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As providers and caretakers, adults tend to view the world of children 
as happy and carefree. After all, kids don't have jobs to keep or bills to 
pay, so what could they possibly have to worry about?  Plenty! Even 
very young children have worries and feel stress to some degree. 
 
 

Sources of Stress 
 
Stress is a function of the demands placed on us and our ability to 
meet them. These demands often come from outside sources, such as 
family, jobs, friends, or school. But it also can come from within, often 
related to what we think we should be doing versus what we're 
actually able to do. 
 
So stress can affect anyone who feels overwhelmed — even kids. In preschoolers, separation from parents can 
cause anxiety. As kids get older, academic and social pressures (especially from trying to fit in) create stress. 
 
Many kids are too busy to have time to play creatively or relax after school. Kids who complain about all their 
activities or who refuse to go to them might be overscheduled. Talk with your kids about how they feel about 
extracurricular activities. If they complain, discuss the pros and cons of stopping one activity. If stopping isn't an 
option, explore ways to help manage your child's time and responsibilities to lessen the anxiety. 
 
Kids' stress may be intensified by more than just what's happening in their own lives. Do your kids hear you 
talking about troubles at work, worrying about a relative's illness, or arguing with your spouse about financial 
matters? Parents should watch how they discuss such issues when their kids are near because children will pick 
up on their parents' anxieties and start to worry themselves. 
 

Newsletter 



World news can cause stress. Kids who see disturbing images on TV or hear talk of natural disasters, war, and 
terrorism may worry about their own safety and that of the people they love. Talk to your kids about what they 
see and hear, and monitor what they watch on TV so that you can help them understand what's going on. 
 
Also, be aware of complicating factors, such as an illness, death of a loved one, or a divorce. When these are 
added to the everyday pressures kids face, the stress is magnified. Even the most amicable divorce can be a 
difficult experience for kids because their basic security system — their family — is undergoing a tough change. 
Separated or divorced parents should never put kids in a position of having to choose sides or expose them to 
negative comments about the other spouse. 
 
Also realize that some things that aren't a big deal to adults can cause significant stress for kids. Let your kids 
know that you understand they're stressed and don't dismiss their feelings as inappropriate. 
 

Signs and Symptoms 
 
While it's not always easy to recognize when kids are 
stressed out, short-term behavioral changes — such as 
mood swings, acting out, changes in sleep patterns, or 
bedwetting — can be indications. Some kids experience 
physical effects, including stomachaches and headaches. 
Others have trouble concentrating or completing 
schoolwork. Still others become withdrawn or spend a lot of 
time alone. 
 
Younger children may pick up new habits like thumb sucking, hair twirling, or nose picking; older kids may begin 
to lie, bully, or defy authority. A child who is stressed may also have nightmares, difficulty leaving you, 
overreactions to minor problems, and drastic changes in academic performance. 
 

Reducing Stress 
 
How can you help kids cope with stress? Proper rest and good nutrition can boost coping skills, as can good 
parenting. Make time for your kids each day. Whether they need to talk or just be in the same room with you, 
make yourself available. Don't try to make them talk, even if you know what they're worried about. Sometimes 
kids just feel better when you spend time with them on fun activities. 
 
Even as kids get older, quality time is important. It's really hard for some people to come home after work, get 
down on the floor, and play with their kids or just talk to them about their day — especially if they've had a 
stressful day themselves. But expressing interest shows that they're important to you. 
 

http://kidshealth.org/parent/emotions/behavior/five_habits.html


Help your child cope with stress by talking about what may be causing it. 
Together, you can come up with a few solutions like cutting back on after-
school activities, spending more time talking with parents or teachers, 
developing an exercise regimen, or keeping a journal. 
 
You can also help by anticipating potentially stressful situations and 
preparing kids for them. For example, let your son or daughter know 
ahead of time that a doctor's appointment is coming up and talk about 
what will happen there. Tailor the information to your child's age — 
younger kids won't need as much advance preparation or details as older 
kids or teens. 
 
Remember that some level of stress is normal; let your kids know that it's 
OK to feel angry, scared, lonely, or anxious and that other people share 
those feelings. Reassurance is important, so remind them that you're 
confident that they can handle the situation. 
 

Helping Your Child Cope 
 
When kids can't or won't discuss their stressful issues, try talking about your own. This shows that you're willing 
to tackle tough topics and are available to talk with when they're ready. If a child shows symptoms that concern 
you and is unwilling to talk, consult a counselor or other mental health specialist. 
 
Books can help young kids identify with characters in stressful situations and learn how they cope. Check out 
Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day by Judith Viorst; Tear Soup by Pat Schweibert, 
Chuck DeKlyen, and Taylor Bills; and Dinosaurs Divorce by Marc Brown and Laurene Krasny Brown. 
 
Most parents have the skills to deal with their child's stress. The time to seek professional attention is when any 
change in behavior persists, when stress is causing serious anxiety, or when the behavior is causing significant 
problems in functioning at school or at home.  
 

 
12 Tips to Reduce Your Child's Stress and Anxiety 

 

Anxiety symptoms are common in children and adolescents, with 10-20% of school-aged children experiencing 
anxiety symptoms. An even larger number of children experience stress that does not qualify as an anxiety 
disorder. So how can you help to reduce your child's anxiety and stress? 
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1) Encourage your child to face his/her fears, not run away from them. 
 
