
10 Steps for Parents and Kids to Tame the Worry Monster  

by Daniel B. Peters, Ph.D. 

Anxiety has become a regular part of our society and daily lives for our children (and ourselves). Worry and 
fear cause our children to feel bad, often cause parent-child conflict and stress, keep our children from fully 
experiencing life, and fully reaching their potential. As a psychologist, parent of worriers, and a pretty good 
worrier myself, I have learned that there are simple and effective strategies that kids (and parents) can learn to 
drive the Worry Monster away. Teaching kids about how fear and worry work in their bodies, and specific 
thinking and doing strategies to fight the Worry Monster, empowers them to take a stand against this bully.  

It's time for us to take the Worry Monster down once and for all and turn our worriers into warriors. Here are 
the 10 steps to do it:  

Step 1: Teach How Our Brain and Body Work When We Are Scared 

We all have a "fight or flight" survival response that is designed to keep us alive. We have a tiny ball of neurons 
called the amygdala (ah-mig-da-la), known as our fear center, that runs our in-body security system. When it 
senses danger, it sends adrenaline through our bodies to make us run fast and fight with one goal, survival!  

Step 2: Identify Body Feelings 

When your amygdala gets activated, you will feel the physical sensations of worry and fear in your body, 
especially your head, chest, stomach, and throat. This is because your heart has to beat super fast to get extra 
blood from your brain and stomach to your arms and legs so you can fight and run fast. The blood leaving our 
brain and stomach makes us feel light headed, have headaches, have stomachaches, butterflies, and make us 
nauseous. These feelings are our signal that the Worry Monster is messing with us! Any of them sound 
familiar? 

Step 3: Externalize the Problem 

Label your worries and fears as the "Worry Monster" who is a bully who is responsible for making you (and all 
of us) think worrisome and scary thoughts. The Worry Monster's job is to keep us from enjoying life. He gets 
joy from picking on children (and adults) and making them worried and scared. The more you talk about the 
Worry Monster and gang up on him with your allies, the weaker he will get and the sooner he will go away. 

Step 4: Make a Worry List 

Make a list of everything your child (and you) worries about. The Worry Monster doesn't like us to talk about 
him or how he works, so the more things you put on the list, the better. Once you have done this, put the worries 
and fears in order starting with the most powerful (severe) at the top and least powerful (mild) at the bottom of 
the list.  

Step 5: Make a Success Ladder  

Choose a behavior from the worry list and make a success ladder by breaking it down into baby steps, or rungs, 
with the ultimate fear or goal at the top of the ladder and the least scary behavior at the bottom. You will need to 
decide whether you can start with a single fear like swimming or whether the task needs to be broken into parts 
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(looking at a pool) so that you can gain confidence by becoming used to each baby step along the way to 
conquering your fear. 

Step 6: Identify Worrisome and Fearful Thinking  

Think about what the Worry Monster tells you to make you feel worried and scared. Take out your worry list, 
and expose the Worry Monster's secrets by writing down what he tells you to make you feel scared and worried. 
For example, next to the worry "being left alone," you may write, "I might get left at school." Uncover what he 
tells you for all your worries and fears -- you are exposing him. 

Step 7: Change and Modify Thinking 

Next to the list of what the Worry Monster tells you, write down new thoughts that are healthier and more 
realistic. Ask yourself, "What am I thinking? How can I think about this differently?" For example, "I might get 
left at school," gets changed to, "I have never been left before" and "Something bad might happen to my mom," 
gets changed to, "My mom is strong and can take care of herself."  

Step 8: Practice, Practice, Practice! 

Choose behavioral practice activities to tackle the Worry Monster head on. Go to your Success Ladder and start 
doing the first thing on the bottom of the list until you are bored of it. For example, if you are afraid of dogs, 
look at a book about dogs until it is not scary and then go to the next rung on the ladder (looking at dogs from 
far away). Keep moving up the ladder and work your way to the top. Sometimes it goes quickly and other times 
you may have to practice something over and over.  

Step 9: Develop a Coping Toolbox 

Make a personalized toolbox to help you take on the Worry Monster when he shows up. This toolbox usually 
consists of strategies like deep breathing, understanding where in your body you feel the worry and fear, 
knowing what makes you start worrying or feeling scared, questions to ask yourself to challenge your thinking 
("Is it true?), statements to use against the Worry Monster ("I can do this!"; "Take a hike, you cowardly bully!"; 
"So what?"), exercise, and activities that distract you and help you relax.  

