
Understanding and Addressing
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(Sped*Net Summer Survival Series)

Presented by Dr. Mary Murphy
Licensed Clinical Psychologist 



Objectives

• Part 1: Basics of anxiety – stress vs clinical anxiety
• Part 2: Added impact of COVID
• Part 3: Interventions- what parents can do 
• Part 4: Interventions- what professionals can do



Anxiety Facts
• Anxiety is the most common emotional issue for children.
• Kids 2-5yo have 9.5% prevalence of a clinical anxiety disorder1

• Kids 13-18 yo have 31.9% prevalence of clinical anxiety disorder in 
their lifetime. Avg age of onset is 11. 2 

• More common in females 38% v males 26.1%. Women are 60X more 
likely than men to experience an anxiety disorder over the course of 
their lifetime2.

• Anxiety is treatable, but 80% of kids with a diagnosable anxiety 
disorder are not getting treatment.3



Is it everyday stress or clinical anxiety?

Everyday stress/ worry  

Everyday worries in response to everyday 
stress

Its adaptive (motivates, keeps us safe, etc)

Low level of anxiety that a child quickly can 
move on from & continues to function in all 
areas of life

Often tied to something situational within 
reason such as upcoming test, starting 
something new, meeting new people

Clinical level of Anxiety

Worries in response to everyday stressors that doesn’t go away, causes a 
significant level of distress

Worries that interferes with functioning in either school, home or w/ friends.

Moderate to high levels of anxiety often accompanied by physical symptoms 
eg heart pounding, muscle tension, stomachaches, headaches, difficulty 
eating, and/or difficulty sleeping

Moderate to high anxiety including frequent cognitive symptoms such as 
endless thought loops that do not “turn off”, often results in trouble sleeping

Anxiety that leads to significant avoidance behaviors (excessive phone use, 
video gaming, declining social invites, isolative behaviors, substance use, 
dropping out of activities, school refusal, etc)



What do we mean by clinical anxiety 
disorder?
• Anxiety conditions that can be diagnosed by DSM 5 in children 

include Generalized Anxiety Disorder, Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, 
Phobias, Panic attacks, and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder

• Anxiety falls into 2 broad categories, generalized & specific.
• Generalized: fears and worries tend to “hop around” to many 

different topics 
• Specific: separation anxiety, social anxiety, math anxiety, school 

anxiety



Why now more than ever are 
our kids struggling?



https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2020/05/26/americans-with-depression-anxiety-pandemic/?arc404=true



“My life has been cancelled” (anonymous child)

• Pandemic related anxiety
• Mental health crisis is likely to be the second wave of the COVID 

pandemic
• In isolation at home anxiety is likely to manifest differently in addition 

to traditional symptoms of worry
• Boredom
• Anger/ frustration/ resistance
• Tiredness
• Rough housing
• Numbing out



• Anxiety in children with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD), sensory 
integration issues and ADHD are being hit particularly hard

• Estimates show 70% of those with ASD also have another mental 
health disorder. 

• Anxiety disorders are most common comorbidity w ASD (phobias 
30%, OCD 17%, social anxiety 17% GAD 15%, separation anxiety 9%, 
& panic 2%). 

• Successful intervention depends on using a variety of professionals 
simultaneously (speech, OT, PT, therapist/ psychologist, physician 
specialists) which are all negatively impacted by COVID due to access 
issues

Special populations



What can 
parents do?





What can parents do?
• Remember:

• All behavior is communication
• Behavior has a function
• Address under developed skills
• Avoid accidentally reinforcing problem behaviors  

Goals (these are life skills!):
• Tolerating uncertainty
• Limiting exposure to things that instill fear (adult conversations and COVID related  

news / media)
• Rely on structures / routines and what you can control
• Provide a common language 
• Avoid giving too much reassurance
• Model calm



Address 
underdeveloped 

skills 

Provide 
emotional 
vocabulary



• Know when to get help from a professional 
• Know the outward signs of anxiety (nail biting/ picking, fidgeting, eye contact 

changes, sleep/eating changes, stomachache/ headaches, etc.)
• Regression to former stages of development (wanting to sleep in your bed or 

room, not able to perform tasks independently that were rote, needing more 
frequent reassurance or contact with parents/ caregivers)

• Tantrums happen when a child is trying to get something he wants or needs.
• Meltdowns occur when a child feels overwhelmed by his feelings or 

surroundings. Meltdowns often occur because kids are over stimulated and can’t 
self soothe. 



Sequence of 
intervention 
matters!







Create and know when to offer calm down 
spaces / activities



Self-guided resources

• Camp Cope-A-Lot is a 12-session interactive CD-ROM-assisted 
treatment for use with children suffering from anxiety. The computer 
program provides cognitive behavioral therapy (based on 
the Coping Cat treatment) for 7 to 13 year old anxious youth

• Consider using parent version of coping cat for 7-13 year olds 
www.copingcatparents.com/Child_Anxiety_Tales

• EmWave biofeedback software for iphone, for all ages 
https://store.heartmath.com/innerbalance

http://www.copingcatparents.com/Child_Anxiety_Tales
https://store.heartmath.com/innerbalance


Self-guided Resources

We Thinkers! Series by Michelle Garcia 
Winner 



For Older Kids / Teens



Encourage Use of Mindfulness Tools

Breathe, Think, Do with Sesame is intended for parents 
and caregivers to use with their young children (ages 2-5) 
to help teach skills such as problem-solving, self-control, 
planning, and task persistence.
What it Costs: Free (iOS and Android)

