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Praise for Calming Teenage Anxiety



“In a time when teenage anxiety has reached unprecedented levels, Sophia Vale Galano offers something truly invaluable: a book that doesn’t just explain the problem, it shows parents exactly how to help. Calming Teenage Anxiety isn’t another guide telling parents what they’re doing wrong; it’s a compassionate roadmap that transforms overwhelming challenges into actionable steps. Every parent watching their teen struggle needs this essential guide.”

—Kathe Crawford, master life coach and author of Unlocking Secrets My Journey To An Open Heart




“Sophia masterfully evokes a sense of confidence in the reader as she coaches caretakers to not only better parent their teens but themselves in the process. Calming Teenage Anxiety develops insight into the complex pressures adolescents experience and centers itself on the transformative role a mindful caretaker can make in a teen’s life.”

—Brittany Plut, LCSW, LA Integrative Therapy




 “Sophia Vale Galano is the go-to expert for helping teens and their families navigate anxiety in today’s world.”

—Jaime Ryan, Educational Learning Specialist





“Deeply helpful, insightful, sane, grounding, sound, compassionate, informative, clear, cogent, and sensitive, Calming Teenage Anxiety is of tremendous value for helping parents and their teenagers in the world today. Ms. Galano is literally a lifesaver, and her expertise is a treasure.”

—Phil Zuckerman, Ph.D., author of What It Means to be Moral




“Sophia Galano provides encouragement and a safe emotional space to engage in a much-needed conversation. As a long-time school administrator, I can think of no better resource than the guidance of a caring professional endeavoring to help teens prosper in a complex world.”

—Dr. Sheril Antonio, Senior Associate Dean, Strategic Initiatives, Tisch School of the Arts, NYU




“A must-read for every parent. Calming Teenage Anxiety is timely, compassionate, and practical. With clarity and warmth, Sophia demystifies teenage anxiety, offers strategies that truly work, and empowers parents to gain self-awareness, empathy and understanding in order to best help their teen.”

—Martha B. Koo, MD, FASAM, LFAPA, FCTMSS
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Introduction


I knew there was a need to write this book when I began leading presentations on adolescent anxiety. Nearly a decade ago, I was working as an associate therapist specializing in adolescent mental health. At the time, I was contacted by a high school counselor, who asked me to facilitate a discussion for parents of anxious teenagers.

Previously, I had led several presentations at different high schools on topics such as substance use, vaping, and mood disorders. However, this particular discussion on teenage anxiety struck me like none other.

As soon as I entered the room, I was amazed at how many parents were seeking guidance for their teen. I had never before presented to such a packed audience. Not only were all the chairs in the room filled to capacity, but many parents stood along the walls. As I presented and later opened the space for questions, there was an immense yearning for help among these parents. Parents were open and direct about their concerns, and were eager to learn how to support their children.


Questions echoing throughout the room included:


	“What is going on?”


	“Why are our teenagers so overwhelmed and how can we intervene?”


	“What can we do to support our teens?”




Sadly, these are not uncommon questions. I continuously receive calls from concerned parents seeking a therapist for their anxious teenager. The prevalence of teen anxiety in western culture is increasing at an alarming and severe rate. Parents are at a loss on how to handle such significant anxiety levels. Although my private therapy practice is open to teens with varying concerns, the most frequent request is treatment for anxiety disorders.

Very often, I hear horror stories of teenagers battling anxiety throughout their high school years, never receiving appropriate support and care. While some of these teens are able to persevere until graduation, many crumble once enrolled in college. Although these teens can survive at home, they are unprepared and crippled with fear when faced with independence. On the contrary, other teenagers are happy to move away and attend college, yet engage in dangerous, risk-taking behaviors to alleviate their anxiety.


I state this not to exacerbate fear and worry for the many already-concerned parents reading this book. Instead, I write this book with the intent to help you in your role as a parent, guardian, or loved one. My aim is to guide you in supporting your teenagers in coping with their anxiety, reducing anxiety levels and better preparing them for the future. While many teens may not ask for help directly, they are eager to alleviate their anxious feelings. You are a central piece of this equation.

Much like the parents who attend my presentations, you are most likely wondering how to help calm your anxious teen. Please know that you have taken an amazing first step simply by reading this book. The book is divided into three sections:


Part I: Adolescent Anxiety

Part I examines how to recognize anxiety in your teenager and explores the precipitating factors.



Part II: How to Help Your Teenager Cope

Part II explains methods of support, including preventive care, communication, self-esteem and leading by example.



Part III: Additional Support

Part III offers concrete resources for you and your teenager.


As you read, be prepared for personal self-reflection. Many of the topics and questions posed may be uncomfortable for you to consider. However, introspection is necessary in supporting your teenager. When you are your best self, you can serve as an effective support figure to those around you. While this may not be what you expected, I encourage you to maintain an open mind and a positive outlook.

