
    

  

               
            

        

 
  

 
 

 
 

 

    

 
   US$9.99

R    
   



What to Do When You’re

Scared&

Worried
a guide for kids

James J. Crist, Ph.D.

iParenting Media Awards Winner

    

  

               
            

        

 
  

 
 

 
 

 

    

 
   US$9.99

R    
   



Copyright © 2004 by James J. Crist, Ph.D.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. Unless otherwise

noted, no part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form

or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without express writ-

ten permission of the publisher, except for brief quotations or critical reviews. For more information,

go to www.freespirit.com/company/permissions.cfm.

Free Spirit, Free Spirit Publishing, and associated logos are trademarks and/or registered trademarks

of Free Spirit Publishing Inc. A complete listing of our logos and trademarks is available at

www.freespirit.com.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Crist, James J.

What to do when you’re scared & worried : a guide for kids / James J. Crist.

v. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

Contents: Why do we have worries and fears?—Fears after something bad has happened—

Fears of people, animals, and situations—Worries about being away from your parents : separation

anxiety—Thoughts and behaviors you can’t stop—Worrying all the time—Panic, feeling you are going

crazy or about to die—How to control your worries and fears—When fears and worries will not go

away—For parents : helping your children cope with worries and fears.

ISBN 1-57542-153-4

1. Fear—Juvenile literature. 2. Worry—Juvenile literature. [1. Fear. 2. Worry.] I. Title.

BF575.F2C75 2004

152.4'6—dc22

2003021109

eBook ISBN: 978-1-57542-890-1

At the time of this book’s publication, all facts and figures cited are the most current available.

All telephone numbers, addresses, and Web site URLs are accurate and active; all publications,

organizations, Web sites, and other resources exist as described in this book; and all have been

verified as of August 2009. The author and Free Spirit Publishing make no warranty or guaran-

tee concerning the information and materials given out by organizations or content found at Web

sites, and we are not responsible for any changes that occur after this book’s publication. If you

find an error or believe that a resource listed here is not as described, please contact Free Spirit

Publishing. Parents, teachers, and other adults: We strongly urge you to monitor children’s use

of the Internet.

The concepts, ideas, procedures, and suggestions contained in this book are not intended as a

 substitute for professional help or therapy.

Reading Level Grades 4–5; Interest Level Ages 9–13; Fountas & Pinnell Guided Reading Level T

Edited by Pat Samples and Elizabeth Verdick

Illustrated by Michael Chesworth

Cover and interior design by Marieka Heinlen

15  14  13  12  11  10  9  8  

Printed in the United States of America
S18861109

Free Spirit Publishing Inc.
217 Fifth Avenue North, Suite 200

Minneapolis, MN 55401-1299

(612) 338-2068

help4kids@freespirit.com

www.freespirit.com

Printed on recycled paper
including 30% 

post-consumer waste



Contents
Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1

Part 1: Getting to Know Your Fears and Worries  . . . . . . . . . .6
Chapter 1: Kinds of Fears and Worries . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .7

Chapter 2: Where Do Fears and Worries Come from?  . . . . . . . . . . .15

Chapter 3: Fear Chasers and Worry Erasers  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .22

Chapter 4: Going Further: Pencil and Paper Exercises  . . . . . . . . . . .43

Part 2: Getting Help for Hard-to-Handle Problems  . . . . . . . .54
Chapter 5: When Fears Are Out of Control
(Phobias)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .55

Chapter 6: Fear of Being Away from Family Grown-ups
(Separation Anxiety)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .64

Chapter 7: Constant Worrying for Months at a Time
(Generalized Anxiety Disorder)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .73

Chapter 8: Fear That Stops You in Your Tracks
(Panic Attacks)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .79

Chapter 9: Thoughts and Actions You Just Can’t Stop
(Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .87

Chapter 10: Stress and Fear from a Terrible Memory
(Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .98

Chapter 11: How Experts Can Help . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .106

A Note to Grown-ups  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .114

Index . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .120

About the Author  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .123



Dedication
I dedicate this book to all the young people I have worked with
who have struggled with fears and worries. I’ve learned a lot from
watching them, and I hope that other kids will have an easier time
as a result.

Acknowledgments
I would like to thank my editors at Free Spirit, Pat Samples and
Elizabeth Verdick, for all their help and revisions. Thank you to my
niece, Ariel White, for reviewing the initial manuscript. Finally, I
would like to thank my coworkers at the Child and Family
Counseling Center for all their encouragement and support. 



1

Introduction
This book is all about fears and

worries—things that everyone

deals with at some point in

their lives. Whether you’re

scared and worried some of

the time or most of the

time, this book can help. 

I wrote this book because

I’m a psychologist, and I’ve seen

and worked with lots of kids who were scared

and worried. Their fears and worries were mak-

ing their lives more difficult. And no wonder: it

can be hard to sleep, eat, think, concentrate, have

fun, or get through the day when fears and wor-

ries get in the way. 

