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EVERYTHING®
PARENT’S GUIDE TO
 CHILDREN WITH ANXIETY

Dear Reader, 

Although we are psychologists specializing in anxiety and children, we are also moms, and know firsthand what it feels like to have a child who is struggling with a health issue. We understand the confusion and overwhelming feelings that can come with all the information available out there. That is why we feel so grateful for the opportunity to share our insights with you in this book.

The doctor and founding humanistic psychologist Alfred Adler once said, “The whole is greater than the sum of its parts.” Remember this wisdom when it seems like your child’s anxiety is taking over his life, and yours. His fear of facing fear is just one part of the whole of his person; so much more is waiting to be discovered. Therefore, we hope this book is the first step of many to give you clarity and a road to travel, as you help your child become a confident and happy individual, ready to take flight and soar.

Ilyne Sandas Christine Siegel



Welcome to 

THE 
EVERYTHING®
PARENT’S GUIDES

Everything® Parent’s Guides are a part of the bestselling Everything® series and cover common parenting issues like childhood illnesses and tantrums, as well as medical conditions like asthma and juvenile diabetes. These family-friendly books are designed to be a one-stop guide for parents. If you want authoritative information on specific topics not fully covered in other books, Everything® Parent’s Guides are your perfect solution.
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To every parent who suffers along with his or her 
anxious child—this book is for you.
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Introduction 

Congratulations! By picking up this book, you are already on the road to a life less encumbered by anxiety for your child, yourself, and your family. As with any serious health issue, learning to manage the symptoms of anxiety is a topsy-turvy journey, much like being swept up in a tornado where life can seem as if it is spiraling out of control. Like Dorothy and Toto in The Wizard of Oz, sometimes you will not know where you are going, and it may feel like you have landed in a surreal dream, ill-equipped to handle your new and unfamiliar surroundings. After you realize that your child is struggling with an anxiety disorder and the initial storm has passed, you may feel like the weight of it all has dropped on you like a house out of the sky.

Like the travelers in this familiar story, you and your child may encounter many trials and perhaps some distractions and deceptions on the road to recovery. At times, the journey may take twists and turns, and seem to double back on itself, while the wicked witch of anxiety and all of her minions lurk around the corner. Just as in Oz, the good witch cannot simply wave her wand and take all of the fear away; you, your child, and perhaps your family will need to travel the road together, gathering insight and experience to find your way back home. Although at times you might feel discouraged and exhausted, keep faith in the process with your sights on the horizon; its promise and glow will pull you forward during even the bleakest of times. Rest assured that, as the lessons in this book are  presented in a spiraling fashion, sometimes repeated in new ways for your benefit, you will be weaving your way to the final destination. The Everything® Parent’s Guide to Children with Anxiety will provide you with the resources, tools, and information you need to make the choices right for your child and family. You will gain courage, knowledge, and esteem as you both replace your current worry with a future filled with confidence and security. Though you may have to say goodbye to some familiar but unhelpful coping methods to make way for the new, you will come to realize that what you feared most was perhaps only an illusion, which vanishes as you acquire new information and tools to combat anxiety.

The lessons offered in the book are balanced between what is traditional and what is nontraditional, and what is informational, supportive, and therapeutic. They will guide you from diagnosis to the causes and forms of anxiety through how to find professional help, work with your insurance company, and create strategies and resources for the everyday management of anxiety. Sometimes, as life unfolds, everyone needs a little guidance and support along the way, much like the beloved characters in The Wizard of Oz. It is so easy to be consumed by the weight of your feelings that you do not realize the vast resources you have within. You forget to go in and grab them, even if that just means asking for help or reading something to get a better perspective. As you and your child work through the various issues related to anxiety, the contents of this book will lead you to the revelation that you both had the courage within, the heart of self-compassion, and the knowledge to come home to what was there all along.


CHAPTER  1 
What, Me Worry?

It is true that kids today have to keep pace with a faster lifestyle than any other generation in the past. They are faced with greater academic expectations and responsibility, have additional pressures due to a changing family structure, and look forward to an uncertain worldview economically and politically. In short, growing up is probably very different from how you remember it and, for some, a lot more worrisome.

What’s Happening to My Child?

