
Tips for Parents by Susie Kohl 

Helping Children Move Past Their Fears  
 BOWL FULL OF FOOD FELL off our dinner table and spilled on the floor. My three-year-

old grandson jumped. “A scary monster did it!” he exclaimed. It’s often hard to know 

how to respond to children’s fears, whether they are a preschooler’s imaginings or an 

older child’s reactions to upsetting incidents or real-life disasters. We know there is a develop-

mental progression to children’s anxieties. Few teenagers claim monsters are throwing their 

food.  

One key to responding to children’s anxieties in helpful ways is learning more about fear and our 

own reactions to it. Children constantly look to us for cues about handling situations. If we talk 

about a news item with great apprehension, they may interpret the story as directly threatening to 

them. Taking time to reflect on our own worst fears and how we allay them can help us think 

clearly about helping children with theirs. 

Regarding fears as normal is important. Fear helps us know not to step in front of a car or enter a 

burning building. When people learn to suppress their fears, they may lack the ability to sense 

real danger. 

Physically soothe children who are afraid. Touching or holding a child who is afraid releases 

soothing chemicals in his brain. 

Empower your child with positive self-talk. “I know it feels scary to go to a new camp, but 

maybe there are people there looking for new friends.”  

Help children learn about things that scare them. Read books about thunder and lightning or 

police sirens.  

Avoid burdening children with your fears. It’s helpful to reassure our children that we were 

once scared of the dark or of monsters. However, talking to them in fearful tones about subjects 

like not talking to strangers or allowing someone to touch them in inappropriate ways makes 

them feel unsafe. The tone of these conversations should be factual, communicating our abilities 

to handle anything they need to confide in us in the future. 

Ask children what would help them feel less afraid. In a research study at Virginia Tech, Dr. 

Charles Ollendick helps transform children’s phobias by having them rate their worst fears, talk 

about what might help them feel less afraid, and take small steps toward experiencing more com-

fort.  

For example, he has children with a fear of dogs jumping on them predict what might happen if 

they stand five feet from a dog. The therapist might help a child stand that distance away from 

the animal for 15 minutes until the child says he feels safe. 

We don’t have to feel afraid of fears. We only need the patience to listen to them, examine them, 

and help children move forward. 
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