Supporting Anxious Students:
Tips for School Personnel

Source: Creative CBT Interventions for Children with Anxiety, Liana Lowenstein, 2016

Anxiety disorders are among the most common mental health problems of childhood.
There are ways you can help anxious children in the school setting. Below are some
general tips:

- Talk with students about situations at school that trigger anxiety, and discuss
stress-reducing strategies they would find helpful.

- Collaborate with the child’s parent(s) and therapist to ensure skills learned in
therapy sessions are generalized to the school setting.

- Do not belittle the child’s fears and worries. They may appear unwarranted or
unrealistic but they feel real to the child.

- Remain calm and relaxed; provide a comforting presence.
- Try not to put the child “on the spot” or draw attention to their anxiety.

- Praise the child’s efforts when you notice they have successfully used anxiety-
reducing strategies.

- If anxiety is getting in the way of timely completion of homework, provide time
estimates for each assignment so the child can attempt to stay within the estimated
time.

- Coach the child to use relaxation techniques. Rather than singling out the anxious
child, incorporate these strategies into your classroom routine. This will help
everyone in the class maintain a sense of calm and focus.

- Incorporate books into the reading curriculum that address children with anxiety.
This benefits the child with anxiety and helps other students empathize with
children who suffer from this condition.

- Create learning opportunities for your whole class on ways to cope with common
stressful situations such as test anxiety, bullying, substitute teachers, etc. Role-
plays and other creative, experiential learning methods usually work best.

- Children who refuse to go to school because of anxiety, or who have a social
anxiety disorder or selective mutism, require a more specialized plan. Discuss with
the child’s parent(s) and therapist ways you can support this plan.



Schools often put into place accommodations for anxious children, such as permitting the
child to call home when feeling highly anxious, allowing the child to present an oral report
to the teacher alone rather than to the whole class, and extending time on tests. These
accommodations maintain the child’s anxiety in the long-term. While accommodations
may be helpful initially, there should be an appropriate weaning-off plan. This involves
gradually helping the child to face anxiety-provoking situations, and coaching them to
apply anxiety-reducing coping strategies.

Educating yourself about anxiety will help you better support anxious students. The
Internet is a great source of free resources and articles. There are also many books on
the topic. Below are a few recommended resources:

Websites
Anxiety and Depression Association of America: www.adaa.org

AnxietyBC: www.anxietybc.com

Worry Wise Kids: www.worrywisekids.org

Resources
Worried No More: Help and Hope for Anxious Children by A. Wagner (2005)

Anxiety and OCD at School (CD Rom) by A. Wagner (2012)

Anxiety and Depression in the Classroom: A Teacher's Guide to Fostering Self-
Regulation in Young Students by N. Reilly (2015)
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