It is hard for parents to think their child might be suffering in a physical or psychological way. If you are taking the time to read this, though, you must be concerned about how anxious your child is. Well, take heart; anxiety is one of the most common medical and psychological conditions in children and adolescents today. One in ten children may be affected by an anxiety disorder and it is the most frequent mental health diagnosis in America, surpassing depression. It is also the most treatable; 90 percent of children and adults successfully decrease their anxiety through lifestyle changes that foster empowerment, confidence, and independence. This has been achieved through a combination of psychotherapy, complementary and alternative medicine, and when necessary, medication.

How to Recognize Anxiety 

Adults experiencing anxiety feel nervous, jittery, moody, and worried. You may not sleep well, and others might see you as agitated, irritable, or distractible. Children and teens can experience anxiety in much the same way. When young they often do not have the words to let you know what is going on for them, and teens get confused about how to balance what they know in their heads with the emotions they are feeling. So the anxiety creeps into their behavior, and shows itself in both overt and covert ways.

An example of covert anxiety is that while your child is studying for a test, he keeps biting his nails until they bleed. You see the damage, but do not know why. Or, your child complains he has a stomachache, which unbeknown to you disappears after a school test is over.

An example of overt anxiety is that before going to dance class your child has a meltdown when you ask her to put her dance gear in her bag. During the yelling, you hear things like; “I can’t go to class, I will not have enough time to study tonight,” or “Stop being on me about everything, I’m only one person, how much can I take?”

The first line of defense is to know the signs that set normal fears and worries apart from more serious and ongoing anxieties.
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Although some children are able to tell you how they are feeling, giving you clues how to help and diagnose, diagnosing an anxiety disorder in babies and toddlers is extremely difficult and underreported.

While every child occasionally feels stressed, worried, or fearful, an anxiety disorder is diagnosed when your child feels excessively, unreasonably, often uncontrollably, and persistently worried. This worry will take over your child’s thoughts, sometimes lasting for an  extended period, and the hardest part for your child is that he will not feel like he can make it stop. You can sit down and discuss your child’s fears with him, showing him they are not warranted, but he still cannot seem to make the worry and apprehension stop. If the distress your child feels extends to all areas of life including home, school, and with friends, then it is no longer “normal or expected” anxiety. Specific areas of concern occur when anxiety has affected school attendance, academic motivation, learning, concentration, memory, friendships, activity level, or sleep patterns.
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If your child has unrecognized and/or untreated anxiety that continues over time, there is an increased risk for a pattern to develop. This pattern of internal reactions becomes part of the child’s personality and carries into adulthood. This is because repeated avoidance of a fearful situation actually reinforces it, making the fear grow stronger.

The Two Components 

Your child’s anxiety typically will have two parts, physical sensations and emotional experiences. The most common physical sensations include stomachaches, headaches, back or neck aches, nausea, and sweating. The emotional component will consist of intense and constant nervousness, worry, and fear. Because there are physical symptoms, it is important to see your family doctor to rule out an illness first. Doctors have found that anxiety can be caused by thyroid disorders, encephalitis, hypoglycemia, irritable bowel syndrome, Group A Strep, or even pneumonia.

Is Fear the Same as Anxiety?

Although fear and anxiety are related, there is an important distinction between them. Fear is the appropriate reaction to a real danger  or threat. One example is when a siren sounds to warn you of a tornado in your neighborhood and your child gets scared. In that scenario the brain is just responding to protect your child. Anxiety is the reaction to a perceived danger or threat, such as a thunderstorm in a neighboring county that your child has heard about on the news. Although there is no danger in your own neighborhood and you tell him that, his brain, which has been primed to overreact, jumps into action anyway and he gets anxious. Anxiety is more of a learned fear response that has been etched in your child’s brain. This process will be discussed in detail in Chapter 2.

The Anxious Coping Style 

Children can grow out of fears as they mature, and are generally resilient. How do you know when your child’s reactions are the beginning of an anxiety disorder, especially when you consider that anxiety in children is expected and normal at specific times in development? From around eight months old through the preschool years, it is normal for your child to show intense feelings if separated from his parents, called separation anxiety. 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 above list. By age six it is common for children to still be afraid of the dark and have separation issues, as well as fear of thunder and lightning, supernatural beings, staying alone, or getting hurt. Kids ages seven through twelve often have fears that are more reality-based, like getting hurt because they are now more aware of the world around them, or of some kind of disaster happening.

