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Freeing Your Child from Anxiety: A Reader’s Guide 

Tamar E. Chansky, PhD 

Welcome! I’m so glad you’re here. Anxiety is ubiquitous in life, thoughts and feelings 
that jump in as kids are learning something new—a skill, something about the world—
before they’ve mastered that concept. Think of going to school, learning to read, riding 
a bike, seeing a dog, falling asleep by themselves, learning about death. For some kids, 
anxiety doesn’t just jump in temporarily, but it sticks. It becomes the default way they 
process life. The ideas that you are learning in this book will help kids move through 
the anxiety that accompanies typical development, and it will also help the millions of 
kids whose anxiety has settled into an automatic pattern that won’t budge. Anxiety is 
the most common diagnosis, and also the most treatable. Kids do get better! Your 
understanding of the inner workings of anxiety and how to dismantle and outsmart the 
tricks it plays can make all the difference in a child’s life. Let’s go! 

General Reflective Questions: The Framework: Becoming Worrywise 

Our framing is that anxiety is a signal in need of interpretation, context, fact-checking 
and decision making—rather than an urgent direction to heed. Thinking about anxiety 
can set off a rush response, an urgent feeling requiring an urgent solution, what I call 
the dueling banjoes of activation.  Our model here is very different. It’s to slow down, 
resist the loving “fixing” instinct and do something even better. Our goal is to teach 
kids how to be worrywise—knowing how anxiety works—to recognize the sounds and 
patterns of anxiety and rather than us telling them “it’s OK” they will know the steps to 
figure that out and test that out for themselves (with your support!). With our empathy 
and understanding, kids will feel better knowing why this is happening—and how they 
can interpret data from the brain, reactions from the body—accurately rather than 
urgently. This will help them feel more confident that they can find answers within 
themselves—trust themselves and feel confident—and know when to ask for help. 

Before we jump in, let’s check in: what’s your starting point: What is your 
understanding of anxiety? What is the picture you have of how to help children? 

Let’s gets some clues by starting with ourselves—when you are anxious, what’s 
happening for you? Are you overwhelmed? Are you feeling fearful about the 
unknown—an upcoming event? What are the thoughts you tend to have (I’ll mess up, 
this will be ruined, it will be my fault, they’ll never be ok, it’s my responsibility, I’m 
failing) and as much as you’d like to not have those thoughts—what would you like 
someone to say to you? 

• What are ways that you help yourself to slow down and meet your child where 
they are? What are the beliefs that help you do that—having faith in the process 

• What are the beliefs that make that harder to do—they are suffering too much, 
it’s hurting them to feel this way, I have to fix this, if I don’t it will never go way. 
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• What do you want to say to yourself, help your body do in a moment of fear? 

 

 

The Master Plan for Taking Charge of Anxiety at a Glance 

 

Step One: Empathize, meet your child where they are—show you want to understand 

Step Two: Relabel the problem as the worry brain—pin the problem on the problem: 
it’s not the situation, it’s what worry is telling you about the situation  

Step Three: Rethink and shrink worry down to size: fact check, edit, million-dollar 
question-it 

Step Four: Get the body on board, center within, to turn off the alarms 

Step Five: Approach the worry on purpose and practice GUTI (getting used to it—
remember the swimming pool—uncomfortable at first, then we adjust) 

Step Six: Refocus on what you want to do (rather than standing and arguing with 
worry) 

Step Seven: Reinforce, take stock, reward your child’s efforts at being courageous and 
making changes.  

 

 

Guiding Questions for School Personnel 

Opening Framework: How can we support anxious students and help them feel more 
confident to stretch their comfort zone and grow without allowing anxiety to take over 
and interfere with their education and socialization? 

Reflection: When you were young, what were some of your fears? How did adults 
know or not know about your fears? How did they respond? In what ways was this 
helpful? In what ways not? What would you have wanted the adults to understand 
about you? How would you have wanted them to help you? Were you afraid at school? 
What were your fears? 

What is your initial response to a child with anxiety?  

What do you see as your role-- making them feel better? Helping them stretch?  