When we are afraid of situations we avoid them. However, avoidance of anxiety-provoking situations maintains 
the anxiety. Instead, if a child faces his or her fears, the child will learn that the anxiety reduces naturally on its 
own over time. The body cannot remain anxious for a very long period of time so there is a system in the body 
that calms the body down. Usually your anxiety will reduce within 20-45 minutes if you stay in the anxiety-
provoking situation.   
 
2) Tell your child that it is okay to be imperfect. 
 
Often we feel that it is necessary for our children to succeed in sports, school, and performance situations. But 
sometimes we forget that kids need to be kids. School becomes driven by grades, not by enjoyment of learning 
if an 85 is good, but not good enough.This is not to say that striving is not important.It is important to 
encourage your child to work hard but equally important to accept and embrace your child's mistakes and 
imperfections. 
 
3) Focus on the positives. 
 
Many times anxious and stressed children can get lost in negative thoughts and self-criticism. They may focus 
on how the glass is half empty instead of half-full and worry about future events. The more that you are able to 
focus on your child's positive attributes and the good aspects of a situation, the more that it will remind your 
child to focus on the positives. 
 
4) Schedule relaxing activities. 
 
Children need time to relax and be kids. Unfortunately, sometimes even fun activities, like sports, can become 
more about success than they are about fun.  Instead, it is important to ensure that your child engages in play 
purely for the sake of fun. This may include scheduling time each day for your child to play with toys, play a 
game, play a sport (without it being competitive), doing yoga, paint, have a tea party, put on a play, or just be 
silly. 
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5) Model approach behavior, self-care, and positive thinking. 
 
Your child will do what you do. So if you avoid anxiety-provoking situations, so will your child. If you face your 
fears, so will your child. If you take care of yourself and schedule time for your own needs, your child will learn 
that self-care is an important part of life. If you look for the positive in situations, so will your child. Children 
learn behaviors from watching their praents. So when you think about your child's psychological well-being 
think about your own as well. 
 
6) Reward your child's brave behaviors. 
 
If your child faces his or her fears, reward this with praise, a hug, or even something tangible like a sticker or a 
small treat. This is not bribery if you establish this as a motivator prior to your child being in the situation. If you 
reward behaviors your child will engage in them more often.  
 
7) Encourage good sleep hygiene. 
Set a bed time for your child and stick to that bed time even on weekends.  Also have a 30-45 minute bed time 
routine that is done every night.  This helps your child to transition from the activities of the day to the relaxed 
state necessary to fall asleep. 
 
8) Encourage your child to express his/her anxiety. 
If your child says that he or she is worried or scared, don't say "No you're not!" or "You're fine."  That doesn't 
help your child.  Instead, it is likely to make your child believe that you do not listern or do not understand 
him/her.  Insead, validate your child's experience by saying things like "Yes, you seem scared. What are you 
worried about?"  Then have a discussion about your child's emotions and fears. 
 
9) Help your child to problem solve. 
Once you have validated your child's emotions and demonstrated that you understand your child's experience 
and are listening to what your child has to say, help your child to problem solve.  This does not mean solving the 
problem for your child.  It means helping your child to identify possible solutions. If your child can generate 
solutions, that is great.  If not, generate some potential solutions for your child and ask your child to pick the 
solution that he or she thinks would work best. 
 
10) Stay calm.  
Children look to their parents to determine how to react 
in situations. We've all seen a young child trip and fall and 
then look to their parent to see how to react. If the parent 
seems concerned, the child cries. This is because the child 
is looking to their parent for a signal of how to react to the 
situation.  
 
Children of all ages pick up on their parent's emotions and 
resonate with them. If you are anxious, your child will pick 
up on that anxiety and experience an increase in his/her 
own anxiety.  So when you want to reduce your child's 
anxiety, you must manage your own anxiety. This may 
mean deliberately slowing down your own speech, taking 
a few deep breaths to relax, and working to ensure that 
your facial expression conveys that you are calm. 
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11) Practice relaxation exercises with your child. 
Sometimes really basic relaxation exercises are necessary to help your child to reduce their stress and anxiety. 
This might mean telling your child to take a few slow, deep breaths (and you taking a few slow breaths with 
your child so your child can match your pace). Or it might mean asking your child to image him or herself 
somewhere relaxing, like the beach or relaxing in a backyard hammock. Ask your child to close his/her eyes and 
imagine the sounds, smells, and sensations associated with the image. For example, close your eyes and picture 
yourself on a beach. Listen to the sound of the surf as the waves come in and go out.  In and out. Listen to the 
sound of the seagulls flying off in the distance. Now focus on the feel of the warm sand beneath your fingers 
and the sun warming your skin.Your child can do these techniques on his or her own during anxiety-provoking 
times. 
 
12) Never give up! 
Anxiety and stress can be a chronic struggle and often the source of a child's anxiety changes over time so it can 
feel as though you are always putting out fires. With repetition of the anxiety and stress management 
techniques, your child will learn how to lower his/her anxiety level and how to cope with anxiety-provoking 
situations. The key is repetition so keep it up! 
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