Step 10 -- Don't Give Up! 

Like all bullies, the Worry Monster does not give up easily. It takes a ton of courage and persistence to drive 
him away. You have talents to show the world and lots of life experiences to enjoy. By using these strategies, 
and working as a team, the Worry Monster doesn't stand a chance. It is time for him to pick on somebody else. 
Don't give up. You are a warrior. You can do this 
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49 Phrases to Calm an Anxious Child 

by GoZen! 

 

It happens to every child in one form or another – anxiety. As parents, we would like to shield our children 
from life’s anxious moments, but navigating anxiety is an essential life skill that will serve them in the years to 
come. In the heat of the moment, try these simple phrases to help your children identify, accept, and work 
through their anxious moments. 

 
1. “Can you draw it?” 
Drawing, painting or doodling about an anxiety provides kids with an outlet for their feelings when they can’t 
use their words. 

2.  “I love you. You are safe.” 
Being told that you will be kept safe by the person you love the most is a powerful affirmation. Remember, 
anxiety makes your children feel as if their minds and bodys are in danger. Repeating they are safe can soothe 
the nervous system. 

3. “Let’s pretend we’re blowing up a giant balloon. We’ll take a deep breath and blow it up to the count of 
5.” 
If you tell a child to take a deep breath in the middle of a panic attack, chances are you’ll hear, “I CAN’T!” 
Instead, make it a game. Pretend to blow up a balloon, making funny noises in the process. Taking three deep 
breaths and blowing them out will actually reverse the stress response in the body and may even get you a 
few giggles in the process. 

4. “I will say something and I want you to say it exactly as I do: ‘I can do this.’” Do this 10 times at variable 
volume. 
Marathon runners use this trick all of the time to get past “the wall.” 

5. “Why do you think that is?” 
This is especially helpful for older kids who can better articulate the “Why” in what they are feeling. 
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6. “What will happen next?” 
If your children are anxious about an event, help them think through the event and identify what will come 
after it. Anxiety causes myopic vision, which makes life after the event seem to disappear. 

7. “We are an unstoppable team.” 
Separation is a powerful anxiety trigger for young children. Reassure them that you will work together, even if 
they can’t see you. 

8. Have a battle cry: “I am a warrior!”; “I am unstoppable!”; or “Look out World, here I come!” 
There is a reason why movies show people yelling before they go into battle. The physical act of yelling 
replaces fear with endorphins. It can also be fun. 

9. “If how you feel was a monster, what would it look like?” 
Giving anxiety a characterization means you take a confusing feeling and make it concrete and palpable. Once 
kids have a worry character, they can talk to their worry. 

10. “I can’t wait until _____.” 
Excitement about a future moment is contagious. 

11.  “Let’s put your worry on the shelf while we _____ (listen to your favorite song, run around the block, 
read this story). Then we’ll pick it back up again.” 
Those who are anxiety-prone often feel as though they have to carry their anxiety until whatever they are 
anxious about is over. This is especially difficult when your children are anxious about something they cannot 
change in the future. Setting it aside to do something fun can help put their worries into perspective. 

12.  “This feeling will go away. Let’s get comfortable until it does.” 
The act of getting comfortable calms the mind as well as the body. Weightier blankets have even been shown 
to reduce anxiety by increasing mild physical stimuli. 

13. “Let’s learn more about it.” 
Let your children explore their fears by asking as many questions as they need. After all, knowledge is power. 

14. “Let’s count _____.” 
This distraction technique requires no advance preparation. Counting the number of people wearing boots, 
the number of watches, the number of kids, or the number of hats in the room requires observation and 
thought, both of which detract from the anxiety your child is feeling. 

15. “I need you to tell me when 2 minutes have gone by.” 
Time is a powerful tool when children are anxious. By watching a clock or a watch for movement, a child has a 
focus point other than what is happening. 

16. “Close your eyes. Picture this…” 
Visualization is a powerful technique used to ease pain and anxiety. Guide your child through imagining a safe, 
warm, happy place where they feel comfortable. If they are listening intently, the physical symptoms of 
anxiety will dissipate. 

17. “I get scared/nervous/anxious sometimes too. It’s no fun.” 



Empathy wins in many, many situations. It may even strike up a conversation with your older child about how 
you overcame anxiety. 

18. “Let’s pull out our calm-down checklist.” 
Anxiety can hijack the logical brain; carry a checklist with coping skills your child has practiced. When the need 
presents itself, operate off of this checklist. 