Joining with Kids, Starting with Empathy: Kids with anxiety don’t want to feel or be 
different, and they often judge themselves harshly for the symptoms and problems they 



Freeing Your Child from Anxiety Readers Guide 3 

have. They often feel very alone—that no one understands the things they are 
thinking—they don’t even know why themselves. Being the one safe person at school 
who “gets” them can reduce their experience of stress and change their perception of 
school as a place they have to hide who they are or what they feel, to a place where they 
can be understood and not blamed like their challenges are their fault or shortcoming.  

• What are some ways to show empathy and understanding and help kids know 
that you see them as separate from their anxiety?  

• How can you help kids know that they can trust you—that you understand or 
want to understand what things feel like on the inside for them? 

• Anxiety is very treatable—how do you want to convey your support for what a 
child is feeling now—while being clear that step by step, little by little, at their 
pace, things can be better and easier by the skills you’ll work on together?  

• Kids with anxiety may be more self-conscious and not wanting to stand out than 
other kids, how do you balance giving them support with protecting their 
privacy around other kids? 

How Do You Talk About Anxiety with Kids: 

Psychoeducation—explaining how anxiety works, is a powerful way to introduce kids 
to what’s happening inside and how it can change. 

“Long distance learning” explaining anxiety by using an example of something a child 
is not afraid of, lets them learn the skills at a safe distance—they are in their “thinking” 
brain, not their “fearing” brain and can learn the logic. For example, a child who isn’t 
afraid of dogs can learn about how anxiety works by talking through what happens to 
the thoughts, feelings, and actions of a friend who is afraid of dogs. Look at the Brain 
Train illustration on pp: 81-84 and try out a couple of examples and see what works 
best. 

A shared language: naming anxiety creates power and separation. Rather than “I’m so 
anxious” -- a big problem, you can respond and begin to get granular: “What is anxiety 
telling you right now?” It introduces the possibility of change. Imagine asking a child—
what do you want to call this? It’s a part of you, not all of you—it’s an automatic part 
that we all have. Look at the explanations on pp.148-150 and see how you’d like to 
adapt the explanations for what feels most natural for you. 

What behaviors may be anxiety in disguise? 

Some kids tell you they are fearful, other kids may get angry when you ask them to do 
something they aren’t comfortable with. What are some ways that kids show anxiety in 
disguise? What are the best ways to approach a child who isn’t labeling it “anxiety”?  

Do you see anxiety in perfectionism? Refusal? Disengagement? Frequent visits to the 
nurse? 
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How do you find out what’s hard for kids? How do you make change accessible? 

Hint: you don’t need to call it anxiety—you can normalize and ask—everyone gets 
nervous or stressed with something—what are your things?  

Look at the fear thermometer and fear ladder on pages 116, and 227 

Think about how to talk about collaborating with the student—we want to know what’s 
hard now, and maybe by making some adjustments or practicing a little at a time that 
will get easier and then you can do more things. 

What are some ways to ask: What’s on your worry list? What are the things that worry 
makes you think about that you don’t really want to? How hard is that on a low 
medium high, or scale of 1-10? 

Getting momentum and keeping it hopeful: if worry weren’t talking to you—what 
would you want to do? What do you think would help you practice and build up the 
skills to get there? What’s one thing that might be helpful to try? 

Think about if there’s something that you’d like to share (appropriately) about your 
own fears—in that long distance learning way—maybe it’s computers when you know 
the child is confident with that—or sports, help them see how you’re working on your 
thoughts and trying things to teach your brain how that thing really works.  

How to Handle Reassurance So It’s Not a Trap   

Kids who ask questions over and over in class are struggling, but it’s also very hard for 
teachers to frequently pause class for a question that either may have already been 
answered, or that the child likely knows. What do you think is happening for that 
child? What is their brain telling them about that moment?  

Before implementing ideas like question coupons which can be helpful (a certain 
number of questions the child can ask during class—start with a number just outside 
their comfort zone so they can be successful and reduce questions as progress is made), 
talking to the child about what is happening will help this be a collaboration with the 
child and teaching the anxiety not to interfere and be bossy, rather than it feeling like 
the child is “misbehaving” by asking questions. Remember the accommodation as 
scaffolding idea—being able to ask some questions may help the student stay focused in 
class rather than spinning off into worries about what they missed (and missing 
more…).  

