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To my wonderful children, Amiel and Cecily, I love you so much and will love you forever. I hope you can see how hard I am trying to make this world safe and magical for you.

To my re-Marc-able husband, thank you for making me feel safe and supported strongly enough to be brave.

To the parents who are trying to help their children unleash their potential, flourish and thrive, I salute you and stand with you always by your side.
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Prologue

HI THERE,

My name is Saskia and ‘You are welcome here!’ Whether you have one child or ten, whether you parent alone or in a team, whether you’re worried about your youngest, oldest or only child, you are welcome. You are now part of my team and it is a pleasure to have you.

All the parents I work with in my therapy practice are aiming to get through the long days of their little one’s early childhood with as few broken nights and broken bones as possible. They are hoping to see their child hand in hand with other children, joining in and having fun.

It seems like a simple goal, but if you are reading this book, you will know it isn’t always straightforward. On the days when your wailing two-year-old won’t let go of your leg and trot happily into the Montessori nursery you had to put them down for at birth; when at 10 p.m. after a magical day at Legoland your six-year-old tells you he is too scared of dying to sleep; or when your nine-year-old rings you, hyperventilating, pleading to be collected from the sleepover she’s been begging to attend for weeks – on those days it is hard not to think that all your parenting choices have been deeply flawed. Welcome to a tidal wave of anxiety as you realise that, with the best will in the world, you don’t know what to do next.

We’ve all been there!

Help! My Child’s Anxiety is Giving Me Anxiety!

This is where I come in, holding this book, probably sipping a cup of tea with oat milk in it, giving you a reassuring smile. Rest assured I am armed with all you need to know to get through the most anxiety-making moments in parenting.

When I was a child and people asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up, after saying I fancied whizzing around on roller skates and appearing in Starlight Express, I’d say I wanted to be a well-wisher.

Yes, you read that correctly. I wanted to be a well-wisher, which I would explain involved shouting my congratulations at a happy wedding, bringing the ma’amoul to a sensational Eid celebration, attending a minimally visited funeral or clapping for someone after a great first day in a new job as an estate agent. It sounds like a service few would take up, but for me it was about the idea of supporting people with kindness and positivity; being a useful, visible face at a time when it’s nice to be seen.

Let me just get it out of my system . . . I wish you well too! I guess that you have bought this book because you are feeling lost and overwhelmed by your anxiety or your child’s or both. You are looking for something to bolster you and your family and help you enjoy and experience life as it is meant to be.

I am planning to do just that with my expertise, information and practical ideas, all grown and gleaned from my real years on the ground and in the trenches.

Here’s how I got here:

After years of running summer camps, after-school clubs and babysitting (having given up on well-wishing as a career choice), no one was surprised when I qualified as a primary school teacher. I became a reception class teacher in a one-form entry school in north London. Nothing made me happier than staring down at thirty tiny smiley faces, singing songs, teaching reading and giving children the happiest, most fun start to learning they could have. When I had to say goodbye to my first class at the end of my Newly Qualified Teacher year, I cried for two days straight. I had loved it and loved them. It was such a privilege to get a year with these mini minds and teach them things I had learned at my creative school or from my own poetry-reading, story-performing mum.

The pain and pressure of making an impact in only one year and then handing my teeny colleagues on to a different teacher felt awful. What if the new teacher shouted at them and didn’t let them go to the loo until break time, even though they were only just out of nappies? Even as I bonded with the next group, I knew that I couldn’t be a teacher forever.

I decided to requalify to become a person-centred therapist for adults. I studied in the evening while working full time. Person-centred therapy, started by Carl Rogers, sets out from the premise that no one can know you as well as you do. It was a new dawn for therapy; the therapist was no longer the all-knowing tour guide of your soul, who was doing you a favour by taking all your cash, assessing you from on high and occasionally bestowing a crumb of judgement that would send you into a tailspin.

