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Returning to the New Normal:
Managing Back to School Anxiety

Although it can be hard to think about school during the summer holidays, it is important
to start getting ready now. While some kids will feel excited to go back, many will
experience some back-to-school jitters. Worrying about who their teacher will be, if their
friends will be in their class, or if they will have someone to sit with at lunch. These
worries are a normal part of growing up, whether they are starting kindergarten or moving
into high school.

However, we are in a unique situation this year. Given everything that has happened with
COVID-19, there is a lot of anxiety for kids and adults alike. And some may become
completely overwhelmed just by thinking about having to go back to school.

As part of our preparation, we need to help our kids manage worries to help make their
transition as successful as possible.

1. Empathize and validate

COVID-19 has affected the world over, including our kids. Going back to school is going to
raise a multitude of emotions from excitement to fear (the latter of which can often
manifest as anger). It is therefore critical to listen to our kids and, even more important,
ensure they feel heard and understood. Even if they say the most irrational things, it is
important to validate that their experience is true for them.

Empathizing and validating is so important to help kids shift gears to cope with worries.
Otherwise, if they feel misunderstood or unheard, they will get stuck in emotion and will
not be able to manage their emotions and forge ahead.

An important part of empathizing is listening. Be sure to give your kids as much space as
they need to talk! Talking too much ourselves will only shut our kids down and anything
we say will not be heard anyway.

14

Children will listen to you after the
feel they have been listened to.

Jane Nelson
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2. Normalize vs. eliminate

As parents, we hate seeing our kids struggle. But is not helpful to try and eliminate any
negative feelings our kids are experiencing. We all need to experience a full range of
emotions. After all, all emotions, including anxiety, are an important part of being human.

Our kids are going to experience a myriad of situations throughout their lives that are
going to cause grief, joy, disappointment, and anger. They need to learn to understand
their feelings, how to express them, and how to manage them effectively. Doing so is
critical to develop the self-confidence that they can get through whatever curve balls life
throws them as well as the resilience to bounce back and thrive after a stressful event.

It is far better to normalize their emotions. Saying things like, “Of course you feel nervous
going back to school! That makes sense — it has been six months since you have been
there. That’s a long time!” Or, “Of course you’re nervous about who will be in your class. |
remember when | went into grade four...” Their worries make sense. Of course they feel
this way. Normalizing anxiety helps make it less scary.

3. Problem solve vs. reassure

After listening and validating how they are feeling, turn towards problem solving. Avoid
the trap of reassuring your kids that “everything is going to be okay.” Doing so negates all
the validating you have just done, minimizes your child’s fears, and only makes anxiety
worse. Anxiety wants reassurance so giving it what it wants strengthens it. Kids will come
to depend on that reassurance and constantly seek more and more reassurance rather
than learning to cope with their anxiety themselves.

And, what if something does happen when your kids go back to school? We cannot
guarantee that everything really is going to be okay. If something does happen, their
anxiety is going to intensify even further, they are not going to know how to handle it, and
they are not going to trust us in the future. Therefore, we need to acknowledge objective
reality in a way that is developmentally appropriate for our kids. Yes, school might look
quite different from last year. Yes, school might close again in a few months. Yes,
someone might get sick. And yes, we really do not know what is going to happen.

Children are natural problem solvers.
Rather than telling them what to do (which

robs them of important brain development
opportunities, ask what they are going to do.
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It is far better to turn towards problem solving. Acknowledge the risks while problem
solving with your kids how they can minimize those risks and how they can address any
problems that come up. Your role is that of a supportive coach in which you can ask things
like, “What can you do about that?” Or “What do you think is the best way to handle this
situation?” Rather than creating dependency on us to help them out, they can start to
develop their own brain connections to work through challenges themselves.

My one daughter is terrified that her friends are not going to remember her when she gets
back. | acknowledge that is a tough feeling to have and that | can see her friends are
important to her. Then | asked her to brainstorm ideas about how she can handle the
situation. She realized there are things she could start doing right away, like requesting
face time with her friends to catch up. She also developed options of what she can do
depending on what the COVID restrictions will be.

My other daughter is worried about COVID-19 getting worse if everyone is back in school. |
acknowledged that worry and its possibility. Once she felt heard, she came up with ideas
of what she can do (she also took the initiative to outline what we can do as a family too!).
After all, she cannot control whether COVID gets worse but there are things she can do to
make sure she is not perpetuating the spread.