The DreamyKid meditation app offers meditation, guided 
visualization and affirmations curated just for children & 
teens. It uses proven techniques that teach your kids 
methods to guide them towards a happier life through 
mindfulness.
What it Costs: Free (iOS)

https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/breathe-think-do-with-sesame/id721853597?mt=8
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00H56X50O/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=tili07-20&camp=1789&creative=9325&linkCode=as2&creativeASIN=B00H56X50O&linkId=5ac19015fd2a13aa4c345fad3b1a28c5
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/dreamykid-meditation-app-just-for-kids/id1161307071?mt=8&at=1l3v7C7


Children will love to move their bodies as they flip through 
their very own yoga deck. With clear pictures and step-by-
step instructions, these yoga poses are fun, child-friendly, 
and great for every body!
What it Costs: $1.99 (iOS)

Whether they need to mellow out before bed, develop 
positive relationships or simply have a peaceful moment, 
Stop, Breathe & Think Kids offers children a fun and easy 
way to identify and process their emotions. From counting 
breaths to friendly wishes or frog jumps, each activity 
brings fun rewards to keep them engaged.
What it Costs: Free (iOS)

Stress management resources

https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/kids-yoga-deck/id1093577508?mt=8&at=1l3v7C7
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/stop-breathe-think-kids-focus-calm-sleep/id1215758068?mt=8&at=1l3v7C7


Stress management for older kids ………..
and parents

Guided meditation sessions are available in lengths of 3, 
5, 10, 15, 20 or 25 minutes so you can choose the perfect 
length to fit with your schedule.
Free (iOS and Android)

Stress Guide (iphone) or Stress check (Android). By 
measuring your heart rate through the camera and light 
features on your phone. Allows you to quantify your level of 
psychological or physical stress and provides an estimate 
your level of stress in real time.  

https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/calm-meditation-to-relax-focus-sleep-better/id571800810?mt=8&at=1l3v7C7
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00OA94738/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=tili07-20&camp=1789&creative=9325&linkCode=as2&creativeASIN=B00OA94738&linkId=c83977323916a79a8e312f8c1441c3f6


Sleep

Focus on good sleep. Try running this music (free on 10 hour loop) from youtube.

https://youtu.be/qYnA9wWFHLI



What can professionals do to help?



• Mental health professionals can help by providing:
• A comprehensive evaluation with objective data to guide a differential 

diagnosis and develop a treatment plan 
• Deliver anxiety-specific therapies such as biofeedback, Coping Cat™ CBT, 

Applied Behavior Analysis (BCBA), and EMDR
• Provide parent coaching
• Teach good sleep hygiene

• Early intervention like in all other areas is key!
• Teletherapy works, services can and should still be accessed



Resources
Treatment Resources:
• Child Mind Institute (Telehealth visits available during this time, no ins)

• Hartford anxiety clinic (Telehealth visits available during this time, takes most ins)
• 211 Infoline (mental health resources & mobile crisis)
• Ct Children’s Medical Center, Danbury (Pediatric neurology, takes most ins)

• Associated Neurologists, Danbury (Pediatric neuropsychology, takes most ins)

Websites:

• www.childmind.org www.understood.org
• www.nimh.nih.gov
• www.kidshealth.org

• https://www.friendshipcircle.org/blog/2015/10/28/6-books-about-anxiety-for-families-with-special-needs/
• https://copingskillsforkids.com/blog/12-books-for-kids-and-teens-about-stress-and-anxiety

http://www.childmind.org/
http://www.understood.org/
http://www.nimh.nih.gov/
http://www.kidshealth.org/
https://www.friendshipcircle.org/blog/2015/10/28/6-books-about-anxiety-for-families-with-special-needs/
https://copingskillsforkids.com/blog/12-books-for-kids-and-teens-about-stress-and-anxiety


Physical signs of anxiety https://tinyurl.com/ycu7u5tf
Tips for handling anxiety in your child  https://childmind.org/article/what-to-do-and-not-do-when-
children-are-anxious/

Tips for talking to children about COVID:
• https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2020/02/28/809580453/just-for-kids-a-comic-

exploring-the-new-coronavirus

• https://www.pbs.org/newshour/health/10-tips-for-talking-about-covid-19-with-your-kids
• https://childmind.org/article/anxiety-and-coping-with-coronavirus/
• https://childmind.org/article/supporting-teenagers-and-young-adults-during-the-coronavirus-

crisis/

https://tinyurl.com/ycu7u5tf
https://childmind.org/article/what-to-do-and-not-do-when-children-are-anxious/
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2020/02/28/809580453/just-for-kids-a-comic-exploring-the-new-coronavirus
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/health/10-tips-for-talking-about-covid-19-with-your-kids
https://childmind.org/article/anxiety-and-coping-with-coronavirus/
https://childmind.org/article/supporting-teenagers-and-young-adults-during-the-coronavirus-crisis/


• Text ACT to 741741 to contact the Crisis Text Line and connect with a 
trained Crisis Counselor.

• CDC resources for coping with anxiety
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-
coping/managing-stress-
anxiety.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoron
avirus%2F2019-ncov%2Fprepare%2Fmanaging-stress-anxiety.html
• SAMHSA tips for social distancing 

https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/tips-social-distancing-
quarantine-isolation-031620.pdf

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-coping/managing-stress-anxiety.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%2F2019-ncov%2Fprepare%2Fmanaging-stress-anxiety.html
https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/tips-social-distancing-quarantine-isolation-031620.pdf


Mary Murphy, PhD
32 Church Hill Rd,
Suite 208
Newtown, CT 06470
drmarymurphyphd@gmail.com
203-300-2316

Licensed Clinical Psychologist
Private practice in Newtown, CT (currently telehealth only)
Heart Math certified biofeedback practitioner
Specializing in biofeedback, therapy, executive functioning, and 
psychological testing (504/IEPs)

mailto:drmarymurphyphd@gmail.com
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