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Introduction

What we have learned about the brain has dramatically changed over the past ten years. New scientific research has substantiated how vast, viable, and intricately connected our brains are. Yes, the number of diagnoses of anxiety in children and teens seems to be on the rise, but so are reliable and sound strategies proven to alleviate anxiety. Also increasing is the number of parents who are committed to conscious parenting. Rather than be paralyzed by their child’s challenges, conscious parents choose to expose their children to life skills, tools, and strategies they may have never learned otherwise.

As a conscious parent, you can help your child use mind-body strategies and relaxation techniques to understand and work through the symptoms of anxiety. You can help your child learn that he has a choice in how he interprets and responds to the symptoms. If he feels overwhelmed or fearful of what can happen, he may select responses that do more harm than good. On the other hand, viewing his mind and body as a resource increases his ability to move through stress and fears with more confidence and ease.

Picking up a book on how to parent a child with anxiety may be the last thing you ever expected. No doubt it can feel a bit disheartening and uncomfortable. You may even experience a bit of your own fears and insecurities rising to the surface. But you’ve taken the first step in supporting your child through the symptoms of anxiety while building your child’s inner resiliency.

The Conscious Parent’s Guide to Childhood Anxiety recognizes anxiety as a journey of self-awareness, not just for your child, but for the entire family. Without this awareness, anxiety treatments and strategies may fall short, providing only short-term relief. As a result, your child’s faith in his own abilities and progress may be compromised. Self-awareness takes knowledge, skills, and practice, but once acquired, your child will be one step closer to confidently taking control of his emotions and fears.

In the end, anxiety will no longer be something your child needs to beat, but rather an opportunity to strengthen his identity and character. Consider this book to be a doorway to revealing the true nature of your child.

Anxiety is not your child’s identity, nor is it his future. It is an opportunity for your child to learn skills that allow him to become closer to who he is, rather than be stuck in who he isn’t.


Chapter 1

Conscious Parenting

Being a conscious parent is all about building strong, sustainable bonds with your children through mindful living and awareness. Traditional power-based parenting techniques that promote compliance and obedience can disconnect you from your children. Conscious parenting, on the other hand, helps you develop a positive emotional connection with your child. You acknowledge your child’s unique self and attempt to empathize with his way of viewing the world. Through empathetic understanding and tolerance, you create a safe environment where your child feels his ideas and concerns are truly being heard. When you find yourself in a stressful situation with your child, rather than reacting with anger or sarcasm, conscious parenting reminds you to instead take a step back, reflect, and look for a peaceful solution—one that honors your child’s individuality and motivations. This approach benefits all children, especially children with anxiety. You don’t need to “fix” your child—you need to work with him to understand what triggers feelings of anxiety and how he can learn to overcome the symptoms. The strong bond built between you and your child, along with your own calm, respectful attitude, help him to feel calm, confident, and secure.

The Benefits of Conscious Parenting

Conscious parenting isn’t a set of rules or regulations that you must follow; rather, it is a system of beliefs. Conscious parents engage and connect with their children, using mindful and positive discipline rather than punishment. They try to be present when they’re spending time with their children, avoiding distractions like TV and social media. Conscious parents respect their children and accept them as they are. The most important part of conscious parenting is building an emotional connection with your child so you can understand the underlying reasons for behavior.

Conscious parenting is about listening with full attention, and embracing an acceptance of yourself and your child without judgment. As you engage in the act of becoming, you will discover a heightened sense of emotional awareness of yourself and your child, a clearer self-regulation in the parenting relationship, and a greater compassion for yourself and your child.


Conscious parenting brings with it a number of benefits including improved communication, stronger relationships, and the feeling of greater happiness and satisfaction in life. Some of these benefits appear more immediately, while others take some time to emerge. The benefits of conscious parenting and mindfulness are a result of making it a part of your daily life. With practice, conscious parenting becomes an integral part of who and how you are in the world, and will in turn become a central part of who your child is, as well.

Self-Awareness and Self-Control

One of the first benefits of conscious parenting that you (and your child) will see is a heightened awareness of yourself and your inner life, including your emotions, thoughts, and feelings. As you become more aware of these various forces moving within you, you can begin to watch them rise without being at their mercy. For example, when you are aware that you are becoming angry, you have a choice about whether to act from that anger or attend to that feeling directly. You will start to notice the things that tend to set you off, your triggers, and you will begin to be able to anticipate your emotions before they have a hold on you.