Being scared and worried often leads to feel-

ings of loneliness—but you’re not alone. And

you don’t have to try to handle your fears and

worries all by yourself. I encourage you to

read this book with someone at home who

takes care of you: a family grown-up such as

a parent or stepparent, a foster parent, a

guardian, a grandparent, or an aunt or

uncle. The “Note to Grown-ups” on pages

114–119 offers tips for adults who take care



of you; be sure to show this special section to your

adult helper. 

You may also need the guidance of an adult who

specializes in treating kids who have problems with

their worries and fears: a counselor, psychologist,

child psychiatrist, therapist, or doctor, for example.

That may seem scary to think about, but experts like

these can really help. If you’re

wondering what it’s like to get

counseling, see chapter 11. 

There are many other

people out there who can

help you as well. You

might talk to your teacher,

your principal, your best

friend’s mom or dad, an

adult neighbor you trust, or

someone at your place of wor-

ship. If you want, you can talk

to people your own age, too.

At first, talking about what

scares or worries you might

feel uncomfortable. Maybe you’ve kept your fears

and worries inside for a long time, and you don’t

know how to tell anyone about them. The best place

to start is with a family grown-up. You might say:

“I’m scared and worried about something. Can I

talk to you about it?” Just getting those words out

can be a big relief.

2 What to Do When You’re Scared & Worried



Sneak Preview (What’s Inside This Book)

Part 1 of What to Do When You’re Scared & Worried
focuses on fears and worries that most kids have.

n Chapter 1 discusses what other kids are scared

and worried about, and what may be bothering

you.

n Chapter 2 looks at where these fears and wor-

ries come from, and how the body and mind

work together to make fears worse or better. 

n Chapter 3 has ten “Fear Chasers and Worry

Erasers,” or coping skills you can try at home,

at school, or anywhere else. 

n Chapter 4 offers more tools, including some

written exercises that can help you get a handle

on your fears. 

Part 2 focuses on bigger worries and fears—ones

that are too hard to handle alone. If you have some

of the problems described in chapters 5–10, please

talk to a family grown-up right away. You may need

the help of a counselor or doctor who can identify

your problem and suggest solutions.

n Chapter 5 talks about specific fears called 

Phobias—fears so strong that they’re out of

control.

Introduction      3



4 What to Do When You’re Scared & Worried

n Chapter 6 discusses the fear of being away from

parents or other family grown-ups (it’s called

Separation Anxiety). 

n Chapter 7 is about Generalized Anxiety
Disorder, or constant worrying that occurs for

more than six months.

n Chapter 8 has information about Panic
Attacks—when your heart starts racing and

you think you might go crazy, or even die.

n Chapter 9 is about OCD, or Obsessive-
Compulsive Disorder, which describes being

bothered by the same thoughts over and over,

or doing the same actions without being able 

to stop. 

n Chapter 10 talks about Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder, which affects some people who have

experienced or seen horrible events like an 

accident or violence.

n Chapter 11 describes what it’s like to go to

counseling. If you’re having a very hard time

getting over your fears and worries, or if you

have problems that are too big to handle on

your own, you’ll learn how an expert can help. 



It may help to know that many kids and adults

have overcome their fears by using ideas like the

ones in this book, and you can, too. It may take some

practice, but it will be worth it. 

I’d like to know whether

this book has helped you and

how you’re coping with your

worries. You can also write

to me if you have questions

or a problem that you don’t

know how to handle.

You can email me at:

help4kids@freespirit.com

or send me a letter care of:

Free Spirit Publishing

217 Fifth Avenue North, Suite 200

Minneapolis, MN 55401-1299

Be sure to send me your address, so I can write

back to you. I look forward to hearing from you!

Dr. James J. Crist
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Chapter 1  

7

Kinds of Fears 
and Worries

Lupe, age twelve, worries about not being liked at

school. She worries a lot when she’s at school, but

she can’t stop worrying about it even when she’s

at home. Just thinking about school makes her

feel worse.

n n n   

Salim is nine, and he’s scared about spiders

falling on him while he sleeps. He thinks they

might be crawling across the ceiling of his bed-

room at night, and since it’s dark he worries

because he can’t see them. Salim knows it

doesn’t help to worry, and he hasn’t actually

seen any spiders, but he can’t stop thinking

about them. His worries make it very hard for

him to fall asleep.

n n n   

Ten-year-old Emily is afraid of thunder-

storms. When she sees lightning and hears

thunder booming, she runs to her parents.

Even her dog gets scared and howls.
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All kids have worries and fears. Some kids are afraid

of one particular thing, like bugs or dogs or storms.

And other kids are afraid of lots of stuff—everything

from getting lost to being alone. Worries and fears

are normal at any age, even for adults. 

As people grow older, some of the fears they had

as children go away. For example, many young chil-

dren are scared of the dark. They worry about mon-

sters in the closet and become frightened when the

lights get turned off at bedtime. But as these chil-

dren grow older, many stop being so scared of the

dark. Why do people outgrow some of their fears?

