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It is difficult when your child exhibits fearful behavior, not only 
because you do not like to see her feeling scared, but also because 
you have a desire to raise a strong child who can approach new 
situations with confidence. Therefore it can be hard to remain calm 
when you see that your child is easily frightened; you may either 
have a tendency to rush in to shelter her from the source of those 
fears, or on the other end of the spectrum, you may react angrily 
because you are frustrated with her constant anxiety.  
 
However, it is important to strike a good balance between these two types of reactions. If you can show your 
child that you understand her fears, but can also teach her how to handle them in a healthy and independent 
manner, you will be giving her the tools that she needs to deal with most of the worries that will arise in her life. 
 
Remember that a certain level of fear is central to survival for all of us. All children are fearful of things that 
indicate danger until they learn for themselves that the thing will not harm them. Therefore, most childhood 
fears are not a cause for major concern, since they tend to diminish with age as children learn more about the 
world around them. 
 
Not all fear is bad. In fact, a little fear serves as an insurance policy. "Without fear, we'd jump headlong into things 
we shouldn't," says Tamar E. Chansky, PhD, author of Freeing Your Child from Anxiety. Chansky is also director of 
the Children's Center for OCD and Anxiety in Plymouth Meeting, Pa. 

Some fear is evolutionary in nature, says Chansky. For example, many children -- and 
adults -- continue to fear things outside their experience. Their brains are wired to 
protect them from snakes, for example, even though the average person rarely 
encounters a slithery serpent, venomous or not. 

Some children experience anxiety disorders, often a strong emotional response to an 
intense experience. But mostly, a child's fears are a predictable rite of passage. 

Common Childhood Anxieties and Fears  

Your child's "anxiety landscape" changes over time. Here are some of the most 
common childhood anxieties he or she is likely to experience at different stages of 
development. 
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Fears of an Infant or Toddler  

• Loud noises or sudden movements 
• Large looming objects 
• Strangers 
• Separation 
• Changes in the house 

Fears During Preschool Years  

• The dark 
• Noises at night 
• Masks 
• Monsters and ghosts 
• Animals such as dogs 

Fears During School Years  

• Snakes and spiders 
• Storms and natural disasters 
• Being home alone 
• Fear of a teacher who's angry 
• Scary news or TV shows 
• Injury, illness, doctors, shots, or death 
• Fear of failure and rejection 

 

Easing Fears in Infants or Toddlers  

In the ideal situation, an infant's world is framed by parental security and a sense of calm. Anything that disrupts 
that -- a loud noise or a stranger, for example -- creates fear, says Chansky. One simple thing you can do to 
maintain calm is to establish a predictable routine. Also, minimize the numbers of caretakers in your child's life. 
Strong bonding with your child -- through regular touch, eye contact, and talking or singing -- creates a foundation 
of trust, helping to inoculate your child against future anxiety, too. 

Easing Fears in Preschoolers  

As their world expands, preschoolers continue to fear new places and people. New exposures bring fear of the 
unexpected, Chansky tells WebMD. 

"Some of this is the result of concrete experiences, but some of it is due to their developing imagination." Being 
able to imagine that there really isn't anything lurking in that dark closet is a wonderful accomplishment, she says. 
But, at this age, they haven't quite mastered the skill enough to know how to calm themselves. 

Kristin Lagattuta, PhD, assistant psychology professor at the University of California at Davis, does research with 
preschoolers. She studies how they make connections between the mind and emotions. Lagattuta explains that 
young children around age 4 or 5 do OK telling the imaginary from the real -- unless it is connected with 
something fearful. "When the emotion is real, then it is hard for them to determine that the experience that goes 
with it isn't real, as well." 

 

 



At any age, break the challenge into small steps, says Chanksy. She 
suggests tackling that big, dark cave of a closet by turning it into 
something fun and positive. "By creating a competing emotion," 
she says, "you help burn out the anxiety." Be creative, says 
Chansky: Go into the dark and read a book by flashlight. Make five 
goofy faces, and get out right away. Play 20 questions. This all gets 
your child into a different frame of mind. Practice often, for the 
best results.  

Dogs are another big fear for preschoolers, says Chansky. Dogs are often big, loud jumpers -- not a good 
combination for small ones. 

Again, Chansky suggests approaching the fear in steps. Resist the temptation either to overprotect or to prompt 
with, "It's fine, come on!" says Chansky. Instead, give your child opportunities for direct, safe experiences. Talk to 
a dog's owner and ask, "Is the dog friendly? Can we say 'hi'?" suggests Chansky. "Or, ask your child, 'Is the dog's 
tail wagging? That's the sign of a happy dog.'" If you have a friend with a dog, let the "sleeping dog lie" -- and let 
your child observe. That allows a safe entrÃ©e to the world of dogs. 

