Learn how to use evidence-based tools and data to help students
with anxiety, regardless of their age.

BY MARY E. MCCORMAC

ADDRES:
STUDEN
ANXIETY

There is currently a stress and anxiety crisis in our schools. Anxiety, a sense of fear and worry, is the most
common mental health challenge facing children, teens and adults. More than a quarter of teens report
experiencing extreme stress during the school year. Some stress and anxiety is good, but extreme levels
result in students feeling overwhelmed, having health problems related to the release of stress hormones
in the body and sometimes even contemplating suicide. Stress is a trigger for anxiety and perfectionism.
Without social/emotional education and early intervention, youth often develop unhealthy coping strategies
and behaviors to deal with anxiety. These unhealthy behaviors often persist into adulthood.
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School counselors at all levels encoun-
ter students with a variety of types of
anxiety and report finding those who also
have cognitive rigidity and perfection-
ism to be among the most challenging to
help. Pressure and high expectations now
begin in preschool with even kindergarten
students feeling anxious and stressed but
without the ability to tell adults why they
are distressed. More and more school
counselors are being asked to help stu-
dents experiencing severe panic attacks
in school and deciding if they need to be
sent home from school.

We need to look at anxiety and stress
in context. School counselors need to
advocate for there to be less pressure
on students to take as many accelerated
courses as possible, achieve unreasonably
high grades and perform at advanced
levels on tests. In many communities, the
push for excellence seems to be part of
the school culture and can come at a cost
to students’ mental health and wellness.
Today’s students experience additional
stress from the digital world, which con-
sumes much of what in the past would
have been downtime.

How to Help

Practicing stress-reduction strategies can
help students rebuild the damage stress
causes to their brains and avoid dam-
age to their bodies, relationships and
school performance. Most school coun-
selors agree that helping students develop
self-regulation skills works better than
trying to make them anxiety-free. Today
many add the additional goals of mak-
ing students “stress smart” and increas-
ing mindfulness. The two research-based
counseling approaches shown to be effec-
tive in teaching positive ways to cope with
anxious behavior are cognitive behavioral
therapy and mindfulness-based stress
reduction. Mindfulness helps students
befriend anxiety rather than see anxiety
as the enemy. There is also some evidence
that motivational interviewing can help
reduce anxiety and in some cases cogni-
tive rigidity and perfectionism.

Because anxiety is an internalizing
behavior it can remain hidden or unde-
tected for a long time. By collaborating
with students, parents, nurses, teachers,
administrators and community mental

health providers you can maximize the
probability of identifying students with
high levels of anxiety and providing a
supportive environment for them to prac-
tice new ways of coping with anxiety
and stress. School nurses are often the
first person in a school to recognize that
a student making frequent visits to the
clinic doesn’t have a physical aliment
but rather anxiety. You can also educate
teachers about some of the common signs
of anxiety such as problems concentrat-
ing, missed deadlines, decline in par-
ticipation, absenteeism and tardy arrivals
and urge them to consult with you to
determine if intervention for a particular
student is needed.

Teachers can also serve as powerful
models and think out loud so students
realize adults need to be stress smart too.
For example, teachers can say, “Let’s just
all take a minute to breathe slowly and
be aware of our surroundings before we
begin our day.” Administrators can help
reduce stress by managing the demands
that come from an overcrowded calen-
dar and no downtime for students (and
staff). We know, for example, that lack
of adequate sleep makes anxiety worse,
which is part of the argument for later
start times for teens. More so than many
other mental health challenges, context is
key to the level of anxiety and the appro-
priate intervention.

Whenever possible, school counselors
should address aspects of the parent-child
dyad or family dynamics, which can lead
to increased stress and anxiety for stu-
dents and the family as a whole. We aren’t
trying to blame parents but rather help
them understand the big picture and what
they can do to reduce their children’s
anxious behavior and increase bravery.
Parents generally want their children to
be happy and will initially respond to
an anxious child’s wish to avoid what
the child thinks is unpleasant or scary.
It’s important to teach parents that the
goal in helping their anxious children is
to prevent avoidance and learn healthy
coping mechanisms to deal with their
anxiety instead.

Parents can be critical to helping with
systematic exposure or desensitization to
the source of their child’s fear (objects,
thoughts and situations). For example,
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if a child is nervous about playing a solo
in orchestra in an assembly, parents can
have the child practice at home in front
of friendly faces. They can then ask if the
child can practice at school in the same
room as the performance but without
an audience and work with the school
counselor to devise a cue during the per-
formance to show that the school coun-
selor or parent is there for support the
day of the performance. When parents
work together with the school to help
their child overcome anxiety, it helps the
student much more in the long run than
when parents e-mail the orchestra teacher
and say their child can’t perform the solo.