Because they learn to understand the difference

between a real danger and something that won’t

actually cause harm. They also learn helpful ways to

stay safe. 
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Still, older kids and teenagers worry about many

things, such as:

grades

being popular

leaving home

finding a job

death
finding a boyfriend/girlfriend

scary things on TV 

or close to home, 

such as crime or violence

Adults worry, too. You may have overheard

some of the grown-ups you know worrying about

having enough money or making good decisions

about the future. Most parents worry a lot about the

health and safety of their kids. Often, grown-ups

have the same kinds of fears and worries that young

people have: being a victim of violence, losing a

loved one, or failing in some way, for example. 
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No matter how old you are, admitting that

you’re afraid or worried isn’t always easy. For one

thing, you might feel embarrassed. You may think

you should act “tougher” or that you’re “too old” to

be scared. But it’s okay to have worries and fears! If

you pretend that your fears and worries don’t exist,

it’s a lot harder to deal with them—especially if they

bother you a lot. For another thing, you might not

know how to describe what’s upsetting you. This is

because worries can be difficult to understand,

explain, or talk about. 

For example:

n You may know exactly what you’re worried

about, such as a bully at school or money 

problems in your family. But you may not 

feel comfortable talking about these things.

(Talking can help, though. Read more about

that in chapter 3.)

n You may feel scared and worried, but not know

why. Then it can be hard to put your worries

into words. 

n You may know what you’re scared about (a

math test) and, at the same time, realize that

worrying about it won’t help. But you may

worry anyway and end up feeling unable 

to stop. 
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Worries and fears can

be very confusing. The

good news is that by

noticing and under-

standing your fears and

worries, you can learn to

handle them. 

What Scares or Worries You?
Your fears and worries might feel big or small. They

might bother you all day long or just some of the

time. Either way, this book can help. But first you

have to figure out what those fears and worries are. 

On pages 12–13 you’ll find a list of many com-

mon fears among kids. You can use the

list to figure out what scares or

worries you. Start by photo-

copying the pages so

you don’t have to

write in the

book. If you make

several copies, you can

fill out the list again

and again as your fears

and worries change.

For some kids, working on

a list of fears and worries

feels scary. For other kids,

it’s scary to look at the

finished list and realize

how many fears and wor-

ries they actually have.

If any of this is true for

you, be sure to ask your

adult helper for support.

Sometimes, you may not

realize you’re scared and

worried until your body

tells you so. you might

get a stomachache or feel

tension in your neck and

shoulders. you can read

more about body “mes-

sages” like these in

chapter 2.
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My “Fears and Worries” List 
Read the “I’m afraid of” statements first. If you
never have that fear, put an X under NO. If you have that
fear sometimes, put an X under SOMETIMES. If you have it
almost every day, put an X under A LOT. 

There are extra lines at the bottom of the list so
you can add other fears you have. Once you’re
done, decide which fear to work on first and

circle it. The ideas in chapters 3 and 4 can help
you start putting your fears and worries to rest.

I’m afraid of:  NO         SOMETIMES      A LOT

Thunderstorms

Nightmares

Getting yelled at

Getting into fights

Getting laughed at

Strangers

Doctors or dentists

Making mistakes

Taking tests

Being picked last for a team

Not fitting in at school

Failing in school

From What to Do When You’re Scared & Worried by James J. Crist, Ph.D., copyright © 2004. 
Free Spirit Publishing Inc., Minneapolis, MN; 800-735-7323; www.freespirit.com. This page 

may be photocopied for individual, classroom, or small group work only.

continued
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I’m afraid of:  NO         SOMETIMES       A LOT

Wild animals

Spiders or bugs

Dogs or cats

Heights

Talking in front of people

Meeting new people

Enclosed or small spaces

Clowns

Ghosts or monsters

Blood

Guns or violence

Loud noises

Being home alone or
away from parents

War or terrorism

Something bad happening

The dark

From What to Do When You’re Scared & Worried by James J. Crist, Ph.D., copyright © 2004. 
Free Spirit Publishing Inc., Minneapolis, MN; 800-735-7323; www.freespirit.com. This page 

may be photocopied for individual, classroom, or small group work only.
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It may be helpful to get a journal

or notebook to store your list in, so

you’ll always know where to

find it. You can use this same

journal for working on the

ideas in chapter 4, or just

for writing what you’re

learning about your worries

and fears. Lots of kids use journals as a place to put

their private thoughts and feelings. 

If you like the idea of keeping a journal, here are

other things to write about:

How does it feel when you’re scared and wor-

ried? What goes on in your mind and body?

Which fears cause you the most trouble, and

why?

Who can you talk to about what’s bothering

you? What might you say? How might this 

person help?

n n n 

You may find it helpful to ask other people in your

family about their fears and worries. What scares

them? How do they deal with those fears? Talk to

your mom or dad, your brother or sister, a grand-

parent, or anyone else you trust. If you want, you

can write what you learn in your journal.
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