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Whether your child is a kindergartener starting school for the first time or a teenager starting middle or high school, the beginning of the school year brings plenty of change.  The transition from sleeping in and enjoying the summer days to waking up early and paying attention in class can be difficult.  It is not uncommon for children to experience fear or anxiety.  If your child does experience prolonged anxiety, they are more likely to perform poorly in school, become unsociable, and be more vulnerable to substance abuse. It is important for parents to be aware of the anxiety disorders so they may recognize when their child is exhibiting identifying behaviors.

Young children may experience Separation Anxiety Disorder.  It is normal for children under the age of three to feel some anxiety when a parent leaves their sight.  Crying when first being left at pre-school or daycare is common and children can usually be distracted from these feelings.  Children older than three years who become extremely anxious when separated from their parents may be experiencing Separation Anxiety Disorder.  There are some behaviors parents can look for in their children.  Children with Separation Anxiety Disorder try to avoid going places by themselves.  They often refuse to go to school and complain of stomachaches.  They don’t like to sleep alone and frequently sleep in their parents’ room. They follow their parents around.  They may fear for their parents’ health or safety when separated from them. If your child exhibits these behaviors they may have Separation Anxiety Disorder.

Class participation, presentations, and speeches are not uncommon during school.  Teenagers who experience Social Anxiety Disorder fear these activities.  They fear initiating conversation, speaking in class, and unstructured peer activities.  There are behaviors parents can look for in their children.  Teenagers with Social Anxiety Disorder may become uncomfortable when they are in the spotlight.  They avoid or refuse to initiate conversation, hang out with friends, or call others on the phone.  They may refuse to order their food in restaurants.  They avoid eye contact, speak softly, and mumble.  Teenagers with Social Anxiety Disorder are often very concerned with negative evaluation and embarrassment.  They may appear to be isolated or hang back from peers at team meetings.  When they encounter an anxiety-provoking situation, they can start to sweat, cry, freeze, or throw a tantrum.  They may develop a stomachache, dizziness, and a racing heartbeat in these situations.

Tests, school dances, and athletics may bring about a certain degree of worry.  When students excessively and uncontrollably worry, they may have Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD).  Children with GAD worry about things such as grades, health, crime, family matters, punctuality, change in routine, performance in sports, and earthquakes.  They will worry without a realistic problem.  Their excessive worrying will interfere with normal activities.  Children with GAD tend to be very hard on themselves, strive for perfection, and seek constant approval.  Physical symptoms that accompany GAD include muscle aches, tension, fatigue, inability to sleep, difficulty concentrating, and irritability.

As a parent, it is important for you to watch for warning signs.  Adjusting to school is difficult for most children.  If you notice your child physically or emotionally struggling, this may suggest a mental health problem.  Be sure to look for changes in your child’s appetite, sleeping, mood, relationships with friends and family, activity level, school work, and aggressive behavior.  There are a few ways you, as parents, may be able to help your child with their anxiety problem.  

· Listen to your child’s fears and remind them that it may take time to adjust
· Encourage your child to speak up

· Expose your child to a variety of situations

· Remain positive-show your child that changes can be new and exciting

· Encourage personal connections

· Be patient with your child

If you have concerns regarding your child’s mental well-being, please contact us.  We have therapists at Affiliated Counseling Center who work with children, adolescents, and adults in individual, couple, and family settings.  We would be happy to meet with you.

-written by Felicia O’Brien
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Licensed Professional Counselor, and Board Approved Supervisor

Marcie specializes in women’s issues, including depression, relationship issues, sexual abuse/assault and self-esteem.  She has experience and competency working with adult and adolescent populations in individual and couples’ therapy, crisis counseling issues, and marriage and anger counseling.  Her orientation to counseling is to create a safe environment while facilitating growth and understanding of oneself through examining current and previous events and issues, as well as developing skills helpful to dealing with related issues.   She uses a combination of humanistic, psychodynamic and cognitive therapies.
Larry Suess, M.A., L.P., L.M.F.T.

Lic. Psychologist, Lic. Marriage and Family Therapist, and Board Approved Supervisor

Larry is skilled in working with individuals, families, and couples.  He is also experienced in helping clients with grief work, anger management, building communication skills, personal coaching, deepening of intimacy, grief work, anger management, and the use of holistic approaches to help clients enhance their lives, relationships, and careers.  He is trained in several different therapeutic approaches, including high level wellness, and works directly with his clients to determine which is best for them.  