Mindfulness is the practice of being attentive in every moment, and noticing what is taking place both inside and outside of you without judgment. It is the practice of purposefully seeing your thoughts, emotions, experiences, and surroundings as they arise. Simply put, mindfulness is the act of paying attention.


As you become more skilled at noticing the thoughts and feelings that arise, you will begin to notice them more quickly, maybe even before they start to affect your actions. This awareness is itself a powerful tool. It opens up the possibility to say, “Hey, I’m pretty mad right now” instead of yelling at somebody you care about because you were upset about something else. It can do exactly the same thing for your child, helping her to learn to communicate about her feelings rather than just react from that place of emotion. As with most things, children learn this best by seeing it modeled by the adults in their lives.

Often, you may notice that your emotions carry with them a sense of urgency. This mindfulness creates a certain amount of mental space in which you can deal with the thought or feeling itself rather than being moved to act by it. As you feel the impulse to do something arise within you, you will be able to identify the forces driving that sense of “I need to do something.” They could be, for example, the thoughts that come up as you watch a three-year-old put on her own shoes. Your mind might be buzzing with impatience, and the thought “I need to put her shoes on for her because she’s taking forever” may arise. When you notice this thought, you’ll have some room to check in with yourself and act intentionally instead of just reacting or immediately acting on it.

Well-Being

Conscious parents understand that all they do and say over the course of each day matters. It is a sense of the now, being in the present moment without regard or worry for the past or future. When you become more mindful, you may find that you become more accepting of the things in life that you can’t change and experience less stress. The net result is greater satisfaction and enjoyment of whatever each day has to offer. This sense of well-being offers a satisfaction and contentment in knowing that we are who we are intended to be, doing precisely what we are designed for in the moment.

As human beings, we each possess the tools for contributing something of value. Assess your gifts and talents—those personality traits and skills that make you unique—and determine how to employ them to enhance your parenting. If you take a full accounting of yourself—good, bad, and indifferent—and own the sum total of your individual experience, you are taking the first step toward conscious parenting.


Empathy

The awareness you gain as a conscious parent has the practical purpose of redefining your perception of yourself and your compassionate understanding of your child. When you understand how your child experiences the world and how she learns, you can communicate in ways that really reach her. This largely happens through modeling, or teaching through example. Doing so allows you to pass on the values and lessons that are important to you, regardless of your beliefs.

What do you believe about stress? What do you think a life without anxiety looks like? If you believe stress is a burden or that stress is the reason for your child’s problems, this will influence how you approach your child’s symptoms. If you believe that life without anxiety means a perfect world without stress, your relationship with stress may be based more on frustration than confidence. It turns out that what you believe about stress matters. Your beliefs create mindsets, and mindsets influence the way you view your child’s symptoms. Part of supporting your child through anxiety is to become informed about stress (and anxiety) and when to be concerned, as well as how it may be utilized to her advantage.

Acceptance and Validation

Your child relies upon you and your family to provide a solid foundation of self-esteem. Equipped with a strong sense of self-worth, your child will be better prepared to enter into a life that will likely present many challenges. Much of your time and energy will be expended in raising, counseling, and disciplining your child in ways that she will understand. Try to equalize those occasions by reinforcing your love and appreciation of her gifts and talents.

Giving Your Child Full Attention

All too often people multitask their way through the day. This is a coping mechanism you have probably developed as a means of juggling the many projects, tasks, errands, and obligations that you are responsible for. Although it is a common approach to managing the multiple things you have to do, it splits your attention in ways that distract your mind and actually lessen the quality of your attention. In reality, heavy multitasking causes your work and social interactions to suffer because of how it divides your focus.

To avoid this becoming an issue between you and your child (and to make sure you’re modeling the kind of focus and engagement you want your child to use as well), make sure to practice engaged listening when you are at home with your family. This means setting aside other distractions, making eye contact, and giving the speaker (in this case, your child) your full attention.

Even if you set down what you are doing and are looking at your child, check in with yourself. Is your mind focused on what he is saying, or is it still planning, scheduling, remembering, projecting, or worrying? It is very easy to only half-listen, and this can be especially true when it comes to listening to children.

True multitasking is neurologically impossible. When you try to multitask, what you actually end up doing is rapidly switching between tasks. Each time you do so, you lose efficiency and concentration, so stop trying! Do one thing at a time so you can do it with your whole brain, then move on to the next.


