Handling School Anxiety

The new school year is here. Unfortunately, along with pens, paper, notebooks, rulers and binders, many students will be bringing their own set of anxieties, leaving parents feeling helpless about what to do. To get your child’s school year started on the right foot, here are some suggestions about dealing with this prevalent issue.  


First and foremost, delve into why your child is anxious, because how to treat it will stem from what’s causing it. Be a good listener so your child will feel safe about sharing what’s really going on. The following are common causes for anxiety over school and what to do about it.  


1)  A slow-to-warm temperament:  It takes some kids days or weeks to warm up to new people and situations, including a new teacher, classmates and classroom. Prepare them before school starts by meeting with the teacher one-on-one, touring the classroom and even making some play dates with new classmates. Try not to push or rush them into things before they are ready, because they may dig their heels in deeper. Watch your emotions: stay supportive and matter-of-fact so that any worries and fears you have about their adjustment don’t rub off on them.

2)  A poor teacher fit from the previous year may cause a child to anticipate the worst about their new teacher and school year. Work with the school counselor and principal to find the best personality match for your child to ensure a better year.  


3)  Previous bullying: A child who was teased, bullied or excluded in the past will worry that this treatment might happen again. A lot of kids don’t report bullying because they fear repercussions or think teachers won’t care enough to do anything about it. Help your child learn good skills to deal with teasing, and give their teacher a heads up. Sometimes befriending the school counselor gives them a safe person to talk to if bullying recurs.

4)  Learning issues: Kids who struggle academically may decide they are stupid or that no matter how hard they try their grades will never improve. They’ve lost their confidence and motivation. They need an advocate at school to be sure their needs are being addressed and met, and maybe some counseling as well to deal with their emotions.


5)  Problems at home: Anger, chaos, abuse, parents who fight, or any issue at home that causes the child to feel worried or stressed can also look like anxiety. Problems can arise if kids are worried about the welfare and safety of their parents and siblings, or even their own. They may take on their parents’ anxieties about job security, money issues, or relatives who are ill. Kids need a safe person to talk with to work through their feelings, and the family may need counseling as well.


Find the right time and way to get your child to open up about what they are feeling. Sometimes they need someone outside the family to talk to, like a therapist or school counselor. Getting to the root of the anxiety is key. Take their feelings seriously.  Be sure they feel heard and understood, and their feelings are affirmed.


Tell them any stories from your past that will help them know you can relate to what they are going through; problem-solve solutions and take action. Most anxieties can be treated in this way and your child will end up with a successful school year.
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