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Workshop Aims
• To Introduce the topic of anxiety in children

• Discuss different factors that lead to the 
development of anxiety in children

• Tips and things you can do as parents to manage 
anxiety in your children



What are you hoping to get out 
of today’s workshop?

Hopes & Expectations



What is anxiety?



Fight, Freeze or Flight Response
Everyone experiences anxiety. This is because of something in our 
brains called the Fight, Flight or Freeze response. 

Humans developed this response because it was a much more 
dangerous time to live back then (think about running away from 
dangerous animals and hunting for food). The Fight, Flight or 
Freeze response meant that humans bodies went into survival 
mode whenever their brains sensed danger. This meant their heart 
rate and blood pressure would increase so they had a better 
chance of running away (flight), fighting the danger (fight) or 
hiding (freeze).

However, today in modern times, feeling anxious after the situation 
or “danger” has passed or even when any real “danger” is not 
present, can be problematic.



FFF Response

It’s like a smoke alarm
Imagine you have a smoke alarm that is overly sensitive and goes 

off all the time, even when there isn’t a real fire. When you have a 

problem with anxiety, your Fight, Flight, and Freeze response is just 

like this – it goes off and causes the symptoms of anxiety, even if 

there isn’t any real anger.



FFF Response – what do you notice in your child?
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Different Types of Anxiety
Generalised anxiety – “a bit of a worrier”

Social Anxiety

Separation Anxiety

Phobias (fear of specific things)

Panic attacks

Obsessive thoughts and behaviours

Post traumatic stress disorder



Common fears & worries (triggers)



Common behaviours (in response to anxiety)



Is it a "Problem?"

Ask yourself the following question…

Is the anxiety stopping your child from doing what they want to/should be doing?

⚫ In their social life (causing problems with friendships / others)
⚫ Academically (stopping them from doing as well as they should be)

⚫ Impacting their mood (are they miserable/low as a result?)
⚫Causing them to avoid things (avoiding situations, people, or places because of fear)



What keeps anxiety going 
(maintenance)

⚫ Over-estimating “danger”, so will 
underestimate ability to cope.

⚫ Avoidance: will avoid the thing is that 
causing them to feel anxious.

⚫ Seeking reassurance: seeking emotional 
reassurance that everything will be ok.

⚫ Safety-seeking behaviours (short-term 
relief): doing things that make them feel safe in 
anxious situations (e.g., not making eye 
contact, going out only at quiet times of the 
day, rehearsing what to say before speaking to 
someone).

SAYING:  I’m not walking to school, I won’t get 
ready 

THINKING: The neighbour’s dog is scary, I feel 
scared

SAYING:  I can’t go to school, tell me I’m 
going to be ok

THINKING: I can’t cope, I can’t do it alone

SAYING:  I have a tummy ache, my head hurts

THINKING: I’m going to be sick, I’m nervous



What keeps anxiety going 
(maintenance)

Things other people do to try and 
help/protect them

SAYING:  “It’s ok mummy’s here”

Unintentional impact: can lead to greater 
dependence on needing more reassurance in 

the future.

SAYING:  “It will be fine, don’t worry!”

Unintentional impact: Reduces them 
getting used to there being some 

uncertainty (not everything can be 
quickly sorted or what is causing them to 

feel anxious is out of their control).

SAYING:  “You don’t have to do it if you don’t 
want to”.

Unintentional impact: Encourages avoidant 
behaviour.



The “Anxiety Cycle”

This can help us understand how a problem 
might have started.

O Situation (something happens)

O Thought (how you interpret the situation)

O Emotion (your interpretation leads to a 
feeling)

O Behaviour (your feeling leads to a 
response / action)



Example

Situation: Sarah missed her bus on the way 
to school.

What could you do 
to help Sarah 
overcome her 
anxiety?



Be aware of your own anxiety responses, and those of others around your 
child.

Children may mimic their caregivers’ reactions to something that they feel 
anxious about.

What Can Parents Do?



Provide reassurance which promotes new opportunities for learning

Like avoidance, getting reassurance from someone else (usually an adult) 
may make a child feel better right at that moment. It often provides a short-

term relief.

At times, providing children with reassurance can he helpful, and indeed an 
important part of being a parent and encouraging and supporting your child 

to do something they haven’t tried before.

A helpful way to think about this is to ask yourself whether your reassurance-
giving is helping your child to have a go at new things that allow them to test 
out fears, OR whether it is encouraging avoidance, acting as a safety-seeking 

behaviour, or restricting independence.

What Can Parents Do?