The stories your child tells are not always relevant or very interesting to your adult life. The idea behind active listening is not that you suddenly care about what everyone else brought to school for Show and Tell today, it’s that you care about your child, and he wants to tell you the funny, strange, or interesting things that he experienced that day. The important part of this interaction is that your child wants to share his joy, curiosity, and interests with you. He wants to interact with you and share parts of himself and his life with you, and this is one of the ways he can do that. Be open to this gift. You’ll be surprised by the interest you may develop in these things as you listen to your child talk. When a person you love cares about something, it becomes easier to see that thing through his eyes and appreciate it all the more.

Understanding Behavior

Anxiety can be triggered by a myriad of things. Thoughts trigger anxiety, particularly ones that focus on flaws or unworthiness. Emotions such as shame and guilt are anxiety magnifiers, along with worry, learning difficulties, pressure, uncertainty, feeling emotionally unsafe, and fear of criticism and/or failure. Unrealistic expectations, striving for perfection, and an imagined sense of doom also contribute to this state. Long-term anxiety leads to a habit of racing thoughts and a persistent desire for things to be a certain way, or different from the way they are at that moment. Finally, anxiety may be triggered by the memory of past events, both those that are within the child’s current awareness as well as some that may be buried in her subconscious mind.

Anxiety can also be triggered by development. Children go through several stages of anxiety as they grow, and their brain develops and readjusts to newly acquired knowledge. For example, an infant of a certain age can experience anxiety when a parent or caregiver leaves a room. The infant believes the parent has ceased to exist, when in reality the parent may just be in the next room. This is a type of separation anxiety, which can occur from around eight months old through the preschool years, and it is normal for a child of this age to show intense feelings if separated from her parents.

At two years old, your child may be scared of the dark, loud noises, animals, changes in the house, or strangers. At age five you can add “bad people” and fear of bodily harm to the list. By age six, it is common for children to still be afraid of the dark and have separation issues again, as well as fear of thunder and lightning, supernatural beings, staying alone, or getting hurt. Within the age range of seven to eight, it is common for children to unconsciously bite their pencils or twirl their hair as a temporary way to relieve tension.

Kids aged seven through twelve often have fears that are more reality-based, like getting hurt or of some kind of disaster happening, because they are now more aware of the world around them. Teens may show signs of fear of the future, failure, rejection, or disappointment.

All these fears are developmentally normal phases, but if your child seems stuck in a phase or fixated on a certain fear it may be a sign of something more. Many children can be described as intensely oversensitive, or “high maintenance,” which may just be a normal expression of your child’s developing personality. The deciding factors of whether to seek help lie in the frequency and intensity of the fears, and how much the fear and worry interferes with life.


Chapter 2

The Anxiety Journey

Kids today face great academic, social, and emotional challenges. These challenges and pressures cause some of them to experience anxiety. They are unable to be at ease and enjoy the moment. Instead they find themselves locked up in their thoughts, buried by fears, and drawn toward distractions. Quick-fix approaches such as lecturing, avoiding certain situations, or constantly reassuring them are slowly losing their promise. These ideas are gradually being replaced by a shift of insight focusing less on what is wrong with a child and more on how symptoms work and what is causing them. As you work with your child to understand anxiety, you will learn what emotions are made of. The most important part of this process is to shift from trying to understand what is happening to your child, to becoming curious about how this may be happening for him.

What’s Happening for My Child?

Learning about anxiety can help both you and your child. Your child will have an opportunity to learn about the magnificence of his brain, body, and feelings. He will learn how thoughts manifest into words, self-talk, and, in some cases, belief systems. He will also learn the difference between suffering and feeling.

“Mindfulness means paying attention to things as they actually are in any given moment, however they are, rather than as we want them to be.” —Jon Kabat-Zinn


Through feeling, he will connect to the deeper parts of himself, and because you are along for the ride you get to join him in discovering your inner values, how you interpret the world, what triggers uncomfortable feelings for you, and your own unconscious and conscious fears and desires. With your guidance, rather than becoming overwhelmed by his symptoms, your child will learn how to appreciate them, and with practice use them to make healthier choices. The process of overcoming anxiety takes your child along a journey of creating healthy boundaries, developing resiliency, self-discipline, creativity, autonomy, and most of all self-love. As his parent, you are an important guide and supporter.