Parents are often the ones putting the
pressure on their children to take chal-
lenging courses, earn high grades and
participate in multiple extracurricu-
lar activities. Although students with a
high level of perfectionism frequently
put that pressure on themselves, it is
often a learned behavior, with parents
reinforcing schedules that don’t allow
for needed downtime. School counselors
can teach parents useful communication
skills, such as thinking out loud and
modeling to encourage their children to
be stress smart. “I could go answer some
work e-mails, but I’d rather we take a
walk together.” Changing the responses
of others to anxious behavior, especially
parents, is frequently critical to reducing
students’ anxiety. Finally, if parents are
dealing with anxiety themselves, encour-
age them to reduce their own anxiety as
yet another way to help their child.

Multitiered Systems of Support

Most schools today have or are mov-
ing toward a multitiered system to sup-
port students’ academics and behavior.
School can address anxiety and stress
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#1 Happiest students

challenges schoolwide through a mental — Princeton Review
health awareness day or mental wellness #1 LOTS Of race/dass |nteract|0n
week. Look at the school year, and pre-
pare for peak times of anxiety and stress. # . .

For example, the start of a school year or 4 BeSt COl |egeS nat|onW|de

a long break from school can trigger spe- — Money Magazine
cific behaviors, which can be reinforced
by the responses and outcomes that fol-
low the behavior. Pay special attention to
students transitioning to a new school,
which is a stressor. You may need to
implement de-stressing tips and activities
during the end of the quarter when many
projects are due, tests are given and stan-
dardized tests are administered.

For elementary schools these activi-
ties could be done in the classroom, and
at the secondary level school counselors
can set up a play and wellness table in
the cafeteria with de-stressing activities,
such as coloring mandalas, making stress
balls, blowing bubbles, writing positive
affirmations on sticky notes and posting
them on a bulletin board. Viewing anxi-
ety behaviors as “learned” suggests the
school counselor can modify the environ-
mental conditions so problem behavior is
less prevalent and occurs less frequently.

Schools are beginning to see the impor-
tance of having an evidence-based school-
wide social/emotional program in place.
Learn more about these programs at
www.casel.org/. \ \
To hlp prevent ansiery from beco- Unconventional? Not at Rice.
ing a concern, teach all students positive
self-talk to regulate attention, thoughts
and emotions. The best way to teach these
skills to all students is through an evi-

— Princeton Review

Pretty amazing numbers from some pretty prestigious organizations
that study higher education. Specifically Princeton Review's The Best 381 Colleges

dence-based program such as Second Step and Money Magazine’s 2016 national list of best colleges and universities. They
or MindUp. In these programs all students included comments about the university being “academically rigorous but not particularly
learn ways to develop emotion regula- stressful,” with an emphasis more on “collaboration than competition.” Students say,
tion through diaphragmatic breathing, Rice is “very inclusive” and “quirky” is defined as “everyone is interesting in
accurately identifying feelings and prob- some way.” There is a dedication to academics along with “leadership positions

lem-solving skills to handle challenge. By
encouraging all students to focus on posi-
tive emotions like happiness and teaching
them that kindness and compassion make
both the giver and receiver more positive,
you can help them cope with anxiety. ’

The student, parents and teachers need R 1 C E

to reinforce progress toward new, more

in one or two campus organizations.” Such rankings reflect the amazing
efforts and dedication of the Rice faculty and staff to provide
the best possible educational experience.

appropriate skills so they will be repeated.
Teachers should try some accommoda- That's what we do at Rice University — apply unconventional wisdom to solve today’s problems
tions and record data on their effectiveness and deliver tomorrow’s solutions. Find out more at www.rice.edu/happystudents.

for at least four weeks before referring a

student for a Tier 2 intervention.
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Some students will need Tier 2 levels
of support to learn and implement strate-
gies to cope with stress and anxiety. You
can identify these students based on their
responses to perception surveys at the
end of classroom lessons or from other
data such as an increase in absentee-
ism or decrease in class participation.
Screen referred students to determine if
Tier 1 interventions have been effective
and what more may be needed. Common
Tier 2 interventions for anxiety include a
behavior plan, structured breaks, morn-
ing check-ins and evidence-based skill
development such as social skills training
and progressive muscle relaxation.

Generally it is more efficient to help
students with anxiety in small-group
settings. Groups have the advantage of
normalizing what a student is experienc-
ing and the opportunity to gain support
and learn how peers cope with stress and
anxiety. Be sure to screen students first,
as some students with anxiety may not
be comfortable participating in a group

and admitting there is something they
need to change.

Some students may need short-term
individual counseling first to benefit from
a group, and others may be more comfort-
able with an outside referral to a commu-
nity mental health provider. By working
with these students, you can help them
find behavioral strategies such as writing
in a journal or listening to music, which
may help them lessen feelings of anxiety.
Explore cognitive strategies such as chang-
ing negative automatic thoughts, correct-
ing unrealistic beliefs and interpretations
and encouraging flexible thinking. Most
anxious thoughts aren’t factual or actual.
To help students keep anxiety in check,
teach them to ask themselves, “Is this
really true?” Additionally, have students
write positive affirmations such as “I am
safe in school” on an index card they can
keep in their pocket to read when needed.
Groups offer the opportunity for students
to role-play to practice new skills to use in
dealing with their anxiety triggers.
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Generally it is more
efficient to help students
with anxiety in
small-group settings.