Tricia Gibson, M.A., L.M.F.T

Lic. Marriage Family Therapist

Tricia is experienced in individual, marital, family, child and adolescent therapy around issues of depression, relationship difficulties, spiritual issues, abuse, family of origin issues, addiction, and work-related difficulties.  Her approach includes working with past history to look at its influence in the present problem.  This is done in a supportive environment allowing clients to make desired change and learn new skills that can be practiced in their lives.  Tricia also offers Christian based counseling for those who prefer.  

Lori A. Brule Wiggenhorn, M.A.,

L.P., Lic. Psychologist

Lori specializes in working with children and their families in individual and family therapy.  She also has experience working with domestic, sexual, physical, and emotional abuse issues, therapy groups, cognitive-behavioral therapy, play therapy, social skills, and diagnostic assessment.  Lori utilizes a variety of therapy modalities based upon the issues a client would like to work on and appropriateness of fit.   
Michael J. Charland, M.S., M.Div., M.C.Sp., L.P., L.I.C.S.W., L.M.F.T. Lic. Psychologist, and Board Approved Supervisor

Mike works with college-aged and adult clients and is particularly interested in couples/marriage therapy, grief/loss issues, stress, conflict resolution, chronic illness, work related issues, sexuality, life direction/meaning and organizational development interventions.  He believes strongly in counseling approaches that not only deal with the issue at hand but also build strengths.  He can also provide faith-based counseling if so requested.  

Stuart Dansinger, M.A., Ed.S., L.P., Lic. Psychologist, Lic. School Psychologist

Stuart is competent in diagnosis and psychotherapy of adults, adolescents, and children.  He is trained and experienced in several different assessment and therapeutic techniques and works directly with individuals, families, and couples to determine which strategies are the most appropriate for them.  He is also competent in administration and supervision of psychologists.  

Mary Robertson, M.A., L.P., Lic. Psychologist, and Board Approved Supervisor

Mary is skilled in working with individuals, groups, couples, and families.  She helps clients address life issues that include abuse and trauma, depression, anxiety, grief and loss, communication and conflict resolution in relationships, parenting, addiction and recovery and self care.  Mary is skilled at creating a sense of safety and connection in therapy that allows clients to deal effectively with their issues. 

Janet Rasmussen, M.A., L.P. Lic. Psychologist

Janet is skilled in working with adolescents, individuals, families and couples.  Her main areas of expertise include working with anxiety and depressive disorders, PTSD, and physical, emotional and sexual abuse.  Janet is also an Ordained Minister whose work focuses on emotional expression and spiritual direction.  She is trained in a variety of approaches including, brief therapy, cognitive therapy, transformational therapy, psychodynamic, neuro-linguistic programming and client centered expressive arts therapy.

Nicole Van Evera, M.A., Psychotherapist

Nicole has experience working with children and families in a semi-therapeutic capacity.  Her approach to therapy is to provide an atmosphere of genuine respect, warmth and caring.  She believes in building a strong therapeutic relationship with clients so that they can build on their strengths and discover new opportunities and paths to help them achieve their desired goals and outcomes.
Matt Fritscher, M.A.
Matt is skilled in working with children, adolescents and adults with issues such as depression, anxiety, personality disorders and relationship problems.  He has experience helping clients with self-harming behaviors, chemical abuse/dependence, parenting issues and children and adolescents of divorce.  Matt’s gentle, client centered approach to therapy creates a comfortable therapeutic environment that promotes emotional healing and personal growth.
Kathleen Penkala, B.A., Psychotherapist
Kathleen is experienced in working with children, adolescents and young adults who are working through issues related to sexuality, sexual abuse, rape and HIV/AIDS.  Her counseling philosophy and approach is rooted in the belief that counseling should provide a safe and nurturing environment for all clients; one where clients feel free to explore their own issues, feelings and goals.  Her hope is to bring support, encouragement and respect to each meeting as the client searches for clarity and self-discovery.
Felicia O’Brien, Undergraduate Intern

Felicia is an undergraduate student pursuing her B.A. in Psychology with a minor in Family Social Science at the University of Minnesota-Twin Cities. She plans to attend Graduate School in order to become a licensed marriage and family therapist.
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