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One. Month. In.
It occured to me this morning that we are approaching the
One Month In mark of the COVID-19 madness. Not since it
all started, but one month since school began closing down.
One month since restaurants stopped taking customers inhouse. One month since panic shopping started at my local
grocer. One month since the “real wave of intensity” hit.
Remember that day? All of this went from “this is a little
nerve wracking” to “everything we know has changed in the
blink of an eye.”
I panicked that day. I cried for my unborn child, who I
suddenly felt overwhelmingly responsible for. One small
mistake or lapse in judgement could mean grave
consequences. I cried for our oldest daughter, who struggles
with big changes and needs a lot of movement and activities
to match her energy -- how will this affect her educational
experience for years to come? When will we see her again
(she lives with her mom and stepdad in another state)? I

cried for my toddler, who thrives on social connection, and
cannot bear to be cooped up. How will this change her
demeaner and behavior? How will we all survive being
trapped in the house with no end in sight? What if someone
gets sick? What if someone gets really, really sick? And of
course, the worry of working from home/finances/getting
sick/missing my family and friends/washing my
hands/watching the news/avoiding the news/practicing
self care/being present for my children/keeping the house
clean/starting a new hobby (?? -- what is that,
even???)/virtual teaching/finding toilet paper/whatever
else the day threw at me… Holy macaroni. It was enough to
make me feel like I could be drowning, and it was all pouring
into my brain at once.
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Phew. A month trailed by… in some weird “fast but slow”
fashion. Half the time I didn’t even know what day it was.
(Spoiler alert, most days, I still don’t know.)
If you are like me, by now you’ve settled into some sort of
routine. Maybe your children have settled too, and the
adjustments to your daily life are familiar and somewhat
comfortable. But being One Month In, I am starting to feel
that creeping itch. It started yesterday, when I noticed that
my toddler has really taken interest in playing with her toys
from infancy, and I spent the evening overanalyzing what
that might mean from a psychological standpoint. (I know, it
sounds crazy.) But I have gone through an entire amusement
park’s collection of rollercoasters on this insane journey, and
I have a feeling that as we begin to approach the peak of the
outbreak, my family and I will hit another wall of “I AM SO
SICK OF THIS GET ME BACK TO NORMAL NOW” very soon.
In preparation (not that I actually have any extra time to
prepare emotionally, and I know you don’t either, having
small children and a million responsibilities yourselves), I
returned back to an old article I wrote for Children’s Garden
titled, “Anxiety in Young Children & Adolescents” to revisit
some strategies that I learned at a couple different
Professional Development conferences.
The following is how I’ve interpreted this information as
being relevant to this COVID-19 madness, and hopefully, if
you see yourself and your children approaching a shift in
emotions, some of these strategies will work for you, too.
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Children respond in various ways to crisis, trauma, and anxiety. There are so many different reactions, but you probably
have or will notice things at home like: sleep changes, attachment changes, newly challenging behaviors (or a surge of
familiar ones), meltdowns, eating patterns shifting, or even habits emerge such as picking skin/pacing/hair pulling. It is
important to recognize first that these changes are normal anxiety responses for children going through a pandemic crisis,
and that what we can control in this situation is our own response. Control what you can, and breathe deeply through the
rest. You’ve got this.
So. What can you do if you recognize these changes in your kiddo? The first response is to reframe our thinking on
children feeling anxious. Tell yourself this: the goal is NOT to help your child “not be anxious/in their feels”, the goal is to
help them manage that anxiety. Remember, control what you can. While well intentioned, trying to make someone “not be
upset” is like saying, “What you’re feeling is wrong. Don’t feel that way. Don’t be wrong.” Sounds pretty anxiety-inducing
in itself, if you ask me.
When your child seems to be anxious or really struggling with behaviors in the moment, follow the “3 Rs of anxiety
management”: recognizing the anxiety, relaxing to reduce the intensity, and redirecting the energy.
Recognize the Anxiety
Provide chances for your child to identify their feelings. By saying things like, “I wonder if you’re feeling
nervous/antsy/cooped up right now,” you open up the conversation. Using language like, “I wonder…” or “I’m noticing…”
more, you might come across as more curious and less intimidating than flat out asking, “Are you nervous?” or “What are
you feeling?” Sometimes children don’t understand their feelings, so answering those questions can be tricky. Using simple
psychoeducation is important as well, and you can model to help your child understand: “My face feels so hot and my
stomach feels yucky/ I can’t keep my body still/I feel like I want to throw something or scream… I am feeling all out of
sorts. I know it’s just the chemicals in my brain, though. My chemicals are working too hard right now!” Use hand motions
to show how your brain’s chemicals are way up high, and show how you need to bring them down. You can even do this
with toddlers, by modifying the language to meet them where they’re at: “I feel strange, my chemicals are WAYYYY up
here! I need them WAYYYYYY down here. I wonder where your chemicals are…”
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Relaxing to Reduce the Intensity
Next, try some deep breathing. “I think I’ll feel better with some deep breaths. Maybe breathing will help you, too,” and
really model deep, slow breaths. If your child is unable to control their body, you might try placing a grounding hand on
their chest or shoulders (unless that makes it worse, of course). Other great tactics to try include: mantras (“Even when I’m
scared, I am safe”; “I can be brave.”; “I will feel better soon.”; “This will pass, and I can help myself feel better.”), massage, or
a soft and simple song to sing. Keep in mind that mantras should not reflect false-feelings. In other words, avoid saying,
“You’re okay! No need to worry! Everything is fine!” -- persuasion is paralyzing for anyone with anxiety. If your child is too
deep to even begin relaxing, ground them by commenting on the physical space around them. “I’m noticing the bananas on
the fruit rack right now. I see ten of them. I see plants over there, and the mud on the floor from my shoes. I can hear the
shower running in the bathroom, too.” (This works for adults, too! I would know… I do it all the time when I start worrying
about things in the middle of the night! 5 things I can see, 4 things I can hear, 3 things I can feel, 2-1 things I can smell or
taste. I do it over and over if needed.)
Redirecting the Energy
Encourage your child to direct their energy into movement. Movement is great for getting the blood flowing and helping
those chemicals balance out a bit. If your child is willing to talk, doing so while playing catch, going for a walk, rolling a ball,
or even stretching can be a great way to facilitate conversation -- even at the toddler level or with limited vocabulary.
Even if your child does not want to talk, processing their emotions through physical movement will serve them. Stay
nearby and move with them; your energy flow will help facilitate this as well.