Person-centred therapy is more like hiring a friendly, chatty cabbie who is interested in getting to know you while you get to choose which route your subconscious will take. It’s supportive, loving and positive, as well as being quicker and more goal-orientated than analysis. It helps people to see what a fair, equal relationship is like where you can feel valued and important without shame. Above all, it aims to help people feel more like themselves and feel proud: the goal is deep self-awareness but also happiness. I loved my course – I trained at the CPPD in Alexandra Palace, London and it was a revelation. As a small teaching group of sixteen, we learned all sorts of therapeutic theory, including Gestalt therapy, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and transactional analysis, as well as the principles of person-centred therapy.

As I finished the course, I also got a new job at the Orion Primary School, one of the biggest primary schools in London, run by the revolutionary head Christopher Flathers, a winner of the Pearson Headteacher of the Year award. Chris is an inspirational super head running a four-form primary school with a large unit attached for children on the autism spectrum. His mantra is that children have to be happy to learn and he sets about making a school that is so happy it gives Disneyland a run for its money.

The adults at the Orion are hired because they are talented but also because they are good, kind people who invest in the community and its success. It was glorious but inside I felt this amazing pressure to give these children all I could. I was doing everything I was told and using the special jargon Chris invented like a native. But I was sure however well I taught the phonics or loudly I clapped in Chris’s jamboree-style assemblies that, as a teacher, I couldn’t do enough to swing the balance back to a fair start for some of these children.

So, I changed my plan again. I began to retrain to become a therapist for children. I studied under world expert Margot Sunderland at the Institute for Arts in Therapy and Education and happily surrendered my weekends for a year as I was learning things that changed my life, my teaching and eventually my parenting too!

It was like swimming in magic. The institute had a careful focus on neuroscience as Margot had been trained by the late visionary Jaak Panksepp, the father of ‘affective neuroscience’, which explores the science behind emotions in the brain. As Margot was a big name in child therapy, she brought the biggest names to us. There were personal lectures with ‘PACE’ inventor and genius Dan Hughes, who spent a full day with us teaching us how to help children with blocked trust relax and love again (PACE stands for playfulness, acceptance, curiosity and empathy, if you’re wondering). Margot focused heavily on the new work of Stephen Porges, inventor of ‘Polyvagal Theory’, which shows us how the body reacts to threat and explains the secrets of our ‘fight or flight’ response. We learned to use paint, clay, puppets and sand trays to liberate children and allow them to reveal what was hurting them or holding them back. It felt like the most up-to-the-minute place to be, especially when we heard the government wanted every school to have a therapist on-site. We felt like an army being trained to fight against the newly named ‘mental health crisis’ and I guess we kind of were.

Overall it took almost four years to requalify and to chalk up enough ‘therapeutic hours’ of practice – and, just as I did, I gave birth to my first child. Suddenly my beautiful son Amiel was all I wanted to think about. He was born smiling and was and is such a joy in every way, but after a while the pressure to put to use what I had worked so hard to achieve made me feel I should emerge from maternity leave. Not to mention the loud roar of need from all of the depressed, scared and traumatised children at my school and in the wider world. Then, just as I opened my private practice . . .

The world was suddenly hit by the scariest threat in recent memory. Covid-19, an invisible killer, was racing round the world. We were trapped by laws and fear. We were told that leaving our homes could kill us. Seeing our friends or family was worse than outright murder. We were fearful of the things we had been doing our whole lives without ever previously thinking about them. The supermarket was an obstacle course of death and no one knew if they could trust the news, the government or the global response. It was scary for everyone and even worse for those who had traumatic childhoods.

Let me explain. If you had lived in a neglectful home with limited food, or lived with an eating disorder, seeing shelves empty of staples like pasta and eggs brought back deep-seated fear and panic. If you had parents you couldn’t trust to care for you, you were retraumatised by the inability to trust those in charge. If you had spent years building a social life, a gym routine and a job to stave off your sadness and depression, or if you had made the choice to be self-employed and live far away in the countryside to have control over your own adulthood in a way you did not in an overly controlling family, being at the mercy of this new, lonely and, for some, infantilising system all felt too much.

