
Recognizing Childhood 
Anxiety and Strategies 
for Coping



Definition of Anxiety

General: Apprehensive uneasiness or nervousness usually over an impending or 
anticipated ill : a state of being anxious

Medical: An abnormal and overwhelming sense of apprehension and fear often 
marked by physical signs (such as tension, sweating, and increased pulse rate), 
by doubt concerning the reality and nature of the threat, and by self-doubt about 
one's capacity to cope with it

The Term Anxiety Disorder:

Refers to specific psychiatric disorders that involve extreme fear or worry, and 
includes generalized anxiety disorder (GAD),  panic disorder and panic attacks, 
agoraphobia, social anxiety disorder, selective mutism, separation anxiety, and 
specific phobias. 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/anxious
https://adaa.org/understanding-anxiety/generalized-anxiety-disorder-gad
https://adaa.org/understanding-anxiety/panic-disorder-agoraphobia
https://adaa.org/understanding-anxiety/social-anxiety-disorder
http://www.adaa.org/understanding-anxiety/specific-phobias


General Signs and Symptoms of Anxiety
● Feeling nervous, irritable or on edge
● Having a sense of impending danger, panic or doom
● Having an increased heart rate
● Breathing rapidly (hyperventilation), sweating, and/or trembling
● Feeling weak or tired
● Difficulty concentrating 
● Having trouble sleeping
● Experiencing gastrointestinal problems







When it is normal fear vs. real anxiety?  

Not outgrowing the fears and worries that are typical in young 
children, or when there are so many fears and worries that they 
interfere with school, home, or play activities. 



Examples of different types of anxiety disorders include

● Being very afraid when away from parents (separation anxiety)

● Having extreme fear about a specific thing or situation, such as dogs, 

insects, or going to the doctor (phobias)

● Being very afraid of school and other places where there are people (social 

anxiety)

● Being very worried about the future and about bad things happening 

(general anxiety)

● Having repeated episodes of sudden, unexpected, intense fear that come 

with symptoms like heart pounding, having trouble breathing, or feeling 

dizzy, shaky, or sweaty (panic disorder)





Why is this important right now?

● Erratic schedule
● Keeping kids in school like setting  
● Keeping kids occupied
● Worry about your own health, job, finances, food scarcity
● Juggling working from home with housework/ childcare, 

school
● Worry about sick relatives or elderly relatives staying 

healthy
● Trying to understand what’s going on and how to explain it 

to the kids 
● Too much news
● Missing your own peers, co-workers, family and the village 

who help you and family cope



How to treat

1. Help them manage: Help them learn to tolerate their anxiety and function as      
well as they can, even when they’re anxious. 

2. Dont avoid things that make them anxious: Helping children avoid the 
things they are afraid of will make them feel better in the short term, but it 
reinforces the anxiety over the long run. If a child in an uncomfortable situation 
gets upset, starts to cry—not to be manipulative, but just because that’s how 
she feels—and her parents whisk her out of there, or remove the thing she’s 
afraid of, she’s learned that coping mechanism, and that cycle has the potential 
to repeat itself.

3. Tell him it’s going to be OK:  be positive but 
not unrealistic, as he faces his fears, 
the anxiety level will drop over time.



 Treatment Cont’d
4. Respect his feelings : verbalize understanding without belittling  his fears “I 
know you’re scared, and that’s okay, and I’m here, and I’m going to help you 
get through this.”

5. Avoid leading questions:“are you nervous about your baseball game?”  “are
 you anxious about that big test?” just check in and ask “how are you today?”

6. Encourage tolerance of what makes her anxious;  WE all get nervous, but 
reassure her that in time she may be less anxious;  maybe not totally resolved 
but with exposure to the stressor less over time

7. Don’t discuss big stressors too many days prior: keep the anticipatory time 
short.

8. Role play: “what will you do if you start to feel nervous?” Have a plan

9. BE A ROLE MODEL



What Can we do At Home?
Keep to a Schedule

Make and maintain regular daily schedule.  Wake up, eat, school same 
time every day print out a schedule and go over it as a family each 
morning.

Consistency and structure are calming during times of stress. 

Kids benefit from knowing what’s going to happen and when. 

 Setting a timer will help kids know when activities are about to begin or 

end. Having regular reminders will help head off meltdowns when it’s 

time to transition from one thing to the next 

https://childmind.org/article/why-do-kids-have-trouble-with-transitions/


Activities

● Be creative,  what did you like to do as a kid? Prescreen activities 
(art, games, etc)

● Involve kids in meal prep, cooking, looking up recipes, incorporate 
a cooking lesson for a math lesson (quarts, teaspoons, equivalents)

● Exercise  yoga, dance party, Wii or Nintendo switch where you can 
play together, outdoor bike, run, chalk the walk

● Learn a new hobby, activity, language
● Make photobooks online
● Some screen time don’t stress about it
● Watch old movies you loved as a kid
● Look into free streaming services now (Tubi, YouTube, Roku, 

PlutoTV



Manage your own anxiety    

● Limit your news consumption
● Watch your own thinking  (assuming every cough is a sign you’ve 

been infected)
● Keep a sense of perspective, one minute at a time with 

mindful acceptance of what you can control 
● If you are anxious don’t talk about concerns in front of kids
● Take a BREAK, breathe, walk, mediate, shower
● Practice self-compassion



Other Strategies

● Keep in touch virtually
● Make plans for immediate future- plan virtual playdates, what to cook 

chores, assign kids tasks that will help them feel that they are part of the 
plan and making a valuable contribution to the family

● Keep it positive- Tell him you’re excited for you all to be home together 
too, despite your worries reinforce the positive that can come from this 
isolation

● Keep kids in the loop (when will we see grandma again, soon is ok for 
young kids) 

● “We should forgive ourselves the image of perfection that we normally 
aspire to as parents,” says David Anderson, PhD, a clinical psychologist at 
the Child Mind Institute

● Gratitude journal or jar
● Accept help!
● Be flexible



Phone numbers and help

Office of Mental health NYS https://omh.ny.gov/

Emotional Support Line: 1-844-863-9314

National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 1-800-273-TALK (8255)

New York State Domestic Violence Hotline: 1-800-942-6906

Crisis Text Line: Text "Got5" to 741-741
Psychologytoday.com