19. “You are not alone in how you feel.” 
Pointing out all of the people who may share their fears and anxieties helps your child understand that 
overcoming anxiety is universal. 

20. “Tell me the worst thing that could possibly happen.” 
Once you’ve imagined the worst possible outcome of the worry, talk about the likelihood of that worst 
possible situation happening. Next, ask your child about the best possible outcome. Finally, ask them about 
the most likely outcome. The goal of this exercise is to help a child think more accurately during their anxious 
experience. 

21. “Worrying is helpful, sometimes.” 
This seems completely counter-intuitive to tell a child that is already anxious, but pointing out why anxiety is 
helpful reassures your children that there isn’t something wrong with them. 

22. “What does your thought bubble say?” 
If your children read comics, they are familiar with thought bubbles and how they move the story along. By 
talking about their thoughts as third-party observers, they can gain perspective on them. 

23. “Let’s find some evidence.” 
Collecting evidence to support or refute your child’s reasons for anxiety helps your children see if their worries 
are based on fact. 

24. “Let’s have a debate.” 
Older children especially love this exercise because they have permission to debate their parent. Have a point, 
counter-point style debate about the reasons for their anxiety. You may learn a lot about their reasoning in 
the process. 

25. “What is the first piece we need to worry about?” 
Anxiety often makes mountains out of molehills. One of the most important strategies for overcoming anxiety 
is to break the mountain back down into manageable chunks. In doing this, we realize the entire experience 
isn’t causing anxiety, just one or two parts. 

26. “Let’s list all of the people you love.” 
Anais Nin is credited with the quote, “Anxiety is love’s greatest killer.” If that statement is true, then love is 
anxiety’s greatest killer as well. By recalling all of the people that your child loves and why, love will replace 
anxiety. 

27. “Remember when…” 
Competence breeds confidence. Confidence quells anxiety. Helping your children recall a time when they 
overcame anxiety gives them feelings of competence and thereby confidence in their abilities. 

28. “I am proud of you already.” 



Knowing you are pleased with their efforts, regardless of the outcome, alleviates the need to do something 
perfectly – a source of stress for a lot of kids. 

29. “We’re going for a walk.” 
Exercise relieves anxiety for up to several hours as it burns excess energy, loosens tense muscles and boosts 
mood. If your children can’t take a walk right now, have them run in place, bounce on a yoga ball, jump rope 
or stretch. 

30. “Let’s watch your thought pass by.” 
Ask your children to pretend the anxious thought is a train that has stopped at the station above their head. In 
a few minutes, like all trains, the thought will move on to its next destination. 

31. “I’m taking a deep breath.” 
Model a calming strategy and encourage your child to mirror you. If your children allow you, hold them to 
your chest so they can feel your rhythmic breathing and regulate theirs. 

32. “How can I help?” 
Let your children guide the situation and tell you what calming strategy or tool they prefer in this situation. 

33. “This feeling will pass.” 
Often, children will feel like their anxiety is never-ending. Instead of shutting down, avoiding, or squashing the 
worry, remind them that relief is on the way. 

34. “Let’s squeeze this stress ball together.” 
When your children direct their anxiety to a stress ball, they feel emotional relief. Buy a ball, keep a handful of 
play dough nearby or make your own homemade stress ball by filling a balloon with flour or rice. 

35. “I see Widdle is worried again. Let’s teach Widdle not to worry.” 
Create a character to represent the worry, such as Widdle the Worrier. Tell your child that Widdle is worried 
and you need to teach him some coping skills. 

36. “I know this is hard.” 
Acknowledge that the situation is difficult. Your validation shows your children that you respect them. 

37. “I have your smell buddy right here.” 
A smell buddy, fragrance necklace or diffuser can calm anxiety, especially when you fill it with lavender, sage, 
chamomile, sandalwood or jasmine. 

38. “Tell me about it.” 
Without interrupting, listen to your children talk about what’s bothering them. Talking it out can give your 
children time to process their thoughts and come up with a solution that works for them. 

39. “You are so brave!” 
Affirm your children’s ability to handle the situation, and you empower them to succeed this time. 

40. “Which calming strategy do you want to use right now?” 
Because each anxious situation is different, give your children the opportunity to choose the calming strategy 
they want to use. 



41. “We’ll get through this together.” 
Supporting your children with your presence and commitment can empower them to persevere until the scary 
situation is over. 

42. “What else do you know about (scary thing)?” 
When your children face a consistent anxiety, research it when they are calm. Read books about the scary 
thing and learn as much as possible about it. When the anxiety surfaces again, ask your children to recall what 
they’ve learned. This step removes power from the scary thing and empowers your child. 

