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Have you ever felt worried about something  
that hasn’t happened yet—like a big test or  
your first meeting at a new club? That’s  
anxiety! Have you ever felt uneasy or nervous  
about a story you’ve heard on the news? That’s  
anxiety too! Maybe the feeling goes away after  
a little while, or maybe you have those feelings  
almost all the time. Everyone—kids and  
grown-ups—feels anxiety sometimes. But adults  
don’t always explain anxiety or how to manage  
it in a way that makes sense to kids. It’s important 
for kids to understand the science behind 
anxiety and know why learning to manage 
it can help them. 

In this book, you’ll learn more about anxiety and how it 
works in your brain and body, what you can do to feel less 
anxiety right now and in the future, and why some kids get 
help for anxiety (and what happens if you do). You’ll also 
learn about self-advocacy, or speaking up for what you need, 
and how to understand and respond to some of the common 
things adults say about anxiety.

I recommend reading this book from beginning to end. 
That way you’ll understand the basics of anxiety and how it 
works in your brain and body, and the rest of the book will 
make more sense. But you can also skip around to find the 
parts that are most helpful or interesting to you. However 
you choose to read this book, there are a few things to know:

A Note to Kids
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 • This book sometimes uses the word parent to mean 
a trusted adult. That could be your mom, dad, 
grandparent, aunt or uncle, favorite teacher, school 
counselor, religious or spiritual leader, stepparent, 
foster parent, or whoever your most trusted adults are.

 • In this book, anxiety is most often used as a noun 
(rather than the adjective anxious). It can be helpful to 
think of anxiety as a thing we deal with rather than a 
part of us we can’t control.

 • This book uses the names of real brain parts and 
chemicals so you can start to understand what 
happens in your brain when you feel anxiety. There 
are more parts of the brain and chemicals involved 
in anxiety than we can cover in this book. This is a 
beginning to help you learn about the basics.

 • This book explains what it means to have an 
anxiety disorder, what happens in therapy, and how 
medications for anxiety work. This doesn’t mean you 
have to have an anxiety disorder to read the book. The 
strategies and information are helpful for all people 
who have anxiety.

 • This book includes examples of things kids your age 
might be worried about. You may recognize some of 
them, and others might not worry you at all. Some 
may be things you were not worried about before, but 
now start to worry you. If these new ideas worry you, 
know that it’s also okay to talk back to anxiety and 
decide to pay attention to other things instead. This 
book will show you how.

  2 |  Name & Tame Your Anxiety  
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 • As you work on managing anxiety, you’ll get better at 
telling your brain that it’s okay to calm down or think 
about something else. The more you practice the skills 
and strategies in this book, the easier they will get. 

 • Kids who feel a lot of anxiety are very brave—after all, 
you might be facing your fears every single day! 

 • You are ready to learn about anxiety and understand 
the things grown-ups are saying about it.

I hope this book helps you understand what is 
happening in your own body and brain when you feel 
anxiety. And I hope it gives you a starting point for talking 
with the adults who can help you get what you need to start 
managing anxiety.

3A Note to Kids  |
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I’d love to know what you thought was helpful in this 
book. Write to me to tell me what you liked or let me know 
about other anxiety-taming strategies you like to use. 

Su�er Ba�e
You can email me at help4kids@freespirit.com. 

Or you can send me a letter in care of:
Free Spirit Publishing
6325 Sandburg Road, Suite 100
Minneapolis, NN 55427-3674
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Understanding 
Anxiety

PART 1
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Anxiety is your body’s natural response to stress. It is a 
feeling of worry. You may feel a little bit of anxiety or a lot of 
it. It can alert you to danger and can help you prepare and 
pay attention. Like happiness, sadness, and other feelings, 
anxiety is part of being human. Everyone feels it sometimes. 
Those feelings start in our brains. But our brains and our 
bodies are connected. Sometimes we can determine what’s 
happening in our brains by how our bodies react. Have you 
ever smiled and taken a big breath when you saw someone 
you love? Have you ever had a stomachache before the first 

 What Is Anxiety?1
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day of school? Maybe you’ve cried when you lost something 
important to you or felt your heart beat fast during the scary 
part of a movie.

Anxiety: 
A feeling of worry about something that could happen, 
something you imagine might happen, or something 
that happened in the past.

Those things happen in your body, but they are all 
reactions to feelings in your brain—happiness, sadness, and 
fear. When you feel anxiety, your brain can show you that 
feeling of worry through reactions in your body. 

How Anxiety Feels
Anxiety feels different to each person, but for most people, 
it causes a reaction in their body that can feel pretty 
uncomfortable. When we talk about body reactions that we 
might wish to have less often, we call them symptoms. 

