Attendance Matters — Every Day Counts

HAURAKI

Anxiety about going to school

It is normal that, in some stage in life, that every individual will feel anxious
when faced with a difficult situation. Each individual will cope with anxiety in
different ways.

During difficult times, you can support your child to cope with anxiety in
effective ways and by doing so, enhance their resilience. Anxiety becomes a
problem when it is persistent and prevents them from enjoying normal life
experiences for a long period of time.

How can | tell if my child has anxiety

Signs of anxiety in children may include:

e Having lots of worries and a strong need for reassurance

e Psychosomatic symptoms which occur before school (e.g. feeling nauseous, shortness of breath or
headaches). When the threat (fear of going to school) is taken away, the symptoms will reduce.

e Crying, being clingy or fidgeting when nervous

e Sleep problems such as difficulty falling asleep, nightmares and trouble sleeping alone

e Fear and avoidance of a range of issues and situations

Why are some children anxious about going to school?

Anxiety may affect children at any age. The causes of anxiety may be different for young children than for
teenagers:

e Separation anxiety (being afraid to be away from parents)
e Problems at school such as:
o Being bullied
Learning difficulties
Not having friends, not fitting in, friendship conflicts
Feeling lost at school
Fear of getting in trouble
Not getting along with a teacher
o New situations — whether facing the first day in a new class or the first day in a new school, it's
normal to feel nervous in a new situation.
e Failure — worry that their schoolwork will be too hard, they won'’t be able to keep up, or they won’t
know the correct answer when called on in class.
e Fear of losing a parent. They may think something bad will happen to a parent due to:
o A parent being ill
Family problems and fighting
Parents separating
Knowing another child who has lost a parent or whose family has broken up
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What you can do

Act early — it is important not to dismiss your child’s anxiety, but to help them see that the situations

they are worried about may not be as bad as they think.

e Listen to your child and encourage them to tell you about their feelings and fears

¢ Avoid telling your child to ‘get over it’. Your child may perceive this as you not understanding or
not caring about their concerns.

e Discuss various scenarios, possible outcomes and ways to handle the situation. This will help put
things in perspective. Show your child how you cope positively when feeling anxious or stressed.
Remain calm and positive when they are feeling anxious so that you can help them feel more
confident.

Avoid taking over or giving your child the impression you will fight their battles for them. Children with
anxiety are usually very happy for someone else to do things for them. However, if adults take over
for them, it stops them from learning how to cope for themselves as they begin to believe that
someone else will rescue them. It is crucial to keep your child attending school. Avoidance of school
will only increase and reinforce your child’s fears over the long term, and make it increasingly more
difficult to attend.

e If your child is anxious about failure, remind your child that everyone makes mistakes and that
you can learn from mistakes. Praise their best efforts.

e Talk with school staff to find out what assistance the school can provide.

e If your child has problems walking through the school front gate or getting on the bus, arrange for
them to meet a friend before school so they can go to school together. Alternatively, check if there
is another entrance to the school that your child feels more comfortable using.

o If your child delays getting ready for school so that they will be late, encourage them to still go to
school and reassure them that you will contact the school to explain why they are late.

e Should your child find socialising before school a source of anxiety, arrange for them to arrive just
before the bell.

e Be involved in your child’s school (e.g. volunteer on class trips, listen to children read, join
fundraising committees etc). Support your child with homework and study, modelling skills for
becoming more independent

.Further assistance

Sometimes, all of these things do not work and you may need assistance from professionals who can
help anxious children. Discuss your concerns with relevant teachers or Deans to resolve any school-
based issues. If your child requires additional support, you can discuss your concerns regarding your
child’s anxiety with your doctor, who can assist you with a referral to a mental health professional or
counsellor. They help children overcome their anxiety by using methods such as relaxation, improving
self-esteem, improving confidence and changing the way they think about difficult situations.

Useful websites/Contacts

Healthline: 0800 611 116. (Available 24 hours, 7 days a week and free to callers throughout New
Zealand, including from a mobile phone).

Freephone, 24 hour support 0800 14 ANXIETY (0800 269 4389)

contains a number of apps that deal with anxiety. Some free, some with small charge.

www.capshauraki.co.nz


http://myhealthapps.net/category/show/40/anxiety