Provide reassurance which promotes new opportunities for learning 
(examples)

“Go on, have a go, you’ve done it before and it went really well” (tests fears & 
worries, encourages independence and being brave).

“I think you should see how it goes. I feel confident but even if it doesn’t go 
well, we will have an idea of what to work on next” (encourages opportunity to 

problem-solve).

“I really think you can do this. I was so proud when you asked a question in 
class last week” (builds on confidence, acts on previous point of reference to 

refer back to).

What Can Parents Do?



Alternative ways to respond to my child’s anxiety:
Questions to ask (always remain curious)

- What is making you feel worried?

- What do you think will happen?

- What is it about the situation that is making you worried/anxious/scared?

- What is frightening you?

What Can Parents Do?



Alternative ways to respond to my child’s anxiety: Empathise

“I can see you are feeling worried / frightened, that must be really difficult”

This conveys the message that you understand that your child is anxious and 
that you know it is not nice feeling anxious.

What Can Parents Do?



Alternative ways to respond to my child’s anxiety: Normalise feelings

“I remember when I got anxious about ……”

“I know that your friend x get anxious about 
…….”

“Lots of children get scared and anxious 
about different things. It’s hard, isn’t it?”

Children with anxiety often say that they feel different, and they think they are 
the only one with problems with anxiety. Using ‘normalising’ statements helps 

them to realise that other people get anxious too.

What Can Parents Do?



Alternative ways to respond to my child’s anxiety: Make suggestions

“Do you think you are worried that x might happen?”

“Some children worry that x is going to happen, do you think you are worried 
about that too?”

Sometimes a child will say they don’t know. It is important to present suggestions as a 
question rather than a statement, to minimise assumptions.

Always remain curious: What might my child be thinking? Could it be something else? Have I 
missed anything? Is there another way of thinking about this?

What Can Parents Do?



Alternative ways to respond to my child’s anxiety: Check your understanding 

“Just to make sure that I understand or I have got it 
right…..” [repeat for word what your child has said to you].

To make sure you have understood what is worrying your child, you need to 
give them the chance to tell you if you have got it wrong. Children may respond 

stating you are either correct or incorrect.

What Can Parents Do?



Alternative ways to respond to my child’s anxiety: Pick your moment

The time when you ask about your child’s anxious expectations may make a big difference 
to your chances of success.

Sitting down with your child to talk about their thoughts works well for some children. 
However, for others, this can be difficult, and they may try to avoid talking or just refuse to 

talk to you. If this is the case, try to talk to them about their worries at other times when they 
feel that the focus is less on them – when you are in the car, doing the washing-up or 

cooking, etc.

Ask a question here, a question there.  Stop if you feel that your child is losing concentration 
or getting angry or frustrated. Try again another time or another day.

What Can Parents Do?



Alternative ways to respond to my child’s anxiety: Rewards (encouraging 
“having a go” behaviour)

Talking about anxious expectations can be hard work, scary or even boring.

It is important to try and make it a bit mote appealing for your child or even fun if you can.

For older children, perhaps combine it with a trip to their favourite location and talk there. 
Maybe suggest your child can do something nice once you have talked a bit about their 

worries – watch a favourite film, have a favourite dinner, play a game together.

It’s important that your child gets used to talking about anxious thoughts, and that it doesn’t 
become a chore for them, but rather a first step to feeling less anxious.

What Can Parents Do?



Getting the best results
Place a focus on asking questions and not just giving answers / solutions

⚫This helps children to think for themselves
⚫ Puts them in control

⚫Prevents them from feeling silly/wrong

What Can Parents Do?



Teach and model ways coping strategies in response to everyday 
worries/worries out of your child’s control

What Can Parents Do?



Problem-solve situations that really might be difficult:
How will they cope? Who else can help them out?

What Can Parents Do?

Problem All possible solutions Is this realistic yes / 
no
Pros & cons

Have a go, do it!



Get support
⚫ You can speak to school to refer to the Tower Hamlets Education Wellbeing Service. For 

more information you can visit our website: https://www.elft.nhs.uk/thews 

⚫ You can speak to your GP for support with physical or mental health concerns. 

⚫ You can call the Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) on 020 7426 2375 
(Monday –Friday 9am-5pm)

⚫ You can call the Parents Advice Helpline on 0808 802 5544 (Monday – Friday 9:30 – 4pm). 
They offer friendly advice for parents and carers worried about a child or young person 

under 25

What Can Parents Do?



Overcoming your child’s fears and worries: A guide for 
parents using cognitive behavioural techniques to address 
fears & worries. London: Constable and Robinson Ltd.

Useful Reading



Thank you 

Tower Hamlets Educational 
Wellbeing Service (THEWS)