Many children can be described as intensely oversensitive, or “high maintenance,” which can be a normal expression of your child’s developing personality too. The deciding factors then, as you look at your child, lie in the frequency and intensity of the fears, and how much the fear and worry interferes with life.

What Are You Looking For?

Here are some things to consider as you assess your child’s level of anxiety in the home, school, or daycare setting, transitioning, or when socializing. It is important to note your child will need to have multiple symptoms over a length of time. This will be discussed in detail in Chapter 6. For now, ask yourself if your child shows:

• Inflexibility 

• Shyness or nervousness when interacting with others 

• Self-critical statements 

• Inability to let go of worry 

• Avoidance of new or challenging situations 

• Difficulty transitioning 

• Trouble falling or staying asleep 

• Perfectionism 
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Do you spend excessive time rearranging activities or reassuring your child? Do you fear the next outing or change in routine?

If so, make a chart of weekly activities and transitions and rate your child’s level of distress over a month’s time. This will help you see more clearly where the issues lie and what you need to address.

Doctors suggest the best time to watch for signs of an anxiety disorder is when your child is between the ages of six and eight. During this time you will notice changes that are important. He should grow less afraid of the dark and imaginary creatures, and instead become more anxious about school performance and social relationships. The ability he has during this time to grow through the unknowns of school responsibility and structure can be very telling. Also, how he chooses to handle tests, friendships, and being on a team are clues as well. An excessive amount of anxiety in children this age may be a warning sign for the development of anxiety disorders later in life.
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Understanding the nature of anxiety and how your child experiences it will help you sympathize with your child’s struggles. Check out the Web site www.adaa.org. An understanding parent is the first step to a healthier child.

Another litmus test of problematic anxiety in your child is when you reassure her, but she still cannot stop the worry in her head. What often results is that her distressed thoughts, feelings, and behaviors saturate her life and the functioning of the family as a whole. You can use the previous list to identify patterns of anxiety early so that her worry molehills do not turn into big anxiety mountains.

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. Chronic worry though turns into trouble when it becomes the focus of your child’s life; when he seems unable to let go of the worry and enjoy his day. Additionally, as your child grows and learns through experience, he usually realizes there are no monsters hiding in the closet; if you make a mistake, you will live; and sometimes you have to keep trying to get what you want. However, for some children, anxiety is so overwhelming that it becomes paralyzing and prevents any forward movement. Children who are anxious can’t see options clearly and either find it difficult to ask for help and withdraw or freeze, or  constantly ask for help, seeing themselves as incapable. Your child might have a tendency to lose his sense of subjective control over the world, and become consumed with the worry. He may also drop an acquired developmental skill, such as toilet training, or taking turns at school if the worry starts to traumatize him. Take note, though: temporarily losing a developmental skill often occurs just prior to acquiring a new skill as well. It can be confusing, so be sure to look for other evidence of anxiety and, if the skill does not return within a week, consider a problem with anxiety.

What Does Worry Look Like?

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 she were reliving an event repeatedly, or constantly readying herself for the worst outcome in a future event. When you see your child “becoming her anxiety,” you might think to yourself, “I do not get it, where did this come from?” The worried thoughts will often seem out of proportion to you and sometimes seem as if they came out of nowhere. You will see your child get stuck in a vicious cycle that in turn increases her dread, and nothing you say or do seems to help. Instead, when your child is trapped in 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 possible emotionally charged things that could 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?” When the worry starts and your child cannot stop it, it grows in intensity like a runaway train, and your child ends up with, “What if no matter what I do, it is not enough?” It is an endless pursuit that can never be satisfied and often results in negative self-talk, low self-esteem, and ultimately, being unsure of who they are. It also shows itself behaviorally; when the What Ifs take hold over your  child’s life, he may seem paralyzed, unable to participate in activities for fear of the What Ifs, or unable to perform up 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.”

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 she now wishes she had not, or did something she looks back on with regret. The event has ultimately left her with an unresolved emotional feeling, and worry is how her mind tries to resolve it, by trying to figure out what went wrong and how to fix it. “If only” will 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 listened in class, I would have gotten a better grade on this test.”
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Are you constantly trying to soothe and reassure your child?
If you find yourself managing your child’s feelings, often repeating calming and positive statements to no avail, this is one of the signs she is overly anxious and you probably need to schedule an appointment with your child’s doctor.