43. “Let’s go to your happy place.” 
Visualization is an effective tool against anxiety. When your children are calm, practice this calming strategy 
until they are able to use it successfully during anxious moments. 

44. “What do you need from me?” 
Ask your children to tell you what they need. It could be a hug, space or a solution. 

45. “If you gave your feeling a color, what would it be?” 
Asking another person to identify what they’re feeling in the midst of anxiety is nearly impossible. But asking 
your children to give how they feel with a color, gives them a chance to think about how they feel relative to 
something simple. Follow up by asking why their feeling is that color. 

46. “Let me hold you.” 
Give your children a front hug, a hug from behind, or let them sit on your lap. The physical contact provides a 
chance for your child to relax and feel safe. 

47. “Remember when you made it through XYZ?” 
Reminding your child of a past success will encourage them to persevere in this situation. 

48. “Help me move this wall.” 
Hard work, like pushing on a wall, relieves tension and emotions. Resistance bands also work. 

49. “Let’s write a new story.” 
Your children have written a story in their mind about how the future is going to turn out. This future makes 
them feel anxious. Accept their story and then ask them to come up with a few more plot lines where the 
story’s ending is different. 
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Calming Strategies to Use with Children 
Learning to regulate our emotional responses, especially during times of stress, can be difficult. Most children 
have some natural ways of self-regulating, but may also need to learn appropriate ways to respond when 
experiencing anxiety. Calming strategies can help a child to work through strong emotions. When calming 
strategies are practiced regularly throughout the day, the possibility for use at times of anxiety is increased. 

Tips on setting up a calming routine 
When setting up a calming routine in your home or program, here are the first things you need to consider: 

● Take an inventory of the calming strategies your child is already using and select the ones you want to 
reinforce. Start with strategies that are familiar to your child and are appropriate for their developmental 
level. This may help build on their existing resources and increase the likelihood of success. Later, once 
your child is familiar with practicing the strategies, you can introduce new ones. 

● Choose the best times for your children to practice these activities. Calming strategies are best 
introduced during the least stressful times. 

● Try to make the activities fun by including props and visuals, such as pillows, squeeze balls, and 
pictures. For example, Robin is waiting for a turn with his favourite toy truck. He is starting to pace back 
and forth. His caregiver brings the “stress ball” that is kept in the book/quiet area. Robin takes the ball 
back to the quiet area and looks at his relaxation book, which shows him how to use the stress ball. His 
caregiver calls him to play with the truck when his friend is finished and praises him for his efforts. 

Calming Activities 
When choosing a calming activity, keep in mind your child’s developmental level. For example, a child will 
need to have good language skills and be able to express themselves in order to use “problem solving and 
brainstorming.” Here are some examples: 

Breathing Exercises: 

Breathing exercises can help to remind your child to stop and count out deep breaths at a time of upset. You can 
also use visuals as a non-verbal reminder, posting them in a quiet area of the room or where the exercise is most 
likely to be practiced. 

● Blowing Out Birthday Candles – Have your child hold up one hand; their fingers are the “candles”. 
Count out the five “candles” together. Then blow out each “candle” with a long breath. Curl your finger 
down slowly while you are blowing. 

● Blowing up Balloons – Pretend to pull a balloon out of your pocket and encourage your child to do the 
same. Cup your hands together and hold them in front of your mouth. Take a deep breath and as you 
exhale slowly expand your hands as if inflating a balloon. When you are finished take a deep breath and 
slowly close your hands back together as you exhale to “deflate the balloon”. Repeat this five times. 

Physical Activities: 

The following physical activities use the body to bring a sense of calm that can be instantly felt. Tensing and 
relaxing our muscles is a great way to relieve tension and stress. 



● Sticky Hands – Pretend to have “sticky” hands and then press them together. Now push hard for 20 
seconds. You can count it out with your child. Now tell your child to slowly allow their hands to come 
apart and see if they can feel the stickiness. Repeat this sequence two or three times. 

● Stretching – Have your child do simple stretches such as touching their toes and reaching up to the sky 
on their tip toes. Have your child lie on their backs and make letters with their bodies. Try “X” (spread 
out their legs and arms) and “T”, (put their legs together while keeping their arms stretched out). Be 
creative and add your own! Remember to move slowly from stretch to stretch. 