Through her research, Lagattuta has learned that children as young as 3 or 4 may know that anticipating the 
future can cause worry. 

"They understand that negative thoughts can make you feel bad before they understand that positive thoughts 
can help you feel good, which happens around age 7," she says. Despite this awareness, young preschoolers lack 
the attentive powers to redirect their thoughts, which may explain why trying to talk your young child out of her 
fears is unproductive. With her own 4-year-old, Lagattuta used a more tangible aid -- having her child draw 
pictures in a "happy journal," to which she added words as she got older. 

Easing Fears in School-Aged Children  

An explosion of knowledge and experience during the school years introduces children to more real-world 
dangers: fire drills, burglars, storms, and wars. Realism begins to set in. 

Don't always assume you know the precise source of your child's fears, however. If your child shuns public pools, 
is it really the water and drowning she's afraid of? Or, is it the lifeguard's whistle? The only way to know is to ask. 

With younger children, you can draw them out -- literally. Have them draw two pictures: One is a picture of 
themselves in the scary situation with a thought "worry bubble" that tells what they're thinking about 
themselves. Then have them draw a second picture of themselves in the same situation, but with a "smart 
bubble" that has calmer, more realistic thoughts. 

A child who's afraid of a teacher's rejection might say, "The teacher will send me to the principal if I forget my 
homework." But the "smart bubble" might say, "My friend, Alex, did forget his homework and the teacher only 
asked him to write himself a reminder." 

How can you help your child with fears like these? continued... 

This technique helps kids make the connection between how they feel when they're telling themselves these two 
very different stories, says Chansky. 

Children who are afraid of natural disasters might also shift into a different mindset by teaching their parents 
what they've learned at school about storms, tornadoes, or earthquakes. This helps them solidify a different way 
of looking at the situation. 

 



Chanksy explains that these techniques work well for children 
who are more cognitively oriented. For kids who are physically 
tense, worry a lot at night, and have trouble sleeping, 
relaxation techniques may be just the ticket. 

Lori Lite, a certified children's meditation facilitator, discovered 
the merits firsthand with her own children. One child was 
hyperactive and chronically ill. And another was experiencing 
stress-related night terrors. By developing her own stories that 
incorporated deep-breathing, affirmations, and muscular 
relaxation, she was able to greatly help her own children. 
Today, she creates and distributes products like these, through 
her web site, LiteBooks.net. 

"The benefit is that you don't have to go to a class. You don't have to have a degree. You don't have to have a lot 
of money," says Lite. "All you need to do is turn on a CD or read a book." 

General Guidelines for Any Age  

When your child is afraid -- whether at age 5 or 15 -- remember to approach the fears with respect. Chansky 
suggests following these basic guidelines: 

• Don't try to talk your child out of being afraid. 
• Stay calm and confident. How you talk to your child about fears is as important as what you say. 
• When helping your child to confront fears, find out what feels comfortable. Don't force your child to do 

more than that. However, don't give your child a total "out." Complete avoidance isn't the answer for 
anxiety. 

• Practice coping responses in a variety of ways: with drawing, stuffed animals, or role-playing. 
• Reward efforts -- big or small. 

Arachnophobia: Helping Your Child Overcome a Fear of Spiders  
 

As the weather starts getting colder, spiders and insects will try to prolong their lives by finding ways inside 
your house. If your children's fear of spiders borders on a case of arachnophobia, now is good time to help them 
to dispel their fears. If you start now, a spider phobia can be replaced by fascination by the time new eight-legged 
creatures are born in the spring. 

Before we discuss how you can quell a spider phobia, let's look at why most people become afraid of spiders in 
the first place. A fear of spiders can be divided into two categories. One is born mostly from a dislike or disgust for 
spiders and the other is based on fears that have little or no basis in reality. People who are afraid of spiders can 
have reactions that range from shrinking back and screaming to paralyzing cases of arachnophobia. People with 
arachnophobia arrange their entire lives around the avoidance of spiders. 

One way to prevent the development of arachnophobia is to teach your child to recognize the difference between 
the nature of spiders and his beliefs and imaginings. Although we'll delve further into this later, first allow me to 
share a "spider phobia" story that happened recently at my house. Teaching your child about spiders while he's 
calm may help with systematic desensitization which means your child will become progressively more relaxed 
when encountering or thinking about a spider. This may help you avoid expensive therapies.) 

