
Understanding Anxiety
Empowering Resilient Families

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
.



Introductions
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Wakefield Chapel ES

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
I’ll share my history and current work as a school psychologist in FCPS, Mason, and private practice. I’ll share anecdotes that I read my first parenting book at age 16 as the overachieving daughter of a psychologist--and did not becomes a parent until I was 30Over decades, have learned again and again that the role of the parent is so powerful, but lives of children can be pretty complex now. Hard to know what to do. We aren’t raising children in agrarian communities with defined roles---there are pandemics, and cultural and political tensions, and economic ups and downs,  and college applications, and 24 hours a day information flowing into the computers in our pockets. I firmly believe that parents want the best for their children, but there can be lots of mixed messages out there. My goal today is to share a bit about a topic that is becoming bigger and bigger in our communities, for good reason. There is no way to cover the whole of this topic in one short session, but my hope is that it makes you reflect on whats working or not working in your family and community, and decide how you might make some shifts. If you’d like to learn more or take a different approach, we’ll provide you with resources to do that. 



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Definition of Anxiety: Anxiety is a natural and adaptive response to stress or perceived threats. It is often characterized by feelings of unease, worry, and fear, and can manifest in physical, emotional, and behavioral symptoms.Discuss fight/flight responseThere to keep us safe. In some people, this system is more sensitive than others, but the process is the same. Fight, Flight, Freeze are the parts that impact the most---not the feeling of anxiety. It can be healthy and normal to experience anxiety, the issues arise with how it is perceived and managed. 



Smoke Alarm Analogy 

Smoke
Fire

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Discuss analogy of smoke alarm. It is there to keep us safe. However, it can be faulty and super sensitive. It is going to have the same reaction (loud, scary), regardless if there is a burnt piece of toast or kitchen is on fire. It is the humans’s job to stay calm, assess the situation, and  problem solve. 



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Briefly discuss how Amygdala is the smoke alarm, brain stem gets the body to do what it needs to do (fight, flight, freeze)---blood rushes to the limbs, get hot, quickly agitated, thinking brain turned off, not thinking rationally. Pre-frontal cortex is the thinking brain---what makes the decision that it is just toast,and turn off the alarm. HOWEVER, prefrontal cortex is essentially off-line when in fight-flight. Our job as the adults, is to lend the kids our pre-frontal context if they can’t acess theirs (co-regulation, staying calm), and helping them to get back online. 



How Anxiety May Manifest in Children

● Physical Symptoms 
● Trouble sleeping
● Worrying, seeking reassurance
● Avoidance
● Behavior Changes
● Emotional Responses
● Irritability and anger 
● Perfectionism
● Social difficulties
● Academic challenges

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Anxiety can manifest in children in various ways. Make note that all children experience some of these from time to time---when to be concerned is when there is impact on the child’s functioning. The biggest reasons people seek therapy are impacts on sleep and school functioning. 1. Physical symptoms: Children may experience physical symptoms such as stomachaches, headaches, muscle tension, fatigue, or difficulty sleeping.2. Behavioral changes: Anxiety can lead to changes in behavior, such as irritability, restlessness, difficulty concentrating, avoidance of certain situations, or seeking excessive reassurance.3. Emotional responses: Children may exhibit emotional responses like excessive worry, fear of separation, crying, tantrums, or a heightened startle response.4. Perfectionism: Some children may display perfectionistic tendencies, striving for unattainable standards and becoming distressed by mistakes or imperfections.5. Social difficulties: Anxiety can impact a child's social interactions, leading to withdrawal from peers, difficulty making friends, or fear of social judgment.6. Academic challenges: Children with anxiety may struggle with concentration, experience test anxiety, or exhibit a fear of failure that impacts their academic performance.



Anxious Kids, Anxious Parents, Lynn Lyons & Reid Wilson

“Anxiety is actually quite simple.  
Anxiety is a method of seeking two 
experiences:  certainty and comfort.   

The problem is that it wants these two 
outcomes immediately and continually, 

yet life is full of surprises and 
discomforts big and small.”

Pg. 16

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The goal then is to learn to tolerate the discomfort and move through it. The biggest issue is avoidance: This may look like meltdowns when it is time to go somewhere new, shutting down, not completing tasks that are perceived as too hard, withdrawing from others, etc



Normalizing Uncomfortable Feelings

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Normalizing anxiety and discomfort, part of human experienceOne reason anxiety becomes a big issue is that it is about avoiding the uncomfortable feelings---don’t know what is happenings, so everyone freaks out about freaking outhttps://youtu.be/Z6hsP7co3ZA?si=yqH2eZLnMJNMwwrz

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z6hsP7co3ZA


Where Does Increased Anxiety Come From?

Nature (Biology)

Child inherits a genetic 
predisposition to be more 
cautious and see threats 
more readily

Nurture (Environment)

Traumas/External Stresses

Family modeling

Messaging/Values

Culture

Social media

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
To some degree this is an under simplification, not discussing other combo factors like in the wombNature: We all know those families, or maybe come from them, that are overthinkers, worriers, hesitant. We have no control of the genes we’re givenNurture: we have some control over some of this, so this is where it makes sense to explore. There is usually a combo of several. 