We lived in a life-threatened panic and chaos for nearly two years. It changed all of us and our anxiety levels forever.

The NHS reports that anxiety disorders affect around 5–10 per cent of the population in England. This includes conditions such as generalised anxiety disorder (GAD), social anxiety disorder, panic disorder and specific phobias. In the United States, the figures are even higher: the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) reports that anxiety disorders affect 31.1 per cent of adults at some point in their lives. According to data from the Mental Health Foundation, about 10 per cent of children and young people (aged five to sixteen) have a clinically diagnosable mental health disorder, and anxiety disorders are among the most common.

During the pandemic, children lived through worrying changes, deprived of their school schedule, but they were also deprived of friends, cousins and grandparents. They missed activities, teams and clubs. They missed being talked to, played with, cared for and checked on. They also missed out on having parents who knew what was happening and would happen next. It was scary and it didn’t get better, causing the long-term and pervasive anxiety to set in.

It was very soon after that my practice changed. I was seeing almost exclusively anxious children. Too many of them to fit into my schedule and too many worried parents to start the phone calls to book them all in. My waiting list had a waiting list. I began to read, attend lectures and talk to practitioners in different fields about anything to do with anxiety.

And now I am going to share all I have learned with you.

How to use this book:

I recommend starting by considering whether your child’s anxious feelings are new or whether they have always been an anxious kid. This will help you decide if looking at this as a short-term or long-term issue can help you start the process of supporting your child to feel better.


• If your child is newly anxious, start reading on page 53.

• If your child has always been anxious, start reading on page 90.

• If you are a naturally anxious parent, start reading on page 13.



Then think about your child’s more specific issues. Do they struggle at bedtime? Worry themselves silly over exams? Have panic attacks? There will be a chapter for you!

In these pages you will discover specific advice for everything your child is going through, and a wealth of practical ideas to help you. The fundamental message is: anxiety erupts when safety is threatened. I will show you how to understand this threat and why your child is frightened. I will discuss symptoms and signs to watch out for. I will give real examples, though it is important to note that the case studies here are all composites with details changed to protect the privacy of the families I work with. I will explain how I helped that child and their family to conquer anxiety and reclaim their lives. I will provide ideas and scripts for right now and for the long term.

I will also advise you about when and how to speak to a doctor or your child’s school and why that might be useful. I will outline the kinds of therapy or intervention that may be helpful and why.

My aim is to help you feel confident in supporting your family. Whether this is your first attempt to deal with your child’s anxiety or you are a few months down the line, I will help you to feel better equipped and more relaxed while getting your child and your family life back.

Throughout the book you will see many ‘Firework ideas’. These are quick strategies or flashes of inspiration that might just provide the bright spark you and your child have been waiting for.

In my practice, classroom or my own parenting I am at my most overwhelmed when I have exhausted all the ideas on my list. I love ideas. I will make sure you never run out of options. You will always have another plan to try.

I hope once you have used this book you can put it back on the shelf. If anxiety pops up again, remember this book and I will always be there waiting to help. Now let’s get anxiety sorted!


Firework idea

The luckiest thing for our children is that they have us. We are the fortress between them and the scary world and we will work together to help them feel safe and restore their calm.






Part One:

Parental Anxiety




One

Help! I’m Anxious Just Reading This Book!

Anxiety is normal. It’s the right and proper response when human beings – big or little – feel fear or believe they may be close to death. Now, you may know a burst balloon, a morning at playgroup or being put to bed in a nice safe cot doesn’t warrant an explosion of fear and terror of death. The problem is that although you know it, your child doesn’t.

While we’re at it, you also know a business meeting, making a speech at a friend’s wedding and creating a spreadsheet of your expenses are not truly terrifying and don’t make you feel close to death. Yet you’ll be first to admit all those situations bring on acute anxiety.