4. Allow them to self-soothe vs. tell them

Similarly, kids need to learn to self-soothe versus us telling them how to calm down all the
time. They will become dependent and never build the brain connections to learn how to
do it effectively. | see it time and time again where kids always rely on their parents to
comfort them and, as they move into teen years, they turn to substances to help comfort
them, which can often persist into adulthood.

We need our kids to learn to self-soothe. Babies start to learn this skill by the time they
are a few months old, where they will look away from whatever is distressing them. At
some point though our own heart strings take over and we rush in to soothe our kids at
every little incident. Kids forget how they can figure it out for themselves too.

Now | am not saying do not ever jump in to support your kids! Yes, give them a hug when
they are upset. What gets in the way is us talking too much. Talk less and touch more.

Hold your kids as they cry. But keep quiet. Give space to talk. Give space to sort out what
is going on. Give space for them to calm rather than telling them what to do all the time.
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5. Tolerate vs. comfort

No matter how much we prepare, we can never be 100% prepared for what actually does
happen. There are always going to be things we never thought about or things out of our

control. | equate this to birthing plans. We can create our perfect birthing plan and make

sure everything is in place, but inevitably, our nothing goes according to plan at all.

Same with life.

And anxiety is still there — we can never make it go away completely. If we have done a lot
of things to comfort our kids, their anxiety will be there stronger. And they will easily get
caught in the trap of rumination where they play out every possible scenario over and
over or ask lots of questions to try get more reassurance and comfort.

Kids need to learn to tolerate anxiety and the discomfort it brings. They need to know
what anxiety is, how it feels in their body, and what stories it likes to make up. Knowing
what anxiety is and what it does takes the mystery out of it. And when the mystery is
gone, kids can be empowered to acknowledge the worries and sit, rather than running
away or avoiding the situation.

When they sit with it, they realize that anxiety is temporary! This feeling will pass! Anxiety
tends to make them feel the opposite, that it will never go away. But they will never learn
that anxiety is just a temporary state until they consciously experience it for themselves.
The only way to do that is to tolerate anxiety and all it brings. Kids who can acknowledge
and tolerate anxiety when it shows up become stronger and more resilient over time.

Allow kids to sit with their feelings, knowing they
will go away. May as well get comfortable until it

does. The act of getting comfortable will help calm
the brain and the body as they do.

6. Face anxiety vs. avoid it

Another common anxiety driven behaviour is avoidance, where we try to avoid the
situation that causes anxiety. Although escaping helps relieve worries in the moment, it
only makes anxiety stronger. And makes it harder to overcome the next time.

One reason is because we reinforce the stories that anxiety tells our kids in the first place.
One story is that the situation is a BIG DEAL. “See, mom and dad let me skip out, so
obviously it was a big deal.”
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We also reinforce the story that our kids cannot handle it, which is the
exact story that drives anxiety in the first place. “See, mom and dad let
me escape because | can’t do it.”

Kids will also develop anticipatory anxiety, in which they overestimate
something bad is going to happen and misinterpret the situation even
more out of proportion the next time.

7. Focus on Past Successes

Sometimes kids can muster up the courage they need to face their
worries, such as going back to school, by remembering the times they
could forge ahead despite feeling anxious. (Which is why we need to
make sure we are not protecting our kids from every disappointment,
fail, or fall in their lives — they need those experiences to build
resilience and courage).

My daughter has had so many experiences to draw from, such as from
the first time she skied (downhill and on water), to flying to visit her
grandparents on her own, to the time she had to initiate a tough
conversation with her coach, to trying out for a competitive sports
team. We cannot give kids courage through our words — they need to
draw that courage from within.

8. Get Buy-in

Being brave and facing worries causes a lot of discomfort and can be
exhausting. Therefore, it is crucial that kids have a good reason to be
brave. Not just because we said so. When they are not bought in to the
whole being brave movement, even if they know they should be brave,
the discomfort anxiety causes is not worth it. And so they do things like
put up a fight to avoid the distress.

Unfortunately, when they avoid, they only make anxiety stronger.
Worse, they might feel like a “wimp” because they “can’t do it.”

Before we expect our kids to be brave, they need to know THEIR “BIG
WHY.” Not why we think it is good for them to be brave. Why they
believe it is good for them to be brave.