Expecting the Discomfort
Adult’s task then is to tolerate and ride the wave. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Describe what this looks and sounds like. “Yes, OF COURSE you are nervous---it is brand new and you aren’t sure what to expect” “Do you want to watch before you jump right into it?”“I don’t know everything that is going to happen, but we can find out together”If parents are uncomfortable with their child’s feelings, it sends the message that the feelings are just too big and scary to be managed….must get rid of them!



What may make it worse

● Reassuring and over protecting
● Solving the problems for your child
● Keeping your child away from difficulties
● Hop on the emotional rollercoaster
● Model your own anxious behaviors

Avoid “Doing the Disorder”

If anxiety wants it, it’ll just make it stronger

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
These are things that will make anxiety worse - Child needs to feel they can rescue themselves. You can help but ultimately you are modeling that they are strong and capable.From AI:Certainly! Here are some examples of behaviors or actions that a parent might engage in that could potentially exacerbate anxiety in a child:1. Overprotection: Overly sheltering a child from all potential stressors or challenges may inadvertently communicate to the child that the world is a dangerous and threatening place, leading to increased anxiety.2. Reassurance-Seeking: Continuously providing reassurance to a child in response to their anxious thoughts or worries without addressing the underlying concerns can reinforce the belief that the fears are valid and may perpetuate the anxiety.3. Avoidance: Allowing a child to consistently avoid situations or activities that provoke anxiety can reinforce the idea that the feared situations are truly dangerous, ultimately maintaining or increasing the child's anxiety levels.4. Overemphasis on Threats: Constantly highlighting potential dangers or catastrophes in everyday situations may contribute to a child's perception of the world as inherently risky, leading to heightened anxiety.5. Modeling Anxious Behavior: If a parent consistently demonstrates anxious behaviors or expresses excessive worry in front of the child, the child may internalize and mimic these anxious responses, potentially leading to increased anxiety.



“At Risk Youth” 

1. Youth impacted by crime, poverty, 
discrimination 

2. Youth impacted by “excessive pressure to 
excel”

Both groups have increased likelihood of 
anxiety, depression, substance use

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Anna This can be a loaded term, but essentially means those who are at an increased risk of worse outcomes than the “average” child. and data is showing there are two clear groups. 2018 report by  public health experts found that the top environmental conditions negatively impacting adolescent wellness are: poverty, trauma, discriptination, and excessive pressure to excel. “A family or school environment characterized by extreme pressure to succeed or outdo everyone else--often occurring in affluent communities--can affect youth in significantly deleterious ways, including high stress, anxiety, drug/alcohol use and dependence:Those with intersectionality of these issues are likely to experience more struggles. 



Be Aware of a Toxic Achievement Culture

● Excessive pressure to succeed
● Fear of failure
● Unhealthy competition
● Neglect of well-being
● Narrow definition of success
● External validation
● Lack of balance
● Seeking perfection

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
As a source of anxious patterns1. Excessive pressure to succeed: Constant emphasis on high achievement and perfectionism can lead to stress and burnout.2. Fear of failure: A culture that stigmatizes mistakes and failures can create anxiety and discourage risk-taking.3. Unhealthy competition: Unchecked competition can lead to a lack of collaboration and support among peers.4. Neglect of well-being: Overemphasis on achievement may lead to neglect of mental and physical well-being.5. Narrow definition of success: Limited recognition of diverse talents and strengths can lead to feelings of inadequacy.6. External validation: Overreliance on external validation rather than intrinsic motivation can impact self-worth.7. Lack of balance: Insufficient emphasis on work-life balance and holistic development can lead to long-term negative effects.8. Seeking perfection: a high achieving student may need to hear more about when to pull back and do “good enough” than the message “just do your BEST”



Messages to Convey

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Parents have incredible opportunity to help manage the messages they receive, which ultimately become their inner voice. You can control what messaging they receive from you, and help to filter those that they receive from outside the home. You don’t have complete control, but think about your role. Be the buffer. Relationships:You kids need to know you and the home are the landing pad. What are you focusing on the most when they arrive home? At dinner? In the car? If it is grades, missing assignments, tests, etc----that is not showing that they MATTER and impacts the relationship. Are you certain they are receiving the message that you care more about who they ARE versus what the DO?ValuesWhat are your family’s values? What do you hope your child will be like as an adult? How much time and attention are you giving to these values? What is getting in the way? What kind of childhood/adolescence do you hope your children have? When you think back about the best parts of your own youth, if you are like me, you may think about the times that you felt the most loved, connected, and carefree. How about making those top priorities in our children’s lives. 



