
How to Support Your Anxious Child’s Emotional 
Needs During a Crisis 

In unsettling times, many parents resort to reassuring their child with phrases like, “There’s nothing to 
worry about.” Your child is listening to the news too. They hear reporters discuss the horrors of COVID-
19.  Naturally, they are scared. They are afraid they, or a loved one, will get the virus and parish.  

When we experience anxiety, our bodies release chemicals that tell us we are in survival mode.  The 
prefrontal cortex, the logical part of our brains, gives way to our automated emotional mind.  Logic and 
clear thinking don't occur when we are in the fight, flight, or freeze stage. 

Instead of trying to rationalize with your child, take a few precious minutes to practice the 5-7-8 breathing 
technique.  Breathe in for five seconds, hold your breath for seven seconds, and slowly release your 
breath for 8 seconds.  Do this at least three times. Deep breathing helps regulate one’s stress reaction.  I 
do this with my students regularly.  Even older students are willing to stop and breathe if I do it with them. 

Worrying isn't all wrong. Concern has a purpose.  When we were gathers and hunters, we had to watch 
out for predators.  Staying alert, worrying, saved our ancestor’s lives. Remind your child that worrying is a 
protective mechanism.  It’s our natural alarm system.  Otherwise, your child might worry about worrying. 

Children want and need accurate facts during a crisis.  They want answers to direct questions like, “Will I 
get the virus?”  Answer, “Not if we stay away from others with COVID-19.  We can only get the virus if we 
are close enough to infected people to inhale the droplets they breathe out. Some droplets stay on 
surfaces for somewhere between two hours and two days.  That is why we must wash our hands for 20 
seconds, multiple times per day, and wipe off surfaces in our house. Soap kills the virus.” 

Question for parents who are on the front line, "Will you die?"  Naturally, that's a tough question to 
answer.  Stating facts at a developmentally appropriate level is the best approach.  "I'm doing everything I 
can to prevent that from happening."  State real facts, "I'm social distancing, wearing gloves and a mask, 
washing my hands many times each day, boosting my immune system, etc." Children know when you 
aren't telling the truth so, only state honest facts. 

Most children experience relief when they draw or write about their feelings.  I tell my students that getting 
it on paper takes it out of their brain for a while.  Little ones like to role-play their fears and worries. 
Stuffed animals are great role-playing characters.  Listening to what your child says during role-playing 
offers hints into their inner feelings and thoughts. 

Lastly, the “family bed.”  I’m often asked, “Is it okay if my child climbs in bed with me when they’re afraid 
or have had a nightmare?”  I don’t think there’s a perfect answer to that question.  Of course, you don't 
want to reinforce the habit of allowing your child to sleep with you regularly. You need your rest to stay 
healthy. However, allowing your child extra comfort during scary times seems natural to me.  The key is to 
prevent it from happening every night.  

Please feel free to reach out to me via email with your questions.  I'm happy to problem solve, consult, or 
offer advice based on experience and research.   
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