For some kids, the outcome of whatever it is they need to do is enough
for them to be brave. They want to be brave so that they can have a
successful sleepover. Or they really want to show up to school with a
brave face for their friends vs. crying.

Others though might need a little extra incentive though. Perhaps going

to school and introducing themselves to their teacher so they can have
a special playdate with a friend. Or go on a special outing.
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“Courage is not the absence of fear but
doing something in spite of fear.” unknown

Kids are brave when they have lots of
internal resources to draw from. We cannot
give our kids courage by talking. We help
them develop courage by giving them lots of
opportunities to be brave in the first place.




Create a mantra or even a warrior battle cry,
“l am unstoppable!”
“Leave me alone worry, I’'ve got this!”

“ am in control!”

“l am excited to see my friends whether
you’re with me or not worry!”

Having kids yell this out can replace fear with
endorphins and helps lighten the mood.

with you after the first day of school. Heck, sometimes kids look forward
to having a special treat in their lunch.

Once they have a strong “why,” make it visual. Have them draw a picture
or write a story of being brave and why it is important to them or simply
write what they look forward to by being brave.

It can also be helpful to create a mantra related to their why. A rote
phrase they can repeat to themselves, such as “You’re not helping
anxiety, | want to go back to school and see my friends. I've got this.”
Having these written on a cue card they can access to review regularly is
important because anxiety likes us to forget why we want to be brave.

9. Get practicing!

To make the transition back to school as successful as possible, it is
essential your kids start doing brave things every day starting now. They
need as many opportunities as they can to develop confidence that they
can handle life’s glitches.

Think about, what are things they are avoiding now? What are things you
are doing they could be doing for themselves? Get them to stretch out of
their comfort zones. Also look for opportunities to give them more
independence and responsibility.

There are also things they can do to build confidence with things they
know they will need to do when they are back in school.

e |f they have to walk to school on their own, have them practice now.

e |f they have to take the bus, have them practice walking to their bus
stop so they know where they need to go.

e |f they have to use a locker for the first time, have them practice
opening combination locks.

e |f they have to wake up on their own, have them practice using an
alarm clock (this is good for all kids to become more independent
anyway).

10. Reward brave behaviour

When kids do brave things, we cannot let them go unnoticed. Being
brave is hard work. Acknowledge your kids whenever you see them
tolerating their worries and doing brave things.

Focus on the effort they put in. Acknowledge that you could see it was
hard, but they did it anyway (that is what bravery is all about). Talk about
how it is through their persistence despite worries will help them grow
stronger and get through whatever back to school throws at them.
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| also often talk about how inspired | was (and likely others will be) through my kids’
bravery and what | learned. For example, the girls and | learned to water ski this
summer. | learned a lot from my youngest, who wanted to go first. As she was about to
jump into the water, she realized how terrified she felt. | was about to say something,
but she quickly said, “It's ok mom, | am going to jump in there and do this.” And she did.

When it was my turn, | admittedly had a lot of trepidation (especially knowing | had to
jump into freezing cold water, which makes my fear a gazillion times worse). But | told
her, “You know what kiddo, you really inspired me to just jump in that freezing water
and get this done.” And then | did.
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Believe in yourself and all that you are.
Know that there is something inside of
you that is greater than any obstacle.

— Christian Larson , ,

11. Create a realistic plan (without going overboard)

While it is important for kids to face their fears, we are not forcing them to dive into the
deep end without first making sure they can swim. Some kids benefit from additional
prep and transition steps to ease their successful return to school. We just need to make
sure we are not sending the message that they get to do things differently because we
think they cannot handle going back to school on their own.

If you do make a transition plan, make sure all decisions are based on things like health
guidelines, practicalities of the classroom, and how to support bravery and NOT on what
anxiety wants, such as over preparing every little detail, giving your kids certainty,
comforting them, and helping them avoid anxiety.

We cannot address every little thing —and we do not want to either because doing so
sends kids the message that we must have certainty, which is what anxiety wants and is
impossible. Think about what will be helpful and doable, whether it is meeting the
teacher before school starts or walking to school with a friend.

12. Maintain open communication (while
maintaining minimalism)

As school draws nearer, keep kids in the loop with things you know for sure. Do not
worry about giving them updates on the maybes. There are some things we simply do
not know for sure. Do not try to answer questions you cannot answer. Kids need to learn
to manage the uncertainty and learn to be flexible with whatever comes their way.
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It is okay to share the back-to-school information you do find out, such as when the first
day is, who their teacher is going to be, or what the expectations are going to be as a
responsible student, such as if they always must wear a mask and gloves. Be honest but
also matter of fact.

