a habit which is hard
to break. Settle them with some quiet music or a story tape, and check in
briefly at planned intervals (5 min. for young child, 10-15 min. with older) so
they don’t need to worry about where people are. A good routine can take
several weeks to establish, but everyone will feel better once it is in place.
5. Plan time for homework and projects: This needs to be a regular part of
the schedule, as anxious children tend to procrastinate. Because anxious
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children become overwhelmed, breaking the job up into small chunks, setting a
specific time to work, and rewarding yourself for each bit done are tools they
need to learn. Often the hardest part is getting started, so knowing that the TV
program is on afterwards, or having computer time to look forward to can help
to start.
6. Firm, consistent parenting: Anxious children feel calmer when life is
predictable, when they know what is expected of them, and what the
consequences will be. Setting limits is a challenge for parents, however, when
the child becomes so upset. With practice, everyone can feel more secure, and
children are relieved to have adults in charge.
7. Tools to relax: Teach the child a way of relaxing by mental imagery,
progressive muscular relaxation, described in the booklets, “Taming the Worry
Dragon”. To order phone (604)875-3549.
8. Tools to cope with worrying: Some simple ways of “locking up” worries in
an imaginary box, or setting a scheduled “worry” time are some tools to control
the amount of energy worry takes up. Other ideas are to mentally “pull the
plug” on the worry, “take out the worry disk so it’s not using up all the RAM”,
“caging the worry dragon”, or whatever image suits a child’s interests.
Fortunately, most anxious children have a talent for “creative worrying” which
can be harnessed for creative problem-solving instead.
9. Taking risks: Anxious children need to try some experiments like making
phone calls, talking to a new friend, and encouraging themselves through
positive “self-talk” instead of imagining the worst. Parents can model these
tools by using them too.
10. Physical exercise: This is helpful not only in relieving stress, but also in
triggering a physical “relaxation response”. Anxious children often feel “tired
all the time” because they are always exhausting themselves with worry, so
they don’t feel like exercising. But exercise will improve energy and reduce
worry. Try to find something fun to do together rather than making this a
chore.
Does Anxiety Go Away?
Anxiety can get better or be better controlled, but the tendency stays with
people. If it is not managed, other problems like depression can occur. That’s
why it is so important to develop tools to master it. The good news is that
anxious children can become very skilled and confident at managing their
anxiety, and this is an achievement which helps them cope with future life
challenges with extra skill.
For more information: Anxiety Disorders Association of British Columbia
(604) 681-3400

website: www.anxietybc.com
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