 
 



 
On the web, we looked up the word arachnophobia and learned that it was an unreasonable fear of spiders. (If 
you're an adult who suffers from this problem, panic attacks or OCD, then the The Linden Method is a program 
that will help.) Then we learned about the tarantula's habitat and what it liked to eat. "See," I teased, "they don't 
eat people. They like cockroaches, crickets, scorpions and mice." The boys smiled. We went outside to take 
another look at the tarantula. This time, the atmosphere was one of calm fascination, which is precisely the 
moment at which I snapped the photos that appear below. 
 
Helping your child overcome his fears is one of the many ways you can provide gentle guidance and create a 
foundation of love and trust. (If you have unreasonable fears yourself, please attend to them because children 
can sense adult fear and may begin to associate your fear with certain situations which can develop into a full 
blown phobia. For help with OCD, phobias and anxiety disorders, The Linden Method will help. Don't let your 
fears become your children's fears.) Teaching your child to live in the natural world, with all its inhabitants, 
including insects, spiders and the wild creatures of the night is a must for creating a life that is lived from 
knowledge, rather than fear. This approach fosters a way of being that respects and embraces life in all its forms, 
rather than denying what is different. As your child grows, his attitude of acceptance and tolerance of nature will 
transfer to the different people he encounters in his life. 
 
Here are some other ideas to help your child learn to cope with fears: 

 
 

• Many things that scare children can seem irrational or silly to adults, but try to keep in mind that the 
threat seems very real to your child. Do not brush her off or get upset with her. Instead of simply saying, “It 
won’t hurt you,” try saying, “I know you feel scared right now,” and give a brief and honest explanation of why 
the scary thing is happening. 
 
• Younger children tend to be more afraid of the unfamiliar and unpredictable, such as sudden, loud noises, 
strange animals, or new environments. Try to keep their worlds as safe and predictable as possible. If the 
majority of their time is spent in a calm, predictable environment, they will be able to handle the occasional 
scary event. 

 
• Your children may not have the skills to be able to tell you exactly what is scaring them, and/or what 
would help ease their anxiety. Try to think back to when the fear started. What changed in your child’s life?  
Try to put yourself in your child’s place – what would scare you if you were that small and had little life 
experience? What would make you feel better? 
 
• Young children have a hard time making logical 
connections, so you need to help them understand. For 
example, explain that water gets sucked down the 
drain, but children are too big to fit through the holes. 
Outside of bath time, experiment together to see that 
bath toys and other large objects cannot fit through 
the drain. 
 
• You may have to make do with simple solutions, 
such as removing a painting that is scary or refraining 
from vacuuming while your child is around. Slowly 
reintroduce the scary thing every few weeks so that  



your child can get used to it and start to see that it will not harm her. 
 

• Try to shift your child’s view on the subject and expose her to more pleasant aspects of what is feared. 
For example, if your child is afraid of dogs, read books about friendly dogs and try to expose your child to small, 
gentle, calm dogs in small doses. 

 
• Try to shift your child’s view on the subject and expose her to more pleasant aspects of what is feared. For 
exampe, if your child is afraid of dogs, read books about friendly dogs and try to expose your child to small, 
gentle, calm dogs in small doses. 

 
• Do not get in the habit of making a big deal of fearful episodes or nightmares. For example, in the case of 
nightmares, soothe your child for a few minutes, and then make sure she returns to her own bed. Tell her that 
you know she will be fine, but stick to the limits that you set about how long you will spend comforting her 
before returning to your own bed. 

 
• Teach your child how to relax herself, such as focusing on slowing down her breathing by slowly counting to 
10 and taking a deep breath for each number. Give her a short phrase to repeat such as, “I’m okay. It can’t hurt 
me. I’m okay…” Ask her to try calming herself before she comes to you. Give her lots of positive attention for 
trying to soothe herself. 

 
• Carefully monitor the media that your child is exposed to so that she is not seeing or hearing about concepts 
that are too overwhelming for her. Be aware that she may be overhearing when you listen to the news or talk 
about scary world events. 

 
• Let your child see you being a good role model. Monitor yourself for overreactions to things that scare you. If 
you are worried about something, admit it, and then tell your child that you are going to be brave and try it 
anyway. 

 
• Talk to your child’s teacher. Explain your concerns and ask the teacher what she does in class when children 
are fearful of certain situations. Try to follow the same guidelines so that your child experiences consistency 
between home and school. 
 

If your child’s fears seem to be growing with age, rather than fading away, and/or seriously impact her daily 
functioning, such as her ability to go to the school or participate in social activities, contact your paediatrician or 
a mental health professional who specializes in childhood anxiety and phobias 
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