● Tense and Relax – Have your child form their hands into fists and bring their shoulders to their ears. 
Count to five with them and then relax. Repeat five times. Try using props such as “squeeze balls” to 
help exaggerate the motion. 

● Yoga 
There are many books and websites with yoga positions for children. Using visuals and showing by 
example will help your child get into the various positions. Here are a few examples: 

o The Leaf – Sit with spine straight, soles of feet together, hands on ankles. Gently round spine 
and then return to sitting straight. Repeat several times. 

o The Flower – Sit with spine straight, soles of feet together, hands on ankles. Gently bounce 
knees toward floor 10 to 20 times. 

o The Starfish – Lie on back, arms and legs comfortably stretched. Raise one arm at a time toward 
ceiling and lower. Next, lift one leg at a time toward ceiling. Later, try lifting one arm and the 
opposite leg at the same time. 

Sensory Play: 

Sensory play has a calming effect by allowing your child to focus on one sense (often touch) and “block out” 
others. Make sure to have sensory materials such as play dough, sand, or water available at all times. Other 
ideas include: 

● Feeling Box – Put together a variety of different materials to touch, such as felt, leather, smooth stone, 
feather, fur, etc. 

● Listening Centre – Have available calming music with headphones or quiet instruments such as a rain 
stick. 

● Visual Centre – Provide a dimly-lit area or box and have glow-in-the-dark stickers and toys that light 
up. 

Imaginative or Creative Thinking: 

Imaginative or creative thinking can help your child to better understand stressful situations and to practice 
solutions. 

● Personal Stories – Personal stories describe a social situation and show how to cope with it 
successfully. They are effective teaching tools because they can be personalized to a particular child or 
group. For tips on creating personal stories, follow the link “Creating Personal Stories” in the For More 
Information box below. 

● Story Books – Story books that highlight social situations can be used to promote conversation, 
understanding of emotions and empathy. It’s a great way for your child to identify with characters in 
stressful situations and to understand how the story character copes. Stories can be chosen or adapted to 
fit the needs or developmental level of your child or group. 

● Role Play – Role playing gives children an opportunity to explore a situation, concept or social skill 
through play and to find different ways to handle stressful situations. The experience can be enhanced 
by using puppets, dress-up, and toys. 



● Problem Solving/Brain Storming – Talking about problems or concerns in a group of peers can 
provide opportunities for your child to express ideas ask questions and arrive at possible solutions in a 
safe environment. The process generally begins by posing a question, problem or topic. The children are 
then encouraged to contribute to the free flow of ideas. The ideas can then be written down or drawn in a 
picture. It’s a great way for your child to learn from and to build positive relationships with their peers. 
The caregiver’s role is to establish a warm and supportive environment for this process and to emphasize 
the importance of listening. 

Positive Self Talk: 

Positive self-talk may help to increase your child’s self esteem and, therefore, the ability to deal with anxiety. 
The following are examples of activities designed for the classroom to help promote positive self talk. These 
activities can also be adapted for home. You can also follow the link below to the “Kids Have Stress Too!” 
website in the For More Information box to get more ideas. 

● “I Can” Flower – Start by handing out paper flower petals to each child. In the center of the circle put 
the core of the flower with the words “I Can” on it. Have each child say something they can do, write it 
on their petal and then have them add it to the flower. The game is easily adapted for a wide variety of 
children by having them select from a few photos or by giving a few examples or choices. To expand 
this game, try using different themes, such as “I can” to help at home, “I can” with my friends. 

● “I Can” Project – Give each child a personal can or box and help identify a goal they would like to 
achieve. More difficult skills can be broken down into smaller, more easily achievable steps. As a child 
demonstrates the steps, help acknowledge their achievement by writing it down on a small piece of 
paper. The child then puts the paper into their can. Start with a skill that is developmentally appropriate 
and achievable. For example, a child is working on snipping with scissors. At each step of learning the 
task write down the success, such as “I can cut on the line,” and help them put it into their can. When a 
child says “I can’t do it” you can use this method to help guide them through the problem. 

Tips for Infants and Young Toddlers 
For infants and young toddlers, having a soothing and responsive caregiver as well as a calming environment 
increases the young child’s ability to handle stress and begin to self-regulate emotions. The following may help 
calm a young child: 

● Motion – Rocking, walking, dancing or using swings can help a child to breathe more regularly. 
● Music – Calm, quiet music, either sung or using a tape or CD can help soothe a child. 
● Changing position – The way that you hold or carry can help calm a very young child. Try changing 

positions and to see how a child will respond. 
● Reduce Stimulation – Try dimming the lights and reducing the amount of noise in the room. 