Brainstorm how to talk to a child about the difference between the questions they really 
want to know, and the ones that worry is pushing them to ask “just in case.” How can 
you help the child to feel empowered in this process that they are taking charge of 
worry, rather than losing control by not being able to ask? 
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How can you acknowledge how hard it is for worry to be saying—what if you don’t know 
or heard it wrong? Can you imagine role-playing with a child how they can answer back 
to their worry? 

Balancing Accommodation with Active Challenges and Stretching the Comfort Zone: 

Anxiety and avoidance are best friends. They feed off each other. You can use the brain 
train example (pp81-84) to teach kids that “long distance” by talking about something 
that they aren’t afraid of. They’ll be less on the defensive and more open to learning. 

How do you want to convey to kids that you understand what’s hard and want to break 
it down and make it more manageable AND you want to help them get more 
comfortable or used to that hard thing so it’s off their worry list and not weighing on 
their mind? 

When we adults have the flexibility to accommodate some things, kids can participate 
more and that creates momentum for change. Think about accommodation as a form of 
situational scaffolding. You are giving support for things that are hard to facilitate 
movement, eventually you will be able to remove the scaffolding as confidence builds. 

Once kids have identified with you what is hard for them, you want to balance what 
they are ready for with what they are not ready for. What are some ways to talk about 
that? Some ideas: 

What part of this can you do? What are things that make this harder? What would make 
it easier? Things that you could do? Things that school could do? 

A child has social anxiety and is uncomfortable answering questions in class—hides out 
in the bathroom instead whenever possible. A child could get practice speaking up in 
class (which is hard enough) without risking being wrong (that will be a later step, 
higher on their fear ladder)—by having the teacher give them questions to prepare for 
and only be called on when their hand is up.  

What are some other common situations with anxiety at school that you can brainstorm 
levels of accommodation? 

Focus on Academic Anxiety: 

Grade stress is ubiquitous. Research supports this as the primary source of stress for 
kids. What is it like to be a student right now, what are the stressors about the future? 
What are the ways that the school environment may be inadvertently amplifying that 
pressure? What are the ways to change that?  

Tiny shifts in emphasis can mean a lot—noticing the ways we say, “this counts” or, 
“we’re doing this now to prepare you for next year,” think about how that phrasing 
may register in a child’s mind and nervous system. Are there other ways to phrase and 
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frame the work that is done that doesn’t inadvertently take a child out of the moment 
and put them in “future thinking” where it will be harder for them to think? 

How do you think about Dr. Carol Dweck’s concept of growth-mindset: the seminal 
and powerful idea that abilities are not fixed, we are not born smart or not, rather they 
develop with practice, with trying, with feedback and support. The focus is on effort 
rather than on outcome-- on ”improving” compare yourself to yourself and keep trying 
to get better, rather than on “proving” I’m good at this or not. How do you think about 
this in your own life? How do you help kids apply this framework to their mistakes and 
disappointments?  

What are ways to help students feel that they are up to the challenges they face? What 
are ways to help them not have an all or none understanding of success and failure or 
the future? 

How can we help kids take risks academically—answering questions that they don’t 
know for sure, and interpreting mistakes in the smallest, most specific way: I didn’t 
know this right now, vs. – I don’t know anything, I’m a failure. 

Focus on Social Anxiety:  

To a child with social anxiety every moment can feel like a performance that they are in 
peril of flopping—greatly embarrassing themselves by doing something so weird or 
wrong or different that the memory of that moment—even if it’s making eye contact 
strangely (in their mind) will be indelible on every one’s mind—forever. With the inner 
understanding of a socially anxious child’s take on everyday moments, we understand 
how these high stakes risks are too great and this is why kids with social anxiety 
avoid—whether that’s eye contact, talking in class—or in extreme cases—even going to 
school.  

Think about times when you might have felt self-conscious as a child or teen—what did 
it feel like? What did you wish for? (an eject button to get you out of the unbearable 
moment fast?). Imagine now the scaffolding—in addition to normalizing that we all 
may have self-critical thoughts and imagine an audience scrutinizing our moves at 
times, helping kids fact check what those thoughts are saying, and now—think about 
how you can facilitate a child with social anxiety trying the small enough step that they 
are ready for, but the biggest step they can make to make a difference. 

Sometimes something as small as looking around in class—not keeping their eyes 
straight ahead avoiding any contact—is a big step! And there are so many from there. 
As always, ask the child what they’d like to be doing if worry weren’t talking to them—
see what steps they need to practice to get there. 