Some Stress Is Good

Research indicates a low amount of stress does no damage to the body and can actually be good for you, as it helps you to tackle tasks and complete your to-do lists. Author and Stanford psychologist Kelly McGonigal, PhD, is pioneering some of the latest research, highlighting much of it in her book The Upside of Stress, including the idea that “stress can in fact make us stronger, smarter, and happier if we learn how to embrace it.” If your child didn’t have some stress in her life, she might be less motivated to study for exams, complete homework assignments, or excel in music or sports.

On the other hand, when stress runs at high levels, instead of being motivated your child may become paralyzed by what she is experiencing. This can lead to an increase of symptoms such as self-doubt, chronic worrying, insecurity, fear of the future, and a tendency to hang on to the past. Your child may experience symptoms like stomach irritability, tension headaches, difficulty sleeping, nervousness, distractibility, irritability, and anger. She may find it difficult to try new things or make friends.

Coping

A child who is feeling anxious may find her own way of coping with what she is feeling. Without a true understanding of anxiety and guidance for how to move through the symptoms, this could lead to counterproductive habits and behaviors. For example, she may try to distract herself by fiddling with her phone or avoiding certain situations altogether. She may watch several hours of television to avoid studying for a test. Some children turn to overeating for comfort. A younger child might become clingy or have bouts of tantrums. As a caregiver, you can help your child learn healthy and more effective coping strategies to deal with anxiety. For example:


	Break down tasks, like homework, household chores, or musical instrument practice into manageable chunks.

	Expose your child to a new situation ahead of time. Visit a new school, ask a coach about what’s needed for a first practice, or do some online research on a new activity.

	Teach your child to plan ahead. Ask your child to think about what she needs to go school, to the pool, or to a game. Try not to list things for her—ask her to come up with a list on her own.

	Losing things can be anxiety provoking. Help your child come up with a strategy for keeping track of her belongings. Encourage her to think for herself and be responsible for remembering to bring items home.



In general, the best coping strategies are those that put your child in control of her environment. While you may want to protect her from the distressing feelings of anxiety, make sure you’re not constantly “protecting” your child from situations that can cause stress. Allowing your child to avoid school events, birthday parties, and play dates will not make the anxiety go away. Your child needs to learn to identify stressful situations and come up with her own ways to deal with them (with your help, of course).

Worry Makes Anxiety Grow

Everyone worries. On the positive side, worry can motivate you to do well at a task, accomplish a goal, or take care of a problem. With mental discipline and patience, your child will be able to reflect back on his experiences as opportunities rather than obstacles. He will eventually realize there are no monsters hiding in the closet; that if he makes a mistake, he will live through it; and sometimes he has to keep trying to get what he wants. However, for some children, anxiety is so overwhelming that it becomes paralyzing and prevents any movement whatsoever. Worries become a full-time job.

As a parent, you may also unconsciously be adding to your child’s worries. Some parents get in the habit of hearing about a child’s worry and sending (silently or verbally) one of their own worries back to the child. For example, a child who expresses disappointment or worry about school may trigger a parent’s fear of “what if this school or teacher doesn’t work out, how will I handle it?” A parent may also begin to believe that this is a sign that this will be a “bad” year. Before you add to your child’s worries, take a minute to close your eyes and pay attention to your own feelings. Place your hand on your lower abdomen and on inhale press your belly away from your spine (like you were blowing up a balloon) and on exhale gently tug your abdomen toward your spine. Breathing in this way sends a calming sensation that can be contagious. Just as children can sense when you are in a state of fear or tension they can also sense calm and serenity. Breathing in this way increases the opportunity for you to experience emotions such as love and trust. Directing your attention to your child in this state is no different than sending him vibrations of confidence and peace.

When the “What Ifs” Kick In

Worry involves both thoughts and feelings, and is defined as a lasting preoccupation with past or future events. This type of thinking causes your child to feel as if he were reliving an event repeatedly, or constantly readying himself for the worst outcome in a future event. When you see your child “becoming his anxiety,” meaning he sees himself as having nervousness, worry, or lacking control rather than experiencing it, you might think to yourself, “I don’t get it, where did this come from?” There is a huge difference between “having” and experiencing. To have anxiety is no different than saying, “I am anxiety” whereas to experience anxiety is like saying, “I am experiencing worry, doubt, and fear.” It is important to teach children that their experiences do not define them or their future. Instead, focus on the present moment where the body, breath, and mind are always growing and changing.