Unfortunately, in many cases, because the event has already happened and your child cannot control the past, nothing can be done, and worry cycles on like a gerbil on a wheel. Your child can become consumed with guilt, hypersensitive to criticism, and hesitant to take action for fear of “yet another failure.” The “if only” becomes a “what if . . . I fail . . . ” and the cycle begins again.

Your Child’s Identity 

Identity is who you are, and who you are not. Healthy identity is another key part of your child’s development. Identity is self-awareness and other-awareness; how much your child knows about her likes and dislikes, her beliefs about who she is and what she thinks her capabilities are. As your child’s sense of self develops, so does her ability to blossom in school and in social relationships. Just as self-esteem is how she feels about herself, identity is how she thinks about herself. A child with a strong sense of identity might state, “I am a short person, I like pizza, and I am funny.”

Anxiety, because it is so overpowering, interferes with your child’s ability to make that distinction, and to see herself clearly. Filled with a sense of “I can’t . . . ” or “I do not . . . ” your child with anxiety cannot even begin to see her way clear to a strong sense of self. This lack of foundation will magnify negative self-statements and prevent her from developing into a competent and confident adult.

Autonomy 

An important skill for your child to learn in order to develop a healthy identity and be less affected by stress and anxiety is to grow in autonomy. Autonomy is defined as self-awareness, a sense of identity, the ability to act independently, and the ability to exert control over the external environment. If you have ever heard a three-year-old say, “I can do it myself!” you have experienced a child experimenting with autonomy. Your child’s sense of knowing he can make it on his own, and knowing what type of person he is and is not become building blocks for future success and happiness.

Internal Strength 

For children in a difficult environment, such as a family with alcoholism, overprotective parents, fighting, divorce, or mental illness, a strong identity means the ability to distance oneself from the family chaos and still see the future as positive. These children will be able to identify how to differentiate “what is about me,” from “what is  about them,” and to make independent judgments about life events. This internal strength creates a buffer against stress by allowing a child not to internalize, or take on, others’ problems. A strong identity, as you can see, is the key to combat stress and anxiety, and cope well through adversity.

Your Child’s Self-Esteem 

Self-esteem is the collection of beliefs and feelings that your child has about himself, combined with a general sense of whether or not he sees himself as basically good, worthy, and competent. It is a collection of ideas about who he believes he is, what he is capable of, and what makes him special and unique from others. Self-esteem encompasses how your child will define himself, his attitudes and behaviors, and how he sees his ability to affect the world around him. The two key ingredients for your child’s strong self-esteem are that he feels he is both lovable and capable. Do you remember when a respected adult praised you for an accomplishment, or for just being you? That event was a building block in your ability to experience self-esteem, and your children build their self-esteem, bit by bit, in the same way.

The Happy Child 

The patterns of self-esteem begin developing soon after birth and are a life-long process. For example, when a baby or toddler reaches a developmental milestone, he experiences a sense of accomplishment that bolsters self-esteem. In a healthy family, this sense of pride and accomplishment is reflected back to the child by parents and other family members. It is this learning process of attempts and mastery that teaches your child a “can-do” sense of self.

A healthy self-concept is no doubt your child’s shield against the challenges of the world. Kids who feel good about themselves will most likely have an easier time moving through conflicts and fighting back negative influences. They tend to be hopeful, energetic, and have positive thoughts about the future. They are more likely to be  able to solve problems on their own, and to ask for help or support when they need it.

The Self-Critical Child 

In contrast, if your child has low self-esteem, challenges can become a source of major anxiety and frustration, fueling the already burning fire inherent in an anxiety disorder. When your child is plagued by worry and anxiety, he will develop self-critical thoughts such as, “I’m no good,” “I can’t do anything right,” and “What’s the point?” Ultimately, he might become passive, withdrawn, and depressed. Children with a deflated sense of self see small setbacks as permanent, intolerable conditions. The immediate response to challenges becomes, “I can’t.” Making matters worse, to fight off the “I can’t” feeling, your child might strive for perfection and control.
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The National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) has conducted research and developed treatment protocols for anxiety disorders. They suggest a combination of medication and specific types of psychotherapy, which are called cognitive behavioral and behavioral therapy.