General Mangement Strategies for Parents
The 3Rs work great in times of panic/worry/”tantrums”, but the best defense for anxiety management is finding ways to
set children up for success during all times of day. Completely avoiding situations that might cause anxiety is unrealistic
and problematic (especially with so much happening right now!!), but creating a calmer environment helps children face
those situations better when they do happen. Some things you can do at home for your child include the following:
Lower the intensity of your environment. Remove clutter where you can, cut back the overscheduling, turn screens off
at least an hour before bedtime.
Know that screen time is how we are all learning right now, but setting boundaries and schedules for screens can help
prevent meltdowns and overloading. Instead of arguing with your child, just calmly say, “the iPad is not available. It will
be ready after breakfast; that’s when it is available.”
Create daily rituals and practice a predictable schedule. Children thrive when they know what to expect. Remember
that leaving time for unstructured play and relaxation is important for both their sanity and development.
Snuggle! Physical touch is so important for building trust and regulating emotions. Light compressions on joints can
help ground and calm children as well.
Acknowledge feelings about the pandemic. Sometimes even just saying, “I know this is hard right now. Everything is all
mixed up. But we will find ways to make it work for us,” is helpful.
Avoid praising your child’s positive feelings. Instead, praise what they did to get there. Rather than, “I like when you’re
happy/not crying!” try, “I saw you chose to paint once you stopped crying. That must have been a good choice for you!”
or “You picked yourself up off the floor and wiped your tears. I knew you could do it!”
Remember that when talking to a child, even if they are not verbal, it is a conversation and not a lecture. Conversing
with your child often is so incredibly important, but avoid “running” the conversation. This is overwhelming and can be
upsetting for the young child. Pause your voice, and do it often.
Provide opportunities for your child to socialize with their peers and families virtually, but understand that they’re
young and might not “focus”. They’ll still get a lot out of those FaceTimes, even if the other person is just watching them
play/do whatever!

Kirsten Goode / April 2020 / 3

And last but certainly not least… Work on ways to manage your own anxiety. I know… it is so hard. Trust me, I really do
get it. Especially right now, when you are likely not alone for any period of time during either day or night. Allow
yourself time to recuperate and the space to pause and breathe. If that means putting on Frozen for the 3rd time this
week, or literally writing out a schedule with your spouse for an hour of “me time” each day, allow yourself that grace.
Remember that you are your child’s first teacher, and your behavior affects how they frame their world.
Remember, above all else, you’ve got this. We’ve all got this. And “this”... well, this is downright bananas. But we will make
it through. I don't know how many months in we will get before life feels normal, but we've made in One Month In, and I
know we can keep going. Control what you can. Control what you can.
Even when you are scared, you are brave. ;)
Peace, Love, and Learning,
Kirsten Goode

For more strategies, check out the PDF titled “Parent/Caregiver Guide to Helping Families Cope With
the Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19)" from The National Child Traumatic Stress Network
(available on their website under the National Disasters tab), specifically the lower half titled
“Response”. There, you’ll find a lot of simple but effective tips, as well as resources for further reading
and reaching out for more guidance, if you are interested.

Kirsten is a Montessori guide at Children's
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They are expecting another child in August.
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