
Managing Anxiety and 
Stress

Understanding and Navigating the Anxious Mind



Anxiety



What IS Anxiety? 

• In general, anxiety can be characterized by the feeling of  worry, nervousness, 
or unease that sometimes arises, typically about an imminent event or 
something with an uncertain outcome. It can be fear of  the unknown, 
however, it can also be fear of  the anticipated “known.” 

• Most of  us have experienced anxiety at some point in our lives. 



When does anxiety become a diagnosis? 

• Generally speaking, something like depression or anxiety can become a 
diagnosis when the person’s quality of  life has been severely affected and 
disrupted by the symptoms.



Diagnostic Criteria

• The following describes the diagnostic criteria for Generalized Anxiety 
Disorder, or GAD from the DSM-V.  There are other types of  anxiety 
disorders, but this disorder is most commonly seen in relation to school, 
home, and life issues.  Note that in order to qualify for this disorder, there is 
a specifier of  length of  time in which the symptoms have been observed. 



Diagnostic Criteria ( continued)

• Excessive anxiety and worry regarding several issues are present most of  the time for more than 
6 months.

• Difficulty controlling worry.
• At least 3 symptoms associated with anxiety for the past 6 months:

• Restlessness or feeling on edge

• Easily fatigued

• Difficulty concentrating
• Irritability
• Muscle tension
• Sleep disturbance (difficulty falling or staying asleep, or restless sleep).



Diagnostic Criteria continued

• Anxiety causes significant distress or impairment in social, occupational, or other 
important areas of  functioning.

• The disturbance is not better explained by another mental disorder (e.g., worries 
about having a panic attack in panic disorder), worries about embarrassment in 
public (social phobia), fear of  contamination (OCD), separation anxiety; fear of  
gaining weight (anorexia nervosa), multiple physical complaints (somatization 
disorder), fear of  a serious illness (hypochondriasis), or exclusively due to PTSD.

• The disturbance is not attributable to the physiological effects of  a substance or 
another medical condition.



Other Anxiety related disorders

• The five major types of  anxiety disorders are:

• Generalized Anxiety Disorder. ... 

• Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD) ... 

• Panic Disorder. ... 

• Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) ... 

• Social Phobia (or Social Anxiety Disorder)



Statistically Speaking

• Anxiety disorders are the most common of  all mental illnesses and affect 25 
percent of  all teens and 30 percent of  all teen girls. 

• According to the Anxiety and Depression Association of  America (ADAA), 
40 million Americans over the age of  18 are affected by anxiety — roughly 
18 percent of  the nation's population



Anxiety and the Brain



Anxiety and the Brain

• Research using Magnetic Resonance Imagery (MRI) technology has shown 
that children with anxiety disorders tended to have a smaller left 
amygdala, and indeed, various studies has demonstrated that the amygdala 
is at the heart of  mental states and is connected to many psychological 
disorders such as social anxiety disorder, OCD (Obsessive Compulsive 
Disorder), PTSD (Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder), BPD (Borderline 
Personality Disorder) and general anxiety.



Anxiety and the Brain 



Anxiety can be exhibited in many ways : 

• Fear

• Rumination

• Worry

• Irritability

• Anger

• Sadness



Managing Anxiety

• Cognitive Behavioral Therapy ( CBT)

• Dialectical Behavior Therapy ( DBT)

• Solution Based Therapy ( SBT, usually short term, likely environmental 
causes)

• Exposure Therapy

• Medication ( when needed)



School Based Anxiety

• Testing anxiety

• Fear of  failure

• Social anxiety

• Fear of  a certain subject



How to Help

• As parents/caregivers to students with anxiety, there are a myriad of  ways to 
help your children through these difficult feelings and situations.  First and 
foremost:  Unconditional Support. 

• Support does NOT have to look like pretending to understand how the child 
is feeling at that moment. You very well might not, and that’s ok! It simply 
means we say things such as “ I’m sorry you’re feeling this way”, “ I’m here 
for you”, “ let me know how I can help.” 



How to Help

• Give them space ( if  they want it.) At times, anxiety makes people feel closed 
in, unable to breathe.  Give them a moment to compose themselves away 
from sights, sounds, etc. 

• Concentrate on the “ one thing at a time” method. Many people who suffer 
from anxiety are victims of  what I call ( well what my dad called) the “ 
plating” effect. 



The “Plating” effect

• Imagine you are a waiter or waitress in a restaurant. You go around and begin 
to collect everyone’s plates, and suddenly, EVERYONE wants you to collect 
their plates. Instead of  taking plates back to the kitchen every once in awhile, 
you just stack them one on top of  the other until the entire tray is full and 
you’re struggling to not break any of  the plates.  This can happen in anxiety–
the thoughts just start coming and it’s hard to discard them or take a break.  
So you just struggle through and try to balance them all. 



How to Help

• Provide time. So much of  anxiety is attributed to time constraints. 

• Discuss reality vs perceived reality.  So much of  an anxious mind is perceived 
reality. This is regularly done in Cognitive Behavioral Therapy. 

• Provide distraction time, a time that the child can utilize to do something 
such as watch a TV show, draw, read, listen to music. 

• Ensure relaxation time, especially before bed.  No phones, tablets. Quiet 
music to ensure they get a good night’s sleep. Journaling before bed is also 
helpful. 



Techniques

There are several techniques that can be used when someone is in the midst of  
a severe anxiety spiral/panic attack.

5,4,3,2,1 Breathing Exercise

Square Breathing



5,4,3,2,1

• 5 - LOOK: Look around for 5 things that you can see, and say them out loud. For example, you could say, I 
see the computer, I see the cup, I see the picture frame. 

• 4 - FEEL: Pay attention to your body and think of  4 things that you can feel, and say them out loud. For 
example, you could say, I feel my feet warm in my socks, I feel the hair on the back of  my neck, or I feel the 
pillow I am sitting on.

• 3 - LISTEN: Listen for 3 sounds. It could be the sound of  traffic outside, the sound of  typing or the sound 
of  your tummy rumbling. Say the three things out loud.

• 2 - SMELL: Say two things you can smell. If  you’re allowed to, it’s okay to move to another spot and sniff  
something. If  you can’t smell anything at the moment or you can’t move, then name your 2 favorite smells.

• 1 - TASTE: Say one thing you can taste. It may be the toothpaste from brushing your teeth, or a mint from 
after lunch. If  you can’t taste anything, then say your favorite thing to taste.



Square Breathing

• With your index finger, slowly trace the shape of  a square in front of  you, 
keeping your eyes on that finger.

• With one side, breathe in for 3 seconds…

• With the next side, hold your breathe for 1 second…

• With the third side, breathe out for 3 seconds…

• With the final side, hold for 1 second…



Questions