Perfection 

Perfection in a child’s world might look like an inability to appreciate what she does well or to tolerate her limitations. Your child will see her mistakes as huge, creating a negative outlook full of personal criticisms. The negativity will translate to seeing herself as incompetent, inadequate, imperfect, and can also lead to a black and white, rigid view of people and life. The types of statements you might hear are “How could I have missed that, I’m so stupid,” or “I didn’t get invited . . . nobody likes me.” Often, if what  your child did accomplish is not 100 percent, she considers herself a failure. This thinking becomes a crippling and painful way to live and restricts your child’s opportunities to be human and grow from mistakes. Worry, stress, and anxiety take their toll. Anxiety leads to perfectionism, which is unattainable and thus inevitably leads back to anxiety via self-blame and possibly self-hatred. In the end, mistakes become criticism, shortcomings become failure, and relationships with both the self and others can become impaired.

The Stress and Anxiety Connection 

Stress can come from any situation or thought that causes your child to feel frustrated, angry, nervous, or tense. What is stressful to one child will not necessarily be stressful to another. Stress is subjective, and often parents do not experience stress the same way their children do. Parents also do not feel stress about the same things as their children do. Understanding what is stressful for your child and responding, even if the issue seems trivial, will help your child build his overall sense of security. For example, if your child tells you he is “afraid of the dark and wants to sleep with a light on,” it will not be helpful to say, “Oh, that’s silly, there is nothing out there, I already checked.” The child who feels stress or anxiety will know that you do not know what you are talking about, he might feel confused about how to trust you or himself, and his symptoms will grow. Stress is one of the biggest risk factors in children who feel anxiety, and it can lead to depression, eating disorders, or a host of other difficulties. The impact is usually cumulative, adding up over time before it becomes an anxiety disorder. This gives you many opportunities to interrupt the cycle and redirect your child’s sense of security, self, and competence. Becoming aware of what seems stressful in your child’s life gives you the power to intervene and stop the cycle of anxiety before it begins.

The following are the typical emotional or behavioral signs of a stressed child: Worry, inability to relax, new or recurring fears (fear  of the dark, being alone, of strangers), clinging or unwilling to let go of mom or dad, unexplained anger, unwarranted crying, aggressive or refusal behavior, regression to a behavior that is typical of an earlier developmental stage (like bedwetting or thumb sucking), unwillingness to participate in family or school activities, and shyness that limits activities.

[image: 9781598696868_0024_001]Fact 

According to Mental Health America, an advocacy group that recently conducted a nationwide survey on how people manage stress, most Americans manage stress by watching TV, skipping out on exercise, and choosing junk food over a healthy meal.

It is common for your child to be stressed if he sees you are stressed. This is something you might need to talk to yourself about. Are you overbooked or overwhelmed, constantly worried, or not sleeping? Or, are you not eating well, unable to set boundaries to take time for yourself, or do you allow your child to hear information that is upsetting to you? Research has suggested parents who are not emotionally available for their children, or who lack positive coping mechanisms themselves, often have children who are stressed out. You are the most powerful model for your children and need to provide examples of healthy stress management and self-care.

Possible Reasons for Stress 

It is normal for your child to feel stress when she is starting school or a new school year, or changing from one school phase to the next, such as between elementary and middle or junior high school. Moving, changes in peer groups, or families with high expectations in academics or other activities have also been found to be highly stressful. If your child has been abused, neglected, deprived, or has had a major loss that threatened her security, she is also at risk  for stress or anxiety. Additionally, when there has been a demand for a child to carry responsibility that would normally belong to a parent, like dealing with a family member’s chemical abuse or chronic illness, children often feel stressed and anxious. This is because they have to overfunction by taking on chores and emotional responsibility greater than their years, and this may lead to patterns of perfectionism and rigidity as a result. This method of coping is how your child maintains a sense of control when life feels out of control.

Fight or Flight 

Just like anxiety, when your child is under stress, her body will react. It produces certain hormones to deal with a real or perceived threat. Some of the hormones that are released are called adrenaline, noradrenalin, and corticosteroids. The chemical processes set off the flight or fight response, compelling either escape or self-defense. Your child’s heart rate will increase so it can pump more blood to his muscles and brain, and his lungs will take in air faster to supply his body with the added oxygen it thinks it needs. The process is automatic, happens in seconds, and is almost impossible to stop. Later, in Chapters 13 and 16, there are tools to help mitigate this process.