Let’s break it down. If you mess up the meeting, you might lose your job. If you lose the job, you might lose your home. If you lose your home, you might be cold and hungry and you might get ill. You get the picture. Although one failed business meeting won’t literally lead to your death, at a deep, primal level your brain picks up on the potential danger. The chemicals unleashed by your brain deliberately set up a pattern of anxiety so you will be on red alert to protect yourself against potential threats.

Anxiety is no accident. It’s the brain’s way of setting up a defence mechanism that will ultimately save your life.

It’s that simple and that complicated.

To get the most benefit from this book, there are ten important things you need to understand. Once you get the hang of them, you’ll be in the perfect position to calm your own anxiety and help your child in the fight against theirs.


1. Something or someone will have triggered your child’s anxiety. It doesn’t have to make sense to you, but that event or person has somehow set in motion a safety protocol in your child’s brain.

2. Your child has no say over this at all. They may not realise what is happening to them or why. All they know is that they are scared and worried and their brain is pumping out cortisol, which increases their awareness of potential danger.

3. Your child is not doing or feeling this deliberately.

4. If you punish, scold or tell your child off for what you think is ‘unreasonable’ anxiety, it won’t work. You’ll make your child feel even less safe and even more anxious.

5. You cannot bribe your child not to feel anxiety. No reward is big enough to stop them feeling the fear. Trying to please you may lead them to try to mask their feelings, but they won’t succeed.

6. The longer your child feels the fear, the worse the anxiety gets.

7. It can also spread to other unrelated things. Anxiety about attending birthday parties can expand into anxiety about play dates, school attendance or anything else as the amount of cortisol in their system increases. Everything in their life becomes scarier.

8. The opposite of anxiety is not CALM. The opposite of anxiety is SAFETY.

9. The way to soothe your anxious child is to increase their feeling of safety and connection.

10. YOU CAN DO THIS.



But before we start, a word on embarrassment, which is a feeling you might encounter when dealing with an anxious child in public . . .

Help! My child’s anxiety is embarrassing the absolute bleep out of me!

Of course, you are embarrassed by your child’s anxiety. You know they can’t help it. I know they can’t help it. But it doesn’t change how you feel! The issue is that all the other children are happily trotting into school or tucking into a delicious tea or jumping for joy when their grandparents come over and greeting them enthusiastically. It feels as if it’s only your child who finds school an impossible ordeal, will only eat plain white pasta with no sauce and stares fixedly at the wall when visitors arrive. You are embarrassed because you imagine other people are judging you and thinking there must be something lacking in your parenting. Your child’s behaviour is showing you up, branding you an inadequate parent and everyone can clearly see your shortcomings.

It’s tempting, when we feel ashamed and embarrassed, to take our humiliation out on the cause – our anxious child. Parents often shout at or punish their anxious children in public. They do it so no one will think they condone their child’s strange behaviour. They want to signal clearly to onlookers that they are perfectly capable of instilling discipline in their children and make it obvious there is nothing wrong with the way they parent.

Although your embarrassment is natural – you wish your child would blend in and do the expected thing – don’t be tempted to take your shame out on your anxious child. Don’t try to project disapproval and tell your child off for the benefit of other people. Instead, focus on what your child needs – a feeling of safety and to know you are not judging them. They need to know you are in their corner and will support them.

If you must respond to onlookers, family or friends, say: ‘X is feeling anxious about school/food/social occasions right now. It’s very common for children of their age. We are working on supporting X through it.’

Permission to Leave

Remember, you can always take your child and go home. Nothing is forcing you to sit uncomfortably through a birthday party when your child is overwhelmed. They are not enjoying it. You are embarrassed. There’s no point staying.

GO HOME! You can always try again another time. There will be more birthday parties.

Remember to be your child’s advocate. If others ask, ‘Why is he making such a fuss? It’s only a plate of fish and chips!’, answer, ‘He has a sensitive and discerning palate. We think he’s going to be Paul Hollywood when he grows up.’ Laugh. Make light of their comments. Above all, enforce your child’s feeling of safety by making it clear you are on his side and take no notice of what other people, even friends or family, say.

With that in mind, let’s get to it . . .
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