 



Social Emotional Learning Games for Families 
 

 
THE UNGAME (TaliCar) - A great lighthearted game with fun and thoughtful questions. 
 
PRINCESS (Family Past Times) - An imagination game that builds cooperation, flexible thinking 
skills, and excitement 
 
RACE TO THE TREASURE (Peaceable Kingdom) - A cooperation game good for visual/spatial skills, 
math grid concepts, strategy building, and shared decision making. 
 
SLEEPING GRUMP (Family Past Times) - A cooperative game that builds kindness, empathy, and 
sharing. 
 
FUNNY FACE (Family Past Time) - An active and funny game that encourages body language use, 
expression, and creativity. 
 
THE SECRET DOOR (Family Past Times) - A mystery game that promotes memory, cooperation, 
and patience. 
 
SNOOT TOOTS (Dr. Poppy) - A game of empathy and manners where players can practice following 
instructions, listening, and engage in appropriate discussion. 
 
FEELINGS IN THE WILD: MATCHING MEMORY (Bright Spots) - A fun game that helps build 
memory, emotional intelligence and language. For added communication skills building you can 
practice “I” statement (I feel ________ when __________because __________) with every match! 
 
 
 
 



SEPARATION ANXIETY 

SOME TIPS AND STRATEGIES FOR PARENTS AND TEACHERS  

Taken from:  

http://montessoritraining.blogspot.com/2010/09/montessori-insights-and-reflections-of_10.html#.U_4J6WNgiZQ 

 

TIPS FOR PARENTS☺ 

● Make the goodbye prompt and positive. This sounds easy, but can often be one of the most difficult 
things to do. Giving your child “one more minute” or staying to work on a puzzle together simply 
prolongs the inevitable. As a parent, the best thing you can do is give your child a hug and kiss, say, “I 
love you” and reassure him/her that you will be back soon.  

● Establish a goodbye routine. Parents who establish a consistent goodbye routine usually have better 
luck with successful goodbyes. I have seen parents use a secret handshake with their child or a secret 
hand gesture. Other parents give their child a kiss on the forehead or offer a reassuring thumbs-up or 
rub noses with their child. By giving your child something he can count on, he is likely to go to school 
much more willingly and that special moment between the two of you is a great way to start the day 
and provide that sense of reassurance.  

● Send along a comfort bag with your child. My daughter had a very tough transition to kindergarten 
and I tried everything to help ease the goodbye. Her teacher suggested I send her to school with a 
comfort bag and fill it with a few items that will offer comfort and remind her of home - her advice was 
invaluable. In a large zip-lock plastic bag, I placed her favorite book, a few photos of our family (so she 
knew we were always with her), a package of tissues and a small teddy. She kept the bag in her cubby 
and whenever she felt uneasy she would take the bag to the library corner, cuddle her teddy, look 
through the book and take a look at the photos. It worked like a charm! Some mornings the first thing 
she did was look through her comfort bag and then she was ready to start the day.  

● Trust your child's teacher. This may be difficult to do when you do not yet know your child’s teacher 
that well, but keep in mind that teachers have chosen this profession because they love children and 
they have a wealth of ideas and strategies to help settle a child who is feeling upset. Ask your child's 
teacher to step in to help with goodbyes when you give the sign that you are ready to go.  

● Acknowledge how your child is feeling. It is important to accept and respect your child's temporary 
unhappiness as it is very real and very normal. Say things like "I know you feel sad when Mommy 
leaves, but you will have a good time, and I will be back very soon.” Avoid the temptation to pressure 
your child not to cry or to offer bribes for "good behavior". Learning to cope with sadness is an 
important learning process for your child.  

● Never sneak out on a child. As tempting as it is, sneaking out the door can make matters worse. 
Although you do not have to stay to witness a meltdown, it may be very upsetting for the child when 
they realize Mom or Dad has simply disappeared without saying goodbye and it can make the next day 
even more difficult. The best thing a parent can do is deal directly the situation and before you know it, 
the tearful goodbyes will be no more. Besides, you want your child to know unequivocally that he/she 
can trust you.  

● Ask for help. Sometimes stepping back from the drop off routine can make a huge difference in how 
your child reacts. Often, a child who experiences separation anxiety with one parent is absolutely fine 
if the other parent does the drop off. You could also try having another relative, close friend or 
grandparent give it a try for a few days.  