The typical physical signs of a child experiencing stress are headaches, upset stomach, sleep disturbances, new or recurrent bedwetting, stuttering, or changes in eating habits.
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One of the immediate ways to reduce stress and alleviate anxiety is to ask your child to take three long, slow, deep breaths and repeat as necessary. If you join your child in the process, it will enhance your child’s sense of calm as well as your own! More than three deep breaths can create a sense of lightheadedness, which could increase the child’s anxiety, so be sure not to overdo it.

Take a Breather 

Breathing is essential as a way to help reduce stress when your child’s body has kicked into high gear. Here is how it works: When your child takes a deep breath and exhales slowly, although he will not be aware of it, his heart rate just slowed down. When he inhales, it beats faster, and when he exhales, it will beat slower. You can explain to him that it is a rhythm that will help his heart stay healthy and is an excellent way to be in better control of his feelings. Other benefits of deep breathing include increased oxygen flow to the brain and other organs, decreased muscle tension, increased energy and focus, and a general sense of well-being.
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Play is necessary for children to learn. Studies show it helps them learn how to control themselves, how to interact with others, improves intellectual skills, and fosters decision-making, memory, thinking, and speed of mental processing.

Sleep and balanced nutrition are also excellent ways to combat the effects of stress. Replenishing your child’s body goes hand in hand with a happy and healthy child. Sleep varies according to age. Doctors give, for the most part, the following recommendations: children birth to age six need ten to thirteen hours of sleep a night, six- to nine-year-olds need ten hours, ten- to twelve-year-olds need nine hours, and adolescents need approximately eight to nine hours of sleep a night; depending on their schedules it can be more.

Remember, this list is only a recommendation, not an absolute. It is also understood that daily life can affect bedtimes and mealtimes and that you do your best on any given day. Your doctor’s suggestions are important information to keep in mind as you work toward maximizing your child’s potential.

The Well-Meaning Parent 

Many professionals feel that children today are too busy, too scheduled, and do not have time to play creatively or have fun. Between school, dance, soccer, hockey, football, track, and music lessons, putting aside how stressful it is for parents to manage that with their own schedules, where is the opportunity to learn how to socialize in an unstructured and relaxing way?

It is best, not only for the child, but for the parent as well, to live a balanced life. Be open if your child complains about the number of activities she is involved in or refuses to go. She may be trying to let you know through a temper tantrum that she is overwhelmed or feeling stress. For that matter, if your child’s schedule is stressing you out, you also get to say “This is not working.” As a parent you want to provide your child with the best opportunities, but you do not want to sacrifice something more important in the process—your sanity.


CHAPTER  2 
Causes of Anxiety 

Anxiety occurs for a variety of emotional, biological, and environmental reasons. It is built on risk factors that are interrelated. Literature reveals the jury is getting closer to confirming that there is also an inherited or genetic component. Although this chapter breaks down the causes of anxiety into categories, they can, and often do, overlap.

How Common Is Anxiety?

Anxiety was first acknowledged by the American Psychiatric Association in 1980 as a mental disorder. It is not that anxiety didn’t exist before that, but doctors used the terms “suffering with nerves,” or neurosis, instead. Since then, anxiety has become the most widely recognized mental health problem in the general population. Estimates show 10 to 15 percent of American children are affected by, meet the criteria of, or are diagnosed with, some form of an anxiety disorder. In adults that figure rises, ranging from 16 to 18 percent.

For children ages six to eleven, research shows one in ten as having some form of anxiety disorder. Social anxiety has the highest percentage, with between 8 to 11 percent being affected, followed by generalized anxiety disorder at 3 to 4 percent, then separation anxiety disorder, post-traumatic stress syndrome, and obsessive-compulsive disorder.

Coexisting Conditions 

A coexisting condition occurs when your child has more than one disorder at the same time. An example would be a child who feels anxious and is depressed about it. Research shows that a large percentage of children and adolescents who have anxiety, 50 to 89 percent, are diagnosed with another disorder as well. The American Journal of Psychiatry found that children who had a social anxiety disorder had an additional diagnosis:

• 20 percent had other specific phobias 

• 16 percent had generalized anxiety disorder 

• 8 percent had depression 

• 16 percent had attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 

• 16 percent had learning disabilities 

Another study evaluated a group of children who had a panic attack by the age of fourteen. Researchers were able to project that by the time the children in the study were twenty-four years old:

• 33 percent still had an anxiety disorder 

• 24 percent had a mood disorder 

• 29 percent had a substance abuse disorder 

[image: 9781598696868_0016_001] Essential 

A National Institute of Mental Health survey conducted in 2007 found that half of all adults with an anxiety disorder had a psychiatric diagnosis in youth. Other literature suggests it is as high as 90 percent. If you suspect your child has an anxiety disorder, it is best to have a doctor check her symptoms.