Help them “edit” their thoughts—“Anxiety is saying everyone will laugh—and that’s 
just wat anxiety says. Or, and that’s just a thought. Or, and just because I’m thinking that 
doesn’t make it true…” 
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Importantly—this is a time for getting specific—will everyone laugh? Will anyone 
notice? Right-sizing the risk, up-sizes the willingness to approach. 

 

Freeing Your Child from Anxiety: Chapter By Chapter Guide: 

Introduction: What Does It Mean to Be Worry Wise? 

• What is it like for you when your child or teen expresses anxiety? What are your 
first reactions inside? How do you tend to respond? 

• What do you think your role is? Rescuer? Teacher? Coach? A little of each? 
• What does worry-wise mean to you? What do you think of the idea that we can 

teach kids to understand worry’s “tricks” and distortions, the ways that worry in 
being “overly helpful” is really unhelpful at that same time? 

• Thinking about how kids understand “consider the source” with friends who are 
unreliable or commercials that want to take advantage—how do you want to 
present the idea that worry is something to “test not trust”? 

• Can you practice the empathic response: “I know this feels really scary,” along 
with the strategic reframe: “What is worry saying to you now? What do you 
think of that?” 

 

Chapter One: Anxiety and fear—a necessary part of development… at first 

• Do you remember your childhood fears? How did the important people in your 
life respond to them? What would you have wanted? 

• Think about fears your child has—do some of them feel developmentally on 
track—e.g., it’s something they haven’t mastered yet, like separations for young 
kids, or test anxiety for school aged, or social fears for teens? 

• Understanding that anxiety is a developmental process doesn’t mean it will “go 
away” on its own, what are the (start small first) experiences your child needs to 
have to learn and approach their fears? Is there information missing about how 
things work? Are there experiences they need to have—what is the first step they 
are ready for? What expectations do you have about how easy or hard this 
should be? Do they fit your child’s age and temperament? 

 

Chapter Two: Making the Diagnosis 

• How do you know when your child needs help? Diagnoses for anxiety are made 
when symptoms interfere with your child’s normal activities, or they endure 
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through those activities with great distress. Think about how much time and 
stress anxiety symptoms and planning take.  

• Many kids have more than one diagnosis, or elements of several. Are there 
elements of different diagnoses that sound like your child’s struggles? 

• How do you talk to your child about their symptoms? This isn’t who your child 
is, it’s what they are doing right now—that distinction will be very helpful to 
them. 

• Do you need to tell your child their diagnosis? Short answer: no. You just need a 
way to refer to the experiences that you both understand—it could be: “Is that 
thing happening again?” or “Is worry being really loud, what’s it saying?” 

Chapter Three: When to Get Help 

• Do you feel like you need to wait until things get worse? What do you think 
about getting ideas for yourself to try at home? Early intervention means sooner 
changes. 

• We may be concerned that a diagnosis instead of being prescriptive, can feel like 
a “label” with your child. What are your thoughts? What are some ways you can 
make sure the diagnosis is used in a supportive way? While you want to honor 
your concerns about how a diagnosis will be handled, there are different ways to 
consider this. You’ll decide what’s best for your child. Sometimes it is 
empowering to kids to know what’s going on—that there is a name (and 
effective treatments!) for what they are experiencing—they aren’t alone.   

• Diagnoses aside, we can always normalize that anxiety is something our big 
thinking brains do—prepare for the worst! Because that was adaptive back in the 
time of threats all day long. You can include that normalizing explanation in any 
conversation with your child. Everyone has anxiety—the difference is that for 
some people the thoughts get stuck, and they need to learn ways to process the 
thoughts and feelings that come up so they don’t decide how they things are for 
you—it’s just one opinion. What are some ways to practice talking about 
diagnoses?      

Chapter Four: The Explanations 

• Anxiety messages get our attention and stay sticky because they are about 
important things—but the key is helping your child know that even though a 
worry may be about something important: someone getting sick, doing well on a 
test, no one getting hurt—it might not be important or necessary for them to 
think about right now. That is the key point. Separating your child from the 
worry messages so they can decide if the warnings are helpful or just scary. I call 
it—someone’s worry mail went to the wrong box, or worry has the wrong guy.  