As a parent the worry will often seem out of proportion to you and sometimes seem as if it came out of nowhere. You see your child get stuck in a vicious cycle that in turn increases his dread, and nothing you say or do seems to help. When your child is trapped by worry, you will often hear the phrases “if only . . .” and “what if . . .” over and over.

The “What Ifs”

“What if” refers to thoughts about the future. In the case of worry, these thoughts are about any number of emotionally charged things that could possibly happen. What if I am not liked by the other kids, do not do well on the test, cannot hit the ball in gym, or do not get chosen for the team? What if my face turns red during my speech, or my teacher gets upset that I forgot my homework again? When the worry starts and your child cannot stop it, it grows in intensity like a runaway train, and your child ultimately ends up wondering, What if no matter what I do, it is not enough? It is an endless cycle that can never be resolved and often results in negative self-talk, low self-esteem, and ultimately, being unsure of who he is. It also shows itself behaviorally. When what if takes hold over your child’s life, he may seem paralyzed, unable to participate in activities or unable to perform to his capability. You then will hear phrases like, “What if I don’t catch the ball when it comes my way? I can’t be on the team,” or “I can’t try out for the play. What if I forget my lines? Everyone will make fun of me—I’ll just die.”

Redirecting What Ifs

There are two ways to handle what if. The first is to focus on the moment by redirecting your awareness to your body. Parents can model this by saying, “I notice that when I think about what if, my jaw tightens and my shoulders tense up. My eyes grow wide, and I stop noticing what is around me.” Dr. Lawrence J. Cohen, author of The Opposite of Worry, suggests you teach children to change their thoughts from what if to what is. This can be encouraged by directing your child to his own body as a resource for restoring balance. Initially, children may be fearful of noticing what is happening physically; however, when practiced in a gentle, nonjudgmental way, noticing transforms into expanding awareness and observation of the situation. Go ahead and try it on yourself. Notice if one of your shoulders feels tight, and watch how your body naturally begins to relax itself simply as a result of that noticing.

The second way is to reframe what if to I look forward to. For example, your child may say, “What if my face turns red while I give my speech?” Teach him to reframe this and say, “I look forward to getting through this speech.” Reframing teaches children how to shift present thinking from the negative to the positive. This shift functions on a neurological level; because negative thinking increases stress hormones, giving your child’s body the impression that what he is thinking is actually happening, reframing it in a positive way reduces those stress hormones, allowing the body to relax.

Your body does not know the difference between a real or imagined threat. If you imagine yourself having a conflict with someone, your body will respond as if it is in danger. Most likely your breathing will become shallow and rapid; you may feel tense, irritated, or even angry. Your body does not know you are imagining this through your thoughts and images; it reacts as if the threat is genuine.


The “If Onlys”

If only refers to thoughts about an unhappy event that your child wishes had not happened. Maybe your child said something to a friend he now wishes he had not, or did something he regrets. The event has ultimately left him with an unresolved emotional feeling, and worry is how his mind tries to resolve it, by trying to figure out what went wrong and how to fix it. If only statements sound like this: If only I had kept my mouth shut when Sara asked me what I thought of her new haircut; now she will never talk to me again, or If only I had listened in class, I would have gotten a better grade on this test.

If your child is stuck in the past and unable to escape memories of a negative experience, you can teach him releasing strategies to allow him to move forward and leave the memory in the past.


In many cases, the event has already happened and your child cannot control the past, nothing can be done to alter it, and worry cycles on without resolution like a gerbil on an exercise wheel. Your child can become consumed with guilt, hypersensitive to criticism, and hesitant to take action for fear of yet another “failure.” However, you can use your knowledge of your child’s worry cycle to teach him how his brain works, how he has the ability to influence the activity of his brain cells, and in what way his neurotransmitters fire and wire. In order to do so, your child will need to follow these three basic steps:


	Notice his thoughts

	Observe his thoughts without judgment

	Experience his thoughts through breathing and bodily sensation



Your child’s thoughts and feelings are a form of energetic vibration. For example, if you think about something you are fearful of your body will tense up. This is an indication that your energy on the inside has become slow, sluggish, or dense. It is almost as if your energy is momentarily in a traffic jam. As you bring your attention to your body (for example, drop your awareness on your lower belly), notice how this activates the breath. It is your breath and body that allows the movement of fear. In other words, the traffic jam begins to open up. As a result you and your child feel better, more capable, and hopeful.
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