Common Personality Traits and Characteristics 

Certain traits appear to have an influence on the development of anxiety disorders in children. Common characteristics shared by those who suffer with anxiety include:

• Strong sense of responsibility 

• Need to please others 

• Oversensitivity to criticism 

• Perfectionism 

• Overachievement or low achievement 

• Tendency to worry 

Although anxiety can lead to distress and difficulty in your child’s capacity to cope, there is another side to this; those same traits can produce some excellent kids. The characteristics listed above can also create children who are well-behaved, sensitive toward others, easily connected to their feelings, motivated to do well, work toward high achievement, and are bright, mindful, and concerned about pleasing others, not just themselves. Just as with most things in life, there are always two sides to a story.

Comparing Boys and Girls 

Researchers have found that girls are twice as likely as boys to suffer from generalized anxiety disorder, social phobias, specific phobias, and panic attacks at some point in their lives. Obsessive-compulsive disorder is equally common in boys and girls, and more girls than boys suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder. Although far from finding a clear-cut reason for these gender differences, medical professionals suggest that maybe girls have an imbalance in hormones, an increase in emotional, mental, physical, or sexual abuse, and a higher sensitivity to others’ struggles. A connection between abuse suffered in childhood and long-term changes in the brain’s structure and chemistry has been found. Researchers looking at the brains of sexually abused girls found that they had abnormal blood  flow in the hippocampus, which triggers memories and emotions. These girls were found to be more moody and depressed, and suffered more anxiety attacks.

Scientists also believe sex hormones may play a role in why more girls than boys feel anxiety. Estrogen, a female hormone, is known to interact with serotonin, one of the brain chemicals implicated in both depression and anxiety disorders. Additionally, girls are more likely than boys to seek help. This may reflect the fact that it is more socially acceptable for girls to both express and address their emotional states.
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My child complains before school that she does not feel well. How do I know if she is really sick?
For morning tummyaches, see if there are any other symptoms. If there is only one symptom, the bellyache, then do not worry. Two or more symptoms, bellyache and fever, or bellyache and vomiting, should be taken more seriously.

Psychological Aspects 

It is helpful to keep in mind that your child learns primarily by imitation. Studies have found most of children’s learning, actually 95 percent of it, occurs unconsciously, while children are simply living life. This makes it hard as a parent because it means you are being watched, and your outcomes are being used to make judgments about what life looks and feels like to your child. If you do not have open communication with your kids, or are not aware of their perceptions as they go through their learning process, the decisions they make about life are happening largely without your knowledge.

Feelings in the Family 

Growing up in a family where fear, worry, and anxiety are consistently modeled by parents or family members can teach a child to be anxious. In addition, if a child grows up in a home where a parent or sibling is terminally ill, in an abusive or alcoholic home where she is walking on eggshells around a parent, or constantly in an over-alert state, she may learn to expect the worst, or actually look for the worst. The child ends up living in a state of constant worry.

The psychological state of fear and trauma can also be present when a child is bullied at school, in the neighborhood, or on the school bus. The continuous state of anxiety that results creates children who, to protect themselves, might freeze up or withdraw. They have a tendency to lose their sense of belonging and separate themselves out from friends. A typical example is the child who is standing off on his own during lunch or recess. It is also common for a child feeling anxiety to fall into a world of his own where he might feel he has to create plans for how to safeguard himself, “just in case.” When this happens, the body and mind are sidetracked, and your child’s growth may become interrupted.
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According to the National Child Traumatic Stress Network, more than one-fourth of all American youths have experienced some sort of a traumatic event by age sixteen. It has also been found that 1.7 million adolescents between the ages of twelve and nineteen were victims of a violent crime.

Internal Versus External Stressors 

The term internal refers to the vulnerability that comes from genetics and temperament. It also means how your child feels inside about what happens outside of her. Internal triggers are more likely to affect a child who has strong emotions or who has a tendency to be  a sensitive child. Examples of internal cues that can lead to anxiety are guilt, anger, shame, perfection, negative thinking, and frequent thoughts that are centered on should, must, and never.
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