• “What’s the worst thing that can happen?” That’s often the way we try to 
reassure our kids that they are covered. What works about that, what are the 
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limitations? The alternative is to help your child not just know what is the worst 
thing? You want them to ask themselves—what’s the most likely thing to happen. 
Then they can adjust their preparations (and fears) to reality.  

• What is your favorite way to explain anxiety—what fits best for you or your 
child? Imagining it the gossipy, exaggeratey- friend? The broken record? The 
brain trick? Junk mail from your brain that sounds personal, but it’s really not? 
The highly sensitive smoke detector that mistakes morning toast from a real 
emergency? Be creative and invite your child’s creativity. 

Chapter Five: Getting Unstuck! Changing Thinking 

• Do you remember the game, “pin the tail on the donkey”? OK, well with anxiety 
treatment I say—"pin the problem on the problem.” What does that mean? Your 
child says—“Everyone is going to think I’m weird! What if I never have friends?” 
We might rush to dissect the problem—you’re not weird, you have friends! But 
that’s not really the problem at hand. Something happened and anxiety got there 
first. So, if we are trying to change kids’ thinking—we need to point it out and 
not rush to fix it. Pin the problem on the problem—it’s not the friends, it’s what 
worry is saying about the friends that needs addressing—fact checking and 
perspective taking.  

• What are some ways that you want to help your child “sort their brain mail?” 
What are the questions that feel most comfortable to you and feel like a good fit 
for your child? “What’s worry saying? That’s a lot of what if’s—worry brain has 
a lot to say, do you want to fact check those? That sounds exactly like what 
worry would say—do you have some other ideas?” 

• Notice that in order to focus on thinking we have to resist simply answering 
questions. How is this hard for you? How can it be easier? If you are thinking 
that you are “withholding” an answer—(just answer me!) that will be a stress in 
your relationship—we don’t want to withhold. If instead we think of how to 
empower your child—you help them do the sorting first and, then you ask them 
their opinion—crucially anxiety takes your child’s skills and intelligence out of 
the equation (it’s all about fast reactions, there’s no time for details), but because 
this isn’t an emergency, help your child get in the habit of turning within and 
trusting their gut with a “What do you think?” “Do you have a different idea 
from worry?” “Is there another way you want to think about this that feels better 
or more true?” 

Chapter Six: Unplugging the Inner Alarms 

• “Just take a deep breath!” We don’t like when people say it to us, our kids 
don’t like when we say it to them—but the fact is, breathing is the one action 
of the autonomic nervous system we can control! (we can’t just make our 
heart slow down directly). Some alternatives that are more palatable?  “Can 
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we breathe together? I need a second to slow down so I can process—do you 
want to do that with me?” 

• Slowing down is one pathway to calm—discharging energy through 
movement—gentle shaking it out, dancing, walking, running in place—are 
other ways that we can reset. What does your child prefer? Practice how to 
explain that to your child—the body needing to cool down and ask what are 
the ways they know help or what would you like to try together? 

• Family plan to go off tech an hour before bed? We know it helps the brain 
wind down. How can you collaboratively and reasonably make it happen? 
Can your child have a role—they put the ipad in the basket or on the 
charging dock rather than you taking it. That will make for more buy in. 

Chapter Seven, Eight, and Nine: Changing Minds, Facing Fears, The Steps and The 
Project 

We approach this work—compassionately and accurately-- not as something “wrong” 
with your child, but as project they can take on to free themselves from the ways that 
anxiety decides their thoughts and feelings and actions.  

These next chapters lay out many tools to help kids understand the tricks the brain is 
playing and how to take charge of them. They help you work with your child to have 
them take on “the project” one right-sized step at a time.  

To start, look at the 7 Steps on p. 144, think through how you would phrase each one to 
your child. Remember you don’t have to go in order, but it helps to be fluent in the 
language of the steps. We begin with empathy, because it is the step forward that opens 
up the conversation for all others. 

Consider what kids are often telling themselves: “You need to get better. You need to 
make progress. You need to get rid of anxiety.” These are not phrases that we would 
utter to our children, but they are absolutely the feelings kids have about the anxiety 
process. It’s not that they don’t want to feel better—they do!  It’s that curled up inside 
they thoughts and feelings is a lot of pressure—pressure to be normal, to not be 
different, to get rid of what’s wrong.  Pressure they put on themselves. When we pull 
together the pieces of the process, we want to remember that our kids don’t want to feel 
this way.   

