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Overview of Anxiety-Signs and 
Symptoms1
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What is Anxiety?

◦ Fear- Response to an immediate threat
▫ Fear triggers “fight or flight”

◦ Anxiety is the body’s natural response to something 
that we see as dangerous/scary/threatening
▫ Apprehension about a future threat that 

prepares the body by going into defense mode
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What is Anxiety?
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 Typical Anxiety vs Unhelpful Anxiety

Constant, ongoing worry 
that disturbs social and 
school life

Body feels 
panicky and 
on overdrive 
all the time



Yerkes-Dodson Law (of Stress)
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What is Anxiety?
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What Causes Anxiety?

Genetics
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Brain Chemistry

Family Instability

Grief/Loss

Financial 
Instability

Traumatic 
experiences

Deployment, 
Separation, or 

Divorce

Learned 
Behaviors

Medical/Physical 
Conditions



What Causes Anxiety?

Common causes in School Settings:
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Peer 
Relationships

Comparison to 
Others

Bullying Learning and 
Performance

Test Taking 
Anxiety

Separation 
Anxiety

Pleasing Others 
(esp Adults) Personality Type

Societal 
Pressures



Anxieties Encountered by Children and Teens
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Toddler to middle childhood •Difficulty separating from givers
•Sleeping alone
•Nightmares and bedwetting (monsters, heightened 
imagination)
•Fear of new people and things

Middle childhood to late                    
childhood

•Anxiety around transition- new schools, new friends etc. 
•Anxious to please friends
•Some but fewer nightmares- able to distinguish between 
reality and imagination. 
•Fears of getting lost, kidnapped, trapped, burglars, 
dentists, injury, heights.

Late childhood to adolescence •Anxiety around social exclusion, being embarrassed, public 
speaking, dating, academic, their future. 
•Difficulties with emotional regulation around trusted 
caregivers. 



Symptoms of Anxiety

Physical Symptoms
◦ Jittery
◦ Rapid heartbeat
◦ Tense muscles
◦ Shortness of breath
◦ Tiredness
◦ Sweaty or cold hands
◦ Difficulty sleeping
◦ Restlessness
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Emotional Symptoms
◦ Feeling afraid
◦ Excessive worry
◦ Inner tension
◦ Easily irritated
◦ Thinking something 

bad will happen



Symptoms of Anxiety
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Symptoms of Anxiety
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Statistics
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Mental Health Impacts of Stress on 
Youths2
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Teen Life = Excitement/Stress



Covid-19 ◦ Increased stress due 
homework (13.2%)

◦ Social isolation or lack of 
social interactions (8.5%) 

◦ Lack of support for mental 
wellbeing (12.3%)

Key stressors

“American Psychological 
Association (APA) reports 81% of 
Gen Z teens (ages 13–17) have 
experienced more intense stress 
during the COVID-19 pandemic.”



Stress in the Body 

Hypothalamus     signals through 
nervous system        kidneys    

adrenaline &  cortisol
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Some  stress  is healthy …



Stages of Stress

◦ Fight or flight 
◦ Damage control
◦ Recovery
◦ Adaptation
◦ Burnout

- Alarm response 
- Cortisol floods our system to 

help respond to stage 1 w/o 
serious damage

- After initial rush, bodies begin 
to reset  - exhaustion and 
fatigue

- If ignore stage 3, - “level of 
stress is here to stay - need to 
adjust” - irritability, 
overwhelm, fatigue, etc.

- Result of long-term 
unresolved stress - may lead 
to health complications
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Impacts of  Stress

◦ Irritability 
◦ Anger 
◦ Sadness
◦ Tears
◦ Loss of control
◦ Memory & 

concentration 
problems 

◦ Headaches
◦ Fatigue & exhaustion
◦ Digestive issues
◦ Overeating or not 

eating enough
◦ Difficulty sleeping 
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Impacts of Stress

Chronic stress     anxiety and/or 
depression
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  ● Depression &  anxiety also cause 
stress

● Self-medicating       substance/medication 
induced anxiety or depression
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Amygdala

What does it do?

◦ When danger is perceived (real or 
imaginary) -> prepares body to 
fight, flee, freeze or fawn  for 
survival

◦ “Lizard brain function”
◦ Amygdala damage - higher levels 

of cortisol

“An anxious brain is a 
strong, healthy brain that is 
a little overprotective. It is 
more likely to sense threat 
and hit the panic button 
‘just in case’.”



Anxiety in the Brain 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rpolpKTWrp4




Cycle of Stress, Anxiety, Depression…

◦ ↓ Concentration & motivation
◦ Avoidance
◦ ↓ School work, exercise, quality 

time, relationships, overall self-care
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How can we help ..?



Interventions and Resources3
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Parenting strategies

1. Don’t try to eliminate anxiety
a. Anxiety is a useful emotion! 
b. It’s about tolerating discomfort and distinguishing helpful vs. 

unhelpful anxiety 

2. Don’t give into avoidance instead encourage brave behavior

3. Express positive and realistic expectations 

4. Don’t reinforce your child’s fears



Parenting strategies cont.

“Data shows that the greatest source of childhood and 
adolescent stress is not school work, extracurricular activities, or 

peer pressure, but parental stress.” (Saltzman, 2020)

1. Parent self-care
a. Mindful mornings may be less efficient, but they’re 

more pleasurable
2. Try to keep the anticipatory period short
3. Talk about anxiety

a. Communicate understanding and validate their 
feelings 
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Other strategies

1. Problem solving skills
a. Stop - breathe - think

2. Balanced lifestyle
a. Responsibilities & Leisure 

3. Time management
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Mindfulness

Encourage children/teens to 
unplug from technology or other 
distractions and become more 

aware of the present

1. Mindful daily activities: 
walking, eating, coloring

2. Five senses exercise (54321)
3. Body scan
4. Journaling



Relaxation Skills
These are skills that can be 

taught and learned!

1. Simply sit and breathe
a. Balloon 
b. Flower and birthday 

candle 
c. Lazy 8 

2. Soothing activities: 
nature activities, use 
the senses (smell, sight, 
sounds etc)
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Thank You!

ANY QUESTIONS?
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