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Introduction: Why This Book?

There are many good books on helping children and young adults with anxiety. Numerous works spell out the key treatment components of programs proven to be effective in helping individuals face their fears and overcome debilitating anxiety. What they all have in common is the well–researched treatment protocol known as “gradual exposure.” Study after study has shown that if you can get anxious individuals to gradually face their fears, their anxiety will decrease, and they will no longer be controlled by their fear. That is the science of treatment, to gradually face fears. That being said, how do you get someone with overwhelming anxiety to do just that? The art of treatment is figuring out what to do or say to persuade someone to gradually face his or her most dreaded fears.

Cognitive behavioral treatments offer some strategies to help children and teens face their fears. The primary method is to challenge anxious thoughts that serve to maintain fears and then provide rewards for gradually facing fears. For example, if a girl worries that a robber will come get her at night and refuses to be alone in her room, treatment would include reviewing the actual probability of such events to help her see that logically this is not likely to happen. The child would then be rewarded for gradually spending more and more time alone in her room. Treatment might also include strategies to help the body be calmer, including relaxation and physical exercises. All of these are tools to help an individual face fears.

The general idea of challenging anxious thoughts, using rewards and relaxation strategies to face fears is clear. What is not as clear is the exact words and strategies used to persuade a client to participate in treatment. In this book, I describe how to “win over” children and teens to partner with us in facing their debilitating fears. I try to give real life examples of the actual words and strategies used to motivate individuals to face a variety of common anxiety situations. Specifically, I describe what to do for simple phobias (e.g., fear of very specific things like dogs or bees); social anxiety; selective mutism; separation anxiety and school refusal panic disorder; obsessive compulsive disorder; somatic symptom disorder or illness anxiety disorder; generalized anxiety disorder; fear of others’ aggression; anxiety due to unexpected changes; and fear of mistakes (perfectionism).

Who should read this book?

If you are a parent, teacher, or therapist with a child or teen whose anxiety interferes with the ability to function, then this book can help. Children with anxiety may not simply present with anxiety issues alone; they may have social or learning challenges that can lead to anxiety. They may have difficulty controlling impulses and their attention, which can lead to school and social difficulties that, in turn, lead to anxieties. A child may have an autism spectrum disorder that can contribute to difficulties with change, sensory challenges, and social and learning challenges. These can all contribute to heightened anxiety.

Many of the treatment strategies described in this book are appropriate for use with verbal children. You can use words to help them understand their anxiety and manage it. Exposure therapy (gradually facing one’s fears) is the core component of anxiety treatment. For this, a facility with language is not needed. Chapter 6 shows how to adapt treatment to help children with more language challenges face their fears and lower their anxiety.

How to use this book

Those working with anxious children and teens, should learn about the general components of treatment described in chapters 1–5. For those working with children with severe autism, or children with less language comprehension, chapter 6 covers how to adapt treatment strategies with limited language.

After readers learn about the general components of treatment, they can look through chapters 7–15 to find case examples showing how treatment can be applied for specific types of fears.

In many ways, the strategies described in this book are not meant to be one–time strategies to “fix” an anxiety issue. These are tools one uses for life to help manage anxiety. This is not unlike the dieting world. Anyone can get on a diet to lose weight, but learning to eat better and exercise more are lifestyle changes that create lasting health. Those who struggle with anxiety issues, as described in chapter 1, may have a more sensitive system prone to anxiety reactions. Learning lifelong skills to manage these reactions is better than a quick, temporary fix.

The goal is to learn ways to manage anxiety so that the anxiety does not manage the individual. We all feel anxiety from time to time, yet we do not want it to lead to a pattern of avoidance and limit what we can do in our lives.
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	Some People Are More Anxious than Others




All of us have an alarm system to help us survive in the face of perceived danger. When a significant threat is detected, we are wired to react automatically with an intense emotional response to fight, flee, or freeze as if our lives depended on it. Daniel Goleman, in his book Emotional Intelligence, refers to these moments as a state of being “hijacked by emotions” (Goleman, 1995). It is as if the emotion center has taken over the rest of the brain so that we don’t have easy access to our reasoning ability.

Some people refer to this as the “crocodile” or “reptilian” brain taking over. The human brain has both the remnants of the old reptilian brain (particularly the limbic system), which controls this “fight–or–flight response,” and the newer, human part of the brain, called the neocortex, which is associated with planning and reasoning ability. When threatened, our reptilian brain may cause us to flee, fight, or freeze without the cerebral cortex intervening (i.e., without our ability to reason or think about what we are doing). This quick, non–thinking response certainly has survival value. In a truly dangerous situation, we may not have time to contemplate our actions. We swiftly move away from the danger, hide out, or fight back.

For example, when walking down the street, if a car suddenly veers off the road onto the sidewalk into your direction, this is not a time to reflect. You must move quickly to a safer place. This is a TRUE ALARM. Yet in a world where perceived threats may not always be life threatening, the fight, flight, or freeze response can lead to FALSE ALARMS, causing us to become emotionally reactive when no actual danger is present.

Why would some people have a more sensitive alarm system that may lead to more false alarms?
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