Sometimes as parents we get snagged on the idea that empathy means agreeing with 
the thoughts and perceptions our kids have. It’s not about thinking it’s true, it’s about 
validating the feeling underneath: “This is hard, and you’re struggling with it.” It 
releases the pressure and creates the emotional safety kids need to do the work ahead: 
unpacking and testing the meaning of the anxious thoughts, deciding their next stretch. 
It’s the foundation that makes the “project” collaborative.  What are the words of 
empathy that feel most authentic to you and your child? 
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A picture’s worth a thousand words, flip through and take a look at the illustrations in 
chapters 7-9, which ones speak to you the most in helping you understand the process 
of overcoming anxiety? How do you want to use these ideas in talking to your child? 

• Amygdala Sweet Spot (p.127) challenges shouldn’t be too easy, or too hard but just 
right in the middle, The Stairs of Learning (p. 227) your child can envision where 
they want to end up, what their starting place is and what they’ll need to practice 
in between to get there;  and The Anxiety Equalizer (p.131) to understand what 
“dials” makes things harder or easier for kids when planning courage challenges. 

Use these questions to bridge understanding into action: 

• Seeing the tools, how do you want to use them in talking with your child?  
• We can’t (and shouldn’t!) talk about anxiety all the time! There needs to be 

breathing room. How do you want to collaborate with your child to let this be 
their project that you are the consultant for. Can you be “hired” as a reminder—
rather than just barging in and reminding.  

• What feelings do you have about your child’s struggles that may make you rush 
them? Can you fact check those reactions? What is more true? How do you want 
to support your child and believe in their capacity to change right here and now? 

 

Chapter Ten: The Parenting Stance 

Think about the “table for two” idea we need to identify and unpack our own fears in 
order to help our kids with theirs. What are some fears and beliefs that take you out of 
the moment and into the future? How do you want to talk yourself through that? 
Compassion and fact-checking are a good combination. Look at the illustration on p. 
188 the two jars—Good for anxiety, or, Good for your child. These can be a guide.  

What are some fears and worries that your child has that you’re handling in a “good for 
my child” way? What’s helping you do that? What does it sound like? How does your 
child respond?  What are some places that it’s harder to respond by pointing out the 
anxiety rather than getting pulled into it. What fears or beliefs might be making it 
difficult to do that separation (e.g., fear that my child can’t take it or they will be mad at 
me). Can you fact check your beliefs and see if there is middle ground? 

 

Chapter Eleven- Chapter Seventeen: The Diagnoses in Detail 

Generalized Anxiety, Phobias, Social Anxiety, Panic and Separation Anxiety, Tics and 
Trichotillomania, Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. 

For each anxiety disorder there is a core cognitive thumbprint, understanding the code 
helps kids separate from the pattern and better understand the filter or the brain trick—
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so they can decide what is more true or helpful and choose the step they are ready to 
take using the “shrink and approach” method. Helping your child shrink the 
distortions, right-size the risk and then get one step closer to the situation they’ve felt 
they need to avoid, adjust, and take the next step.  

Think about your understanding of each disorder, what is the core mechanism, what is 
it like for the child to live in that belief system of risk and how things work. Then think 
about what you’d like them to understand. Remember, that anxiety is a “no-fault” 
disorder, so it’s not that your child is thinking “wrong” it’s just that they need to think 
in twos. The first thought, the automatic assessment will be fast but not accurate, it’s not 
their fault, help them to relabel “that sounds exactly like what worry would say,” and 
ask them if there are a few more interpretations that they could imagine or that they 
would tell a friend. Or that they could ask of their Inner Board of Directors—the four 
people real or imaginary who they’d like to weigh in with their opinions. 

Cracking the Code of the Different Anxiety Disorders: 

GAD: Worry on autopilot. Give me a situation and GAD can tell you twenty things that 
can go wrong or are their fault: you’re not good enough, you’re going to mess up, it 
needs to be perfect. Kids with GAD have non-stop “what’s wrong? Or what could go 
wrong?” feed going through their mind that often results in physical symptoms—
headaches, stomachaches, trouble sleeping. While the worries may be about 
understandable things—grades, health, friends—it’s the uncontrollable quality that is 
debilitating. Kids think because they have worries that they should worry about them—
that worry even is protective and responsible. Helping them fact-check, create a 
schedule of worry times, is how they begin to be in control and have a think in twos: 
“what if, vs. What else” orientation to life. 