Symptom: 
A sign or signal about what’s going on in a person’s brain 
or body.

A runny nose can be a symptom of a cold. You can’t really 
see the cold, but you can tell your friend probably has one 
if his nose is runny. And your friend would probably like to 
have the cold and the runny-nose symptom go away. A sore 

7Chapter 1: What Is Anxiety?  |
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throat is another common symptom of a cold. You can’t really 
see your friend’s sore throat, but he can feel it, and that’s how 
he might know he is sick.

Symptoms of anxiety are similar—they are the ways we 
can tell that a brain is probably worried. Most people would 
like to feel anxiety less often, so we call the body reactions to 
anxiety “symptoms of anxiety.”

Here’s what some kids say anxiety feels like:

My stomach hurts.“  “
I don’t want to go to school because I feel 

like everyone else is an alien. They are smiling 
while I feel worried about everything.

“  “
It’s hard to pay attention to a conversation. 
I miss a lot of what people say, and then I 

feel confused and even more anxious.
“  “

My brain keeps saying the same things 
over and over. I can’t make it stop 
and it makes it hard to fall asleep.

“  “
It feels like at any moment something bad might 
happen. I’m waiting for it to happen, but it doesn’t.“  “

  8 |  Name & Tame Your Anxiety  
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We can’t see anxiety because it’s a feeling, not a physical 
thing. You can see a cold, technically, because it’s a virus. 
But you’d need a great microscope, so most of us rely on 
knowing the symptoms. Most anxiety symptoms cannot 
be seen by others. A racing heart or headache is probably 
not visible to friends. But the person experiencing these 
symptoms can feel them.

Anxiety Symptoms
There are lots of possible symptoms of anxiety. Here are some 
of them:

 • upset stomach

 • headache

 • trouble sleeping

 • biting nails

 • trouble focusing or paying attention

 • not wanting to go to school

 • crying more than usual

 • getting angry at people you care about (not just your 
brother!)

 • sweaty hands

 • racing heart

 • fear of leaving your parent

 • fast breathing or a feeling like you can’t get enough air

 • confusion

 • trouble sitting still

 • keep thinking about bad things that could happen

9Chapter 1: What Is Anxiety?  |
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 • checking things over and over to make sure they  
are right

 • trouble speaking when a teacher calls on you

 • just don’t feel right

You may have felt one of these symptoms of anxiety or 
many of them, or you may have had different symptoms. You 
might wonder how we know that these are signs of anxiety. 
Sometimes, it can be hard to know. But if you pay attention 
to the times you feel these symptoms, you can start to notice 
patterns. For example, if you get a stomachache before one 
swim lesson, it’s probably just a stomachache. (Stomachs 
can be weird like that.) But if you get a stomachache before 
every swim lesson—it’s happening over and over—then it’s 
probably anxiety.

It can help to talk about your symptoms with a trusted 
adult (such as a parent or stepparent, a teacher or school 
counselor, or a coach). This person can help you decide 
whether a feeling is a symptom of anxiety or something else. 
In chapter 4, you’ll learn ways to help yourself with those 
feelings and symptoms too.

Can Other People Tell That 
You Are Feeling Anxiety?
Some symptoms of anxiety—such as biting your nails—
might be visible. Other symptoms—such as a pounding 
heart—are only felt by the person experiencing them. Often, 
other people can’t tell that you are feeling anxiety. And you 
probably can’t tell that they are feeling anxiety either. If it’s 
the first day of the new school year and you feel very worried 
about being with a new teacher and new classmates, you 
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might look around to see if other kids are feeling the same 
way. You might decide that nobody else is feeling anxiety or 
having worries because they are not showing symptoms that 
you can see. But here’s a secret: lots of them are worried! (It’s 
common to feel anxiety in new situations or when you try 
new things.) You just might not be able to see the symptoms 
of anxiety that the other kids are experiencing. They may also 
be using some handy tricks to calm themselves down and 
to remind themselves that they are safe. You can learn those 
things too. We call them strategies, and you can read more 
about them on pages 60-66.

Strategy: 
Something you can do to help your brain know that 
everything is okay and it can calm down now.

11Chapter 1: What Is Anxiety?  |

© 2021 Free Spirit Publishing Inc. All rights reserved.



Words That Mean Anxiety
Everyone feels anxiety. But we don’t often hear it called 
anxiety. If you listen, you might hear people say. . .

. . . I’m nervous about a test.

. . . I feel scared to go somewhere new.

. . . I’m worried about giving a speech.

. . .  I feel overwhelmed or stressed about how much 
work I have to do.

. . . I can’t do this.

You may have felt these things too. Maybe you feel . . .

. . . nervous about playing well in the big game.

. . . scared about something happening to your family.

. . .  worried that your classmates are still thinking about 
a mistake you made.