● Do not linger. As a parent, I know how reassuring it can be to stay to peek at your child through the 
window. However, for the child, it can be pure torture. As a child, seeing your parent when you are 
upset, but not being able to be with your parent is not a good feeling. My suggestion to parents is to 
leave quickly and if you are feeling really uneasy, call the school in 15-20 minutes to ask how your child 
is doing. Chances are, he/she settled within a few minutes.  

● Stay calm and be enthusiastic. Modeling the appropriate behavior is key to a smooth transition from 
home to Montessori classroom, so try very hard to ensure your child does not sense your anxiety. Talk 
about how much fun school will be, talk about her friends and classmates. Discuss the different works 
she might want to choose and reinforce how lucky she is to have such a special school and that you 
cannot wait to hear about her day when you pick her up.  

● Always be on time. Arriving late can often spark separation anxiety. Arriving late can be upsetting to 
some children as the class has already. Give yourselves plenty of time in the morning. Children often 
get anxious when rushed, so do your best to give your child extra time in the morning to get ready and 
to arrive at school on time with the group. Additionally, it is important to be punctual when picking up 
your child. I know how easy it is to lose track of time, but no matter who is picking your child up, 
whether it is you or someone else, make sure you are there on time. If you are late, it can cause your 
child even more anxiety and make dropping her off the next time that much harder.  

● Encourage friendships. Make a point to set up ‘playdates’ for your child. Invite children from the class 
over, so your child can make friendships that will in turn make the transition to the new environment 
easier. 

NOTE: Be prepared for regression. Just when you think your child has conquered his/her feelings of 

separation anxiety, along comes a weekend or an illness that keeps your child home for a few days and you 

are right back to square one. As frustrating and upsetting as this can be, it is perfectly normal. Stick to the 

above strategies and you should notice a significant different in a couple of days. 

 

TIPS FOR SCHOOL/TEACHER☺ 

 

● Establish a consistent greeting routine. It is important to greet the children at the door, shake hands, 
smile and welcome them into their classroom  

● Create a bond. Do your best to create a relationship with the child at the beginning of the day. Talk 
about the weather, comment on something the child is wearing or maybe even tell them about a new 
activity that is on the shelf. That initial dialogue really helps to reassure the child and make her feel at 
ease.  

● Reassure the parent. It is difficult for parents to leave their children in an unfamiliar environment, so 
be patient, reassuring and understanding. Offer the parent tips and strategies to create a successful 
drop off and pick up routine for your classroom.  

● Reassure the child. Be sure to acknowledge how the child is feeling. Let the student know that you 
understand it is hard to say goodbye to Mommy and Daddy, but that they will be back soon. Let them 
know about the interesting activities you have planned and try to engage them in an activity to take 
their mind off of being upset.  

● Encourage parents to say goodbye at the door. It is sometimes difficult for parents to leave the 
classroom once they are in and it can be hard on the other children. Instead of having other adults in 
the room, encourage other students to welcome their classmates. 



● Have familiar materials available and visible. Children are often reassured by familiarity so have 
available simple coloring activities or a modeling dough activity or a favorite puzzle … it will help ease 
the transition and help them to feel excited about what they are going to work with first.  

● Redirection. Definitely one of my favorite strategies. I often redirect an upset child to a calming activity 
or to the classroom pet.  

● Have a special circle time basket. If you begin your day with a circle time, have a basket available full 
of puppets, felt finger plays, mystery objects, etc. My students love my Circle Time basket and are 
always eager to see what I am going to pull out that day. Any sort of interesting visual works well for 
settling a child who is upset and after a few songs they are ready for a fun day at school! 

● Keep an upset child close. When a student is feeling uneasy, I try to keep the student close to me 
whether it is at circle time or during ‘work time’. At circle, I often invite the student to look after a 
special puppet for me and quite often that is all it takes. If the student is staying close to me during 
work time, we simply walk together through the classroom and I point out things that the other 
students are working on. When I am presenting a lesson, I put a chair beside me for the student to sit 
on and it is not long before the student loses interest in following me around and is off choosing 
her/his own work.  

● Engage the child in meaningful work. A child who is busy quickly forgets about missing Mom and Dad 
so it is important to find some meaningful work for the child as soon as possible. Activities are 
wonderful for settling a child…they are very therapeutic and calming and a great way to begin any day! 

 



When Kids Refuse to Go to School  

How to recognize what's called 'school refusal' and how to get kids back in class  

 

By Rachel Busman, PsyD  

The term "school refusal" used to be more or less synonymous with truancy, invoking a picture of kids hanging 
out on the street corner, or holed up in their bedrooms playing videogames.  