Phobias: While some phobias come from a direct negative experience: seeing someone 
throw up, seeing a dog jump up or bark loudly, having a vaccine at the doctor, others 
are more from our ancient wiring: fear of blood, snakes, bugs. The mistaken belief that 
gets attached to that stimulus is that this thing is dangerous, I can’t handle it, and I need 
to avoid it at all costs. This is why a child may frighteningly run in the street to avoid a 
dog—even on a leash. The power of avoidance reinforces the fear—"good thing we 
escaped that-- it was dangerous.” Meanwhile it might not have been dangerous , and 
may have been manageable. Treatment comes from gradual exposure to the feared 
stimulus to see that it is manageable, not dangerous, and even if I’m uncomfortable 
with it I can handle it. 

Social Anxiety: Imagine that there is a roving spotlight on your life without any 
backstage—this is social anxiety. Every ordinary step is under the microscope—the 
scrutiny can leave no action as normal or inconsequential.  A pause, a stumble is the 
weirdest and worst thing that’s ever happened. The pivot? Help kids to identify the 
harsh judgments of the critic, allows them to decide—is that fair, is it helpful, is it 
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accurate—is that what they would tell a friend in that situation? Shifting the 
captions/narratives to their life combined with stretching their comfort zone trying 
small challenges—looking up rather than away, saying hi, ordering at the cafeteria, 
making “mistakes” or stumbles on purpose helps them see that no one notices, it’s OK. 

Panic: Out of the blue the body activates the alarm system for no reason, quickly 
escalating symptoms that you’re going to die or go crazy or something is really wrong. 
Teaching kids it’s a false alarm, to do breathing, grounding, and the boring story—
instead of “what’s wrong with me?? What’s going to happen?!?” The boring story is: 
“This is panic, it can’t hurt me, it’s a false alarm it will pass soon if I keep talking this 
way and breathing slowly.” 

Tics and Trich: Why would kids pull their eyelashes out? Why would they bob their 
neck to the right if that actually starts to hurt? Tics and trich happen in the part of the 
brain that tell us to act even when we don’t want to—the actions are no-fault and called 
“un-voluntary.” You can’t stop them all, but you can help your child learn habit 
reversal: for tics: “blocking moves” ways to prevent tics and catch what they can. And 
for trich: competing responses, using fidgets and things like band-aids or head scarfs as 
impediments to pulling. 

OCD: Intrusive, unwanted thoughts about contamination, order, bad thoughts, 
repetition are like a broken record to a child, creating fear dread and shame, the trick 
the brain plays is that in order to stop the thoughts or make sure the bad thing happens 
the child feels like they need to do rituals do ward off harm. Teaching kids that it is a 
brain trick—that the thoughts are getting stuck and to fix the “filter” they need to break 
the rules and not do what the brain trick is saying, it will feel uncomfortable at first but 
then that feeling will fade and they will feel more in charge. These aren’t rules they 
need to follow. Other kids don’t want harm to happen or bad luck and their brain isn’t 
telling them to do these things. They can retrain their brain. 

PTSD: What happens in a moment of extreme fear and threat is that our information 
processing goes off line, and the decision the nervous system makes for us is fight-
flight-or freeze in order to survive. The imprint of that moment remains unprocessed 
and comes back in frightening flashbacks or moments where any similar stimulus can 
trigger the terror or freeze that we felt in that moment. Therapy is to restore safety and a 
narrative with a beginning middle and end, rather than stopping at the most terrifying 
part. Helping kids know that when those reactions happen they can start to tell 
themselves—“It’s over, you’re safe. What happened then is not happening now.” It 
helps them know that they aren’t “crazy” to be having those reactions, it’s a program 
the body is in that they can relearn safety by revisiting the events to create a narrative 
that ends with their courage and survival. 

Chapter Eighteen: Nighttime Fears 
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All kids need to master the complex task of separation, managing discomfort, self-
soothing—boredom! In order to go sleep at night. What part of the puzzle does your 
child need the most help with? 

Kids will do this at their own pace, but a helpful reflection is to “table for two” and see 
what are your feelings about your child’s nighttime discomfort? Can you fact check 
them? What’s a middle ground that you are ready for that your child is too?   