. . .  overwhelmed or stressed about remembering your 
lines in the school play.

. . . like you just can’t go to school again.

These are all examples of anxiety. And these words 
are ways of saying “I’m feeling anxiety.” It happens to 
everybody. And with good reason. Anxiety is your brain’s 
way of telling you to be careful. But sometimes our brains 
overreact, misunderstand, or can’t calm down, making us feel 
anxiety longer, more intensely, or more often than we need to.
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When Anxiety Starts  
to Get in the Way
Everyone has feelings of anxiety sometimes, but some people 
have feelings of anxiety much more often than others do, and 
their feelings—or symptoms—are more intense. If anxiety 
starts to make it difficult for you to do the things you want 
to do (such as hang out at your friend’s house) or need to 
do (such as go to school), your parents may take you to the 
doctor. It could be the doctor you are used to seeing for your 
check-ups, or it could be someone new. If anxiety is getting in 
the way at school, a teacher may suggest that you talk with a 
school counselor or school psychologist.

Intense: 
A word commonly used when talking about symptoms. It 
means the strength of the symptom. We can use intensity 
to describe other things too. The sound of a mother 
singing to her baby is quiet, not a very intense sound. But 
the sound of a lawnmower near you is very intense!

The doctor will ask questions about your symptoms and 
their intensity. She may ask how you feel about school, what 
you like to do with friends, and what you and your family 
like to do at home. You can be totally honest during this 
conversation. Sometimes kids think they should answer that 
they like school (or raising their hand in class or going to 
birthday parties) because grown-ups want them to like these 
things. But adults need to hear how you really feel so they 
can help with your anxiety. Grown-ups are generally pretty 
sturdy—they can handle it! 

13Chapter 1: What Is Anxiety?  |
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“  “The doctor asked how I feel when I get to school.  
I don’t know what the feeling is. I just don’t like it.

It can be difficult to explain the feelings in your brain. 
Instead, try to describe what happens in your body. Maybe 
your muscles feel tight or it becomes hard to hear what 
people are saying to you. Maybe you start to feel hot or sick, 
or you get tired and want to cover your head.

  14 |  Name & Tame Your Anxiety  
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The doctor may also do a few things you are used to, like 
looking in your ears and listening to your heart. She may 
have you take a blood test (which may sound scary but is 
very quick and very safe). She is doing these tests to rule out 
any physical problems that may be causing your symptoms.

After talking to you and reviewing the tests, your doctor 
may give you a diagnosis. You may be diagnosed with an 
anxiety disorder. You can ask the doctor to explain what your 
anxiety disorder means and whether other kids have it. (They 
do. In fact, 4.4 million kids in the United States have been 
diagnosed with an anxiety disorder. That’s a lot of kids!) The 
doctor may recommend you see a counselor, therapist, or 
another doctor. She will also talk with you and your parents 
about treatment. 

Diagnosis: 
An official name for the cause of your symptoms, given 
by an expert.

Disorder: 
A word to mean that something is not working the way 
we would hope. Sort of the opposite of order. But not like 
ordering a burrito. You can’t dis-order a burrito. Besides, 
why would you want to? 

Treatment: 
Working with a doctor, counselor, or therapist on learning 
to manage anxiety or another challenge.
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Real Questions from Real Kids
“What if I don’t have an anxiety disorder?”

Not everyone has an anxiety disorder, even if they are having 

trouble managing anxiety. If your doctor doesn’t diagnose 

you with an anxiety disorder, she will probably make some 

suggestions about how you and your family can work on 

managing anxiety.

Whether or not you have an anxiety disorder, you might 
wonder if you’ll always struggle with anxiety. Each person is 
different, but when anxiety starts to get in the way, it doesn’t 
usually just go away on its own. However, you can learn to 
manage your anxiety more often. Many people who learn to 
manage their anxiety feel pretty great most of the time. 

What Anxiety Is and Is Not 
 • Anxiety is not a sign that you are broken.

 • Anxiety is something every person feels from time  
to time. Some people have an anxiety disorder.

 • Anxiety is not something we want to go away 
completely. A little bit of anxiety can help you do  
your best on a test or before a performance and can 
keep you safe. 

 • Anxiety is exhausting to feel too much of. Learning 
how to manage it can make you feel a lot better.

 • Anxiety is not a sign that you are not smart. People  
of all intelligence levels have anxiety. 

??
??
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 • Anxiety is not contagious like a cold. You can’t catch it 
by being around another person with anxiety. 

 • Anxiety is something that can be passed down 
through families. If you have anxiety, there’s a good 
chance someone else in your family also does. 

 • Anxiety is not your fault. Getting help with anxiety is 
a positive and brave thing to do.
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