What can I do to help?
1. Expect children to pitch in - chores

2. Allow them  to  struggle  and  fa il

3. Pra ise  pe rseve rance  and  rem ind  them  they have  done  hard  
th ings be fore

4. Ce lebra te  e ffort

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
AnnaWalk them through the steps of wanting something, feeling anxiety when trying it, understanding that the emotion does not mean there is a problem, and that they have felt this way before and it turned out ok. Normal to dislike feeling uncomfortable but they have gotten past that feeling before.They might complain, but kids feel more connected and valued when they’re counted on to do age-appropriate jobs, from picking up toys to doing dishes to picking up younger siblings from a play date. Homework and after-school activities are great, but being needed by your family is invaluabl.It’s natural to want to protect your child from failure, but trial and error is how kids learn, and falling short on a goal helps kids find out that it’s not fatal. It can also spur kids to greater effort, which will serve them well as adults. If we were able to stop kids from falling, they would never learn how to walk. Learning not to give up at the first frustration or bail after one setback is an important life skill. Confidence and self-esteem are not about succeeding at everything all the time, they’re about being resilient enough to keep trying, and not being distressed if you’re not the best. Praising kids for their accomplishments is great, but it’s also important to let them know you’re proud of their efforts regardless of the outcome. It takes hard work to develop new skills, and results aren’t always immediate. Let kids know you value the work they’re doing, whether they’re toddlers building with blocks or teenagers teaching themselves to play the guitar.



What can I do to help part 2
5. Help kids find their passions & encourage them to try 
new th ings 

6. Em brace  im perfection  - eve ryone  has strengths and  
weaknesses

7. Se lf-re liance  and  skill bu ild ing

8. Show your love  

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
AnnaRemind them that they have strategies that can help them. They can remember hard things that they have tried and don’t seem difficult now. That they can start with small efforts that can lead them to what they want. Front load strategies - role play, write notecards that help, ask how will they deal with … Instead of focusing all their energy on what they already excel at, it’s good for kids to diversify. Attaining new skills makes kids feel capable and confident that they can tackle whatever comes their way. Exploring their own interests can help kids develop a sense of identity, which is essential to building confidence. Of course, seeing their talents grow will also give a huge boost to their self-esteem. As grown-ups we know perfection is unrealistic, and it’s important for kids to get that message as early as possible. Help kids see that whether it’s on TV, in a magazine, or on a friend’s social media feed, the idea that others are always happy, successful, and perfectly dressed is a fantasy, and a destructive one. Instead, remind them that being less than perfect is human and totally okay.



Messages to Convey

● SKILLS versus OUTCOMES
● Mistakes are required for growth
● Growth is often uncomfortable
● There is not a narrow definition of success
● Balance is crucial
● Sometimes you have to find the “good enough” 

when prioritizing

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Megan Think about your values and goals for your child. How are you teaching/modeling them, what might be getting in the way?Everyone says “just want my child to be happy” --what does that look like? Is that a one type of path toward “success” or is it a development of skills. Skills versus Outcomes: There are many ways to get good grades (cheating, shortcuts, colluding, etc) if that is the goal. But if the goal is learning the skills of organization, prioritization, doing things we don’t want to do, knowing when to push/pull back, when/how to ask for help, recover from setback communication, group cooperation--the grades are expected to follow. We all say we want our child to be “happy” as an adult, but someone with a lot of rote skills, strong test scores, and straight As who does not know how to manage frustration, tolerate uncertainty, work with others, work within deadlines, etc will be an ineffective adult. 



Suggested Family Mantras



Alison Gopnik

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aHhluDJmFLY






Resources 
Books
● Anxious Kids, Anxious Parents by Reid Wilson & Lynn Lyons
● Never Enough, by Jennifer Wallace

Resources for Children
● What to Do When You Worry Too Much
● Playing With Anxiety: Casey’s Guide, by Lynn Lyons
● Worry Says What, by Allison Edward

Podcasts
● Flusterclux, with Lynn Lyons
● Ask Lisa, with Lisa Demour



Resources 

Therapy and Parent Consultation
Psychological and Educational Assessment

Educational Consultation 

Counseling and Assessment 
Practice of Fairfax

capfairfax.com

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Schedule initial session to decide what services or supports may be beneficial We involve parents/legal guardians throughout the therapy processAlso provide assessment for SLD, ADHD, etc. 

http://capfairfax.com


Resources Fairfax:
Family Resource Center (FRC): The FRC offers workshops, consultations, and resources to help families support their 
children's educational and emotional needs. They cover a wide range of topics, including anxiety management strategies.
https://www.fcps.edu/resources/family-engagement/family-resource-center

Student Wellness: Tips and Strategies https://www.fcps.edu/student-wellness-tips

FCPS School Psychologists/Social workers and Counselors

Community-Based Support -
Fairfax County Government Mental Health Services: https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/community-services-board/mental-
health

NAMI Northern Virginia: The National Alliance on Mental Illness offers support groups, educational programs, and 
resources specifically tailored for families dealing with mental health conditions, including anxiety. https://nami-
northernvirginia.org/

Healthy Minds Fairfax:   https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/healthymindsfairfax/

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Highlight the mental health services provided by Fairfax County, including outpatient services for children and adolescents experiencing anxiety and other mental health issues.

https://www.fcps.edu/resources/family-engagement/family-resource-center
https://www.fcps.edu/student-wellness-tips
https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/community-services-board/mental-health
https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/community-services-board/mental-health
https://nami-northernvirginia.org/
https://nami-northernvirginia.org/
https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/healthymindsfairfax/
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