Check out and practice the Four Doors exercise (see p. 299-300). What would be your 
doors, how do you want to introduce this to your child—and find out their “door” 
choices in the morning? 

Chapter 19: School and Friends 

There are so many different ways that kids can feel anxious about school and friends. 
One of the most important pieces of the puzzle with anxiety is taking your time to not 
assume you know the “why” and instead giving your child opportunities and tools to 
parse out what are the different pieces that make things hard or scary. Use a real or 
imaginary pie chart—what are all the parts that feel hard or scary? How big are they? 
What is bigger what is smaller then you can begin to address and fact check those 
concerns one at a time. Sometimes we might need a mental health day from work—
what do you think are the pros and cons of a mental health day for your kids? It’s a fine 
line, but sometimes a reset is exactly what kids need to come back stronger and function 
at their best.  

Chapter 20: Real World Fears 

 We never want to have to share hard realities with our kids, but at the same time, we 
are the best people to be there for our kids and those hard conversations. Reading over 
the suggestions in the chapter, how do you want to consider your purpose when you 
tell your child hard news. Do you feel pressured to say too many details, pressured to 
keep information away because it will be too much. Can you think through what is a 
middle ground (the amygdala sweet spot) and remember that your child knowing that 
you can handle their upset and your own, takes a weight off their shoulders. 

Chapter 21 Pressure Cooker Kids 

Bringing your conviction in your child rather than your fears… 

We all want our kids to have a bright “future”, but our fears about it can make it have    
a looming presence.  How do you want people to talk to you about the future—
something to fear, something you can be prepared for by being exactly where you are in 
the present?  Check out Dr. Carol Dweck’s idea of “Growth Mindset” on p. 426, the 
concept that we aren’t born lucky or not with fixed abilities (being smart, talented etc.), 
instead we can grow those resources by our effort, practice, and taking in feedback to 
improve. How is this framework part of your conversation at home? How is it not? 
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How do you want to talk about grades—can you sit at the table for two and reflect on 
your fears, and what is the best way to fact check and respond to them inside? How do 
you want to help your child feel prepared, not scared? Can you invite your child to tell 
you what mattered to them at school and listen for what their answers reveal about 
them—even if it’s not what matters most to you. 

Chapter 22: Letting Your Child Lead 

How has your understanding of anxiety changed as you’ve read this book? Do you 
have a different sense of your child’s strengths and abilities? How has your 
understanding of your role with your child changed? What are the self-talk messages 
that are the most helpful that you want to hear more of? (e.g., she’s anxious and it’s OK, 
this is just now, I can be helpful without reinforcing anxiety…) 

How has your own relationship with anxiety influenced the way you respond to your 
child’s? How has it changed while reading the book? What feels easier as you work on 
this process? What feels harder? 

What tools have been most helpful—the brain nets distinguishing between what 
thoughts are important and which are just on repeat because they’re “stuck in the net”? 
the brain post office—sorting the brain mail. Does that sound like an important thought, 
or is it using important words—danger, risk, harm, but it’s kind of more like junk mail 
because it’s not really about your life?  What about the swimming pool analogy—things 
feel uncomfortable at first, but then we adjust just like what happens if we stay in the 
pool after that initial cold shock.  What about amygdala friendly learning? Knowing 
that challenges are too hard or too easy will be stressful in different ways. Ask your 
child what they feel ready to do. Choose a few ideas to practice role-playing before 
trying them with your child. 

 

*** 

 Thank you for reading Freeing Your Child from Anxiety! I hope it has been both helpful 
and inspiring. Our kids need us to show them the way. When we teach kids that 
anxiety is something to understand, interpret, and test, not trust, they become more 
confident in their life. The small shifts and nuances of the language you choose, the 
empathy you show in trusting the intensity of their feelings, while also knowing that 
they don’t want to feel this way, the way that you approach avoidance or reassurance 
with an eye toward empowering rather than pressuring—all of this will help kids learn 
how to effectively approach the challenges in their life today and for a lifetime! 

For lots more ideas on all these topics—please go to the Worrywise Library on my 
website, tamarchansky.com, where all my blogposts are catalogued. And to 
Worrywisekids.org for many resources for parents and schools. As always, here’s to less 
worry all around. 
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