Additionally, teach students the bene-
fits of mindfulness, staying in the moment
without judging, to cope with stress and
anxiety. Often imagery and metaphors
are used with mindfulness (e.g., thoughts
and feelings are like clouds that appear
and float away). Many students benefit
from being taught some grounding tech-
niques such as simply observing their
immediate surroundings with all their
senses (e.g., name five things you can see
right now). Another helpful strategy is
to self-monitor anxiety on a simple scale
from 1-10 or a feeling thermometer to
assess what triggers high levels of anxiety
and what coping tools help bring the anx-
iety to an acceptable level. Some students
are helped by being taught to externalize
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The Association for Play Therapy

invites you to communicate your
expertise, credibility and

professional identity as a play therapist

in the school community

by earning the SB-RPT credential.

REQUIREMENTS INCLUDE:

» Alicense as a school counselor/psychologist

e 150 hours of play therapy training

¢ A minimum of two years work in
school setting

Supervised play therapy experience

Become a School Based-Registered Play Therapist (SB-RPT)

MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONALS APPLYING THE THERAPEUTIC POWER OF PLAY!

- A Visit a4pt.org for
. application
and_detailed
requ:rements

559-298-3400 | info@a4pt.org | www.a4pt.org
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the anxiety and name it (i.e., that is just
my “worry brain” talking).

As an extension of your counseling,
consider helping students find books or
mobile apps for coping with anxiety that
address mindfulness, relaxation and sleep.

Next Steps

After receiving Tier 2 interventions for
a period of time, a few students will still
have such high levels of anxiety that
it interferes with cognitive functioning
and their ability to do what would be
considered developmentally appropriate
such as come to school on time. Consider
addressing Tier 3 interventions with more
intensive research-based groups such
as Coping Cat or A Still Quiet Place.
Additionally, a daily check in check out
(CICO) program may help. CICO is an
evidence-based intervention consisting
of students checking in with an adult at
the start of each school day to retrieve a
goal sheet and encouragement. Teachers
provide feedback on the sheet throughout
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the day, and students check out at the
end of the day with an adult. The student
then takes the sheet home to be signed,
returning it the following morning at
check in. Although this has been shown
to be effective with anxiety, it’s difficult
for one school counselor to have more
than a few students on CICO at a time.
Consider using another trusted adult on
staff to help implement this intervention.
If after receiving Tier 1,2 and 3 interven-
tions for a reasonable time students are
still struggling to cope, it is time to refer
out for additional more intensive inter-
vention. Research has shown that a com-
bination of cognitive behavioral therapy
and medication is an effective treatment
for severe anxiety.

Some students receiving multitiered
interventions in the general education
setting also have a 504 plan because they
have a diagnosed disability that signifi-
cantly affects learning or another major
life activity. School counselors com-
monly attend 504 meetings and suggest
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accommodations an individual student
needs such as preferential seating, modi-
fied class participation and presentation
options, small-group testing, alternative
location for unstructured time, warning
for fire drills or changes in routine like
substitutes, use of a “fast break card”
that students simply put on top of the desk
when anxiety comes on suddenly and they
need to leave the room to go for a break
with a pre-arranged safe person in the
school. Students can receive multitiered
support with or without a 504 plan.
School counselors see students strug-
gling with various levels and types of anx-
iety and stress daily. We need many tools
in our toolbox so we can help the students
to become stress smart and develop their
own coping tools for anxiety that fits
their unique needs. §¥
Mary Beth McCormac is a school
counselor at Nottingham Elementary
School in Falls Church, Va. She can be
reached at mccormacmb@gmail.com.
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Vour Recipe for Success

Best Seller! The Social and Emotional
Competence Game

A fun way to teach empathy, communication
skills, self-awareness, social awareness,
relationship skills, self-management, and
responsible decision-making.

1
FREE SHIPPING ON Ol

Dr. Playwell’s Learning Self

Control in School Board Game

Designed to help children who are having difficulty learning
social rules, particularly children on the Autism Spectrum and
children with Attention Deficit Disorders.

Dr. Playwell’s Learning Social
Rules in School Board Game
This game is designed to help
students think about the
consequences of their behavior
and distinguish good choices
from bad ones.

Enter coupon code ASCA and get
15% off everything on our site
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Roll A Role: A Social Skills

Game Cubes & Cards Set

Social skills are an important part of
a child’s emotional intelligence. This
game is designed to help children
learn a variety of friend-making skills.

chnldtherapytoys app
in your app store.

YATE SHIPPING SPECIAL $4.95*%
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