While it is true that some game-playing might well be involved, it's important to understand that school refusal 
is not the same as playing hooky. It isn't driven by the allure of having fun outside of school, but rather by an 
aversion to school itself.  

Problematic patterns 

Everyone resists going to school once in a while, but school refusal is an extreme pattern of avoiding school that 
causes real problems for a child. School refusal is distinguished from normal avoidance by a number of factors: 

● How long a child has been avoiding school 
● How much distress she associates with attending school  
● How strongly she resists 
● How much her resistance is interfering with her (and her family's) life 

Including all these aspects is important, because a child can still have school refusal even if she attends school 
most days. I've worked with kids who have missed only a day or two of school, but they've been tardy 30 times 
because their anxiety is so extreme it keeps them from getting to school on time. Kids with school refusal might 
also have a habit of leaving early, spending a lot of time visiting the nurse, or texting parents throughout the 
day. 

Suspicious sick days 

Often kids with school refusal will start reporting unexplained symptoms like headaches or stomachaches. 
Anxiety does manifest in physical ways, so their symptoms could be indicative of that. As a parent, the first 
thing you want to do in this situation is get your child checked out by a pediatrician; you don't want to overlook 
a medical problem. But it may be that going to school is her problem. 

Sometimes resistance to attending school is just a little blip on the radar, and it can be easily remedied. Maybe 
your child had the flu and was out for a good amount of time, and now she is having a hard time making the 
transition back to school. Suddenly she's getting clingy and anxious about all the homework she missed. 

http://www.childmind.org/en/directory/clinicians/rbusman


In this scenario, it is important not to prolong time at home. Instead, you want to have a conversation with the 
teacher and with your daughter. You want to be able to tell her, "We've talked to your teacher, and he knows 
you were sick. I know you're worried, but he understands. It's time to get back to school." Then she returns to 
school and often things go relatively smoothly. 

Similarly, some kids experience blips of anxiety after vacations. The key point is to get children back in school 
as soon as possible. 

More serious concerns 

When school refusal starts to become a bigger problem—it's going on for numerous days, weeks or even 
months—you should reach out and ask for help. This includes kids who go to school but only attend partial days 
because they are spending a lot of time in the nurse's office and getting sent home early from school. 

Understanding the problem 

For more serious cases of school refusal, the first step in treatment is getting a comprehensive diagnostic 
assessment. While school refusal is not a diagnosable disorder, it often accompanies disorders like separation 
anxiety or social anxiety. A complete assessment helps treatment professionals understand what is underlying 
school refusal, allowing them to tailor therapy to your child's particular situation. 

Listen up 

It's also possible that something specific is happening at school, like bullying or a difficult class. This doesn't 
mean you should immediately jump in and ask your child who doesn't want to go to school, "Who's bullying 
you?" But it is important to know what is going on in your child's life. You should expect to hear what her 
teacher is like and how homework is going. You should also have a sense of the kids your child is hanging out 
with. These are all things that should come up in everyday conversation. And if your child mentions that 
something happened that day, perk your ears and put down whatever you were doing and listen in a 
nonjudgmental way, because it could be important. 

Reaching out 

Treatment providers working with kids who have school refusal will often use cognitive behavioral therapy, 
which helps kids learn to manage their anxious thoughts and face their fears. While kids who are anxious might 
disagree, the best way to get over anxiety is actually to get more comfortable with feeling anxious. Kids need 
the chance to see that they can attend school and their worst fears won't happen. Exposure therapy, which 
reintroduces kids to the school environment gradually, is very effective at this. In the very beginning of 
treatment, this might mean driving by the school or walking through its empty halls on the weekend. From there 
kids can work up to attending one or two classes and then eventually attending a full day towards the end of 
treatment.   

It's best to be proactive and catch school refusal as soon as you can. Unfortunately, the longer a child misses 
school, the harder it is to get back in the routine, because being absent is very reinforcing. I have worked with 
families that describe getting ready for school like it's a battle complete with huge tantrums. Sometimes the 
morning gets so challenging and exhausting that mom and dad just give up and say, "Fine, stay home; I'll go 
pick up your homework." It's a very understandable situation, but again, letting it continue puts kids one day 
further from being back at school. It is important for parents to know that the sooner the child gets back to 
school the better, and reaching out for help is an important first step.  



Modified from: http://www.childmind.org/en/posts/articles/2012-10-2-what-is-school-refusal 
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