Maintaining open communication helps empower our kids on so many levels. They feel
like they are important and that we trust them to handle things. If we keep things hush-
hush and try to protect them, we are only sending them the message that we do not
think they can handle it. Which is exactly what anxiety wants them to believe.

When we do go over schedules and expectations though, be as minimalistic as you can.
Give short explanations. Do not get into lengthy lectures or advice-giving sessions.
Remember to coach them to answer their own questions or problem solve if issues to
come up. Jumping in makes anxiety worse. Kids need to learn to cope on their own.

13. Focus on excitement vs. worries

Our brain is wired to anticipate all the things that can go wrong, so it is easy to get stuck
in all the “what if’s.” It takes a little more work, but is 100% worthwhile, to focus on
what kids can look forward to when they go back to school.

There is a lot of excitement about going back to school. New school outfits. Seeing
friends. Seeing favourite teachers. Seeing our new desk. Getting a new locker.
Extracurriculars. Have your kids start to identify things they can get excited about. You
can also schedule things for them to look forward to - even a first day of school dinner
celebration —to help build that excitement.

13. Focus on one day at a time

Until we can time travel, no one knows what the future holds. Like | said, there is no way
we can fully prepare for what is to come. We can acknowledge the risks and do what we
can with what we know, such as using hand sanitizer when we enter a building, staying




at home if we have a cough and washing our hands before we eat.

There is no sense in wasting time trying to prepare ourselves for every potentiality.
When we do, we rob ourselves of the joys we can have right now. So, although we do
want to acknowledge our kids worries (telling them to stop worrying will only cause
more issues) and ask what their plan is to address them, we also want to encourage
them to focus on there here and now. Focus on taking things day by day and enjoying
what we have going on right now rather than worrying about the future.

Have your kids put their worry on the shelf so you
can do something fun. They can pick the worry back
up later if they want. But, for now, focus on the
moment you have. Setting worries aside helps kids
put the worries into perspective while also
practicing the art of mindfulness (the ultimate
antidote to anxiety).

14. (Re-) Establish healthy routines

COVID threw a lot of families for a loop and we often fall out of consistent routines in
the summer anyway. But, to make the transition back to school as smooth as possible,
our kids need to get back into a consistent routine with consistent wake ups and
bedtimes, as well as meal and snack times at least a week or two before school starts.

Think about what you can do to help yourself make the transition easier as well. Get
ready with meal planning (and even prep — | love spending a day making several
different meals that can be easily reheated on busy days) and have your kids help!

Building your kids’ independence with everyday tasks and even taking on new
responsibilities is important an important part of helping them develop confidence.

15. Be a positive role model

We are our kids’ greatest teachers. From the time they are born, our kids are always
watching our reactions to various situations. And, kids often develop anxiety after
watching their parents’ own anxious behaviours. As adults, we fret, we stress, and we
may even yell. And we might avoid. Or procrastinate. Or vege out in front of the TV. Or
have a glass of wine to “unwind.”

We need to model being brave, being flexible, and coping effectively when we are
stressed or anxious. Doing so helps normalize anxiety because our kids realize they are
not alone and helps them discover ways they can handle their own stressful situations

effectively.
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My anxiety escalated high when | knew my turn to water ski was coming up. | was
thinking of every excuse as to why | should not go. But | wanted to reinforce my one
daughter’s bravery and model how to also be brave for my other (and very anxious)
daughter who still had to go. So, | acknowledged my youngest, said my own mantra,
“Just do it,” and jumped on into the water and skied around the entire lake.

Use those opportunities where you may feel anxious or stressed or stuck to model
helpful behaviours. In front of your kids, identify the problem, work to assess the
situation in an objective and realistic way (since anxiety likes to take everything out of
proportion), model your problem-solving process, and tell them how you are going to
address the situation. Better yet, ask for their input for ideas — doing so will empower
them while also building their problem-solving brain.
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Children are educated by what the

grown-up is and not by his talk
—Carl Jung




RETURNING TO THE NEW NORMAL To make the transition back to
school as smooth as possible,
M A NAG I N G start getting ready now.
Here are 15 of the most important
things parents can do to help bust
anxiety and make back to school
Sc H 0 0 I- awesome.
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