There are several suggested questions and exercises listed throughout this book. While you are not required to physically write your answers, you are welcome to jot down any thoughts, ideas and themes in a journal or notebook. This can help you gain a better understanding of what occurs beneath the surface. Self-reflection is not only informative but also healing for you and your teen.

In serving as your guide, I will draw examples from my clinical work with teenagers. I will share experiences from my private therapy practice and my role as a high school counselor. Additionally, I will reference my work at adolescent mental health and substance use treatment centers. While all names have been changed, the examples provided are based upon real-life case studies.

Please note, this book is not intended as a replacement for therapy, counseling, psychiatry or medical treatment. Therapy is extremely beneficial for teenagers with anxiety and can also be advantageous for you. Complex emotions can arise while reading these pages, and it is helpful to lean on a supportive community. Whether your support comes from a therapist, coach or counseling group, I recommend processing your feelings in a safe manner. Furthermore, I suggest sharing this book with other parents of teenagers with anxiety, and discussing ways you can support each other.

My goal for this book is to aid your teenagers in feeling more safe, calm, and secure as they navigate life changes. Moreover, I intend to alleviate your own fears when you witness your teenager struggle. I recommend that you reference segments of this book often, re-read chapters and frequently explore your own internal concerns. Whether this is the beginning or continuation of supporting your teenager with anxiety, I encourage you to embrace hope and optimism. You are on a new path in reading this book and your future self, as well as your teenager, will thank you for it.








Part I Adolescent Anxiety








Chapter 1 Recognizing Anxiety



“I lived my entire adolescence with crippling anxiety and didn’t even know until beginning therapy in my sophomore year of college. I thought it was normal to feel scared, panicked and physically sick all the time. No one questioned it. Not even me.”

—20-year-old client



The first step in supporting your anxious teen is to recognize anxiety and the ways in which anxiety can manifest. Many of the parents reading this book are already aware that their teenager has anxiety. Their child is clearly struggling, and they cannot ignore or deny the challenges. However, teenage anxiety can be difficult to identify, especially for those not trained in the field of mental health.



What Does Anxiety Look Like?

Particularly in adolescents, anxiety can manifest in forms that are often overlooked or disregarded.

I commonly hear the following questions from the parents of my clients:


	“How do I know if my teenager is suffering from anxiety?”


	“What are the true signs and symptoms of teenage anxiety?”




I advise you to start reflecting through mindful and non-judgmental observation of your teens.

Ask yourself the following questions:


	Are my teenager’s behaviors changing?


	Is my teenager withdrawing from social or school-related activities they once enjoyed?


	Am I noticing extreme changes in grades and academic performance?


	Is my teenager expressing more worry or fear?


	Does my teenager panic about events or school?


	Is my teenager obsessing and worrying over the future?




In considering your answers, you may find other questions arise. Some of these can include:


	“Isn’t it normal for my teenager to feel this way?”


	“Don’t all teenagers get moody and hormonal?”


	“Being a teenager is stressful, so wouldn’t it be unusual not to feel this way?”




The answer is simple, but can be frustrating for a parent to hear. The answer is both yes and no.

A very simple way to understand teenage anxiety is to assess how much your teenager’s behavior has changed, and how often their behavior has changed. For example, it is understandable if your teenager expresses mild nervousness about an academic test or a college interview. However, if your teenager experiences a panic attack before a math exam every week, you will want to examine further. Likewise, it is natural for a teen to be apprehensive about attending a party where they might run into former friends or significant others. However, if your teenager is terrified to meet new people or go outside, it is worth exploring deeper.




Active Listening

Mindful observation of your teenager’s demeanor and actions lays a crucial foundation in recognizing anxiety. Begin by carefully listening to what your teenager communicates to you. While this might sound easy, many parents struggle with active listening, and instinctually gravitate toward providing solutions and advice.

Reflect upon the following questions:


	Is my teenager verbally stating their struggles?


	What exactly is my teenager saying and what are they describing?


	What words do my teenager use?


	How does my teenager act when speaking with me?


	How often is my teenager verbalizing challenges?


	Has my teenager stopped communicating all together?




Consider if your teenager is attempting to express their feelings to you. It is of utmost importance to listen to your teen if they are verbalizing hardship and struggle. Even if their words sound dramatic or silly, pay attention to what your teenager shares.


In my private therapy practice, many young adult clients report that their anxiety was overlooked for years by their parents. When these individuals sought help as teens, their requests were disregarded and ignored. Sadly, this is very common and can occur with even the most thoughtful and caring parents. As stated earlier, anxiety can appear in many forms and is often confused with standard teenage behavior. Ask yourself, have you ever dismissed your child’s behavior as a normal part of adolescent development? Have you ever labeled their actions or communications as stemming from hormones, teen angst, rebellion or defiance?

If you answered yes, please do not judge yourself. Rather, acknowledge that your teenager may be attempting to express their struggles. Keep in mind, most teenagers are not experts at communication. Teens may not convey their challenges in the most effective and concise manner.



Cultural Considerations


“My parents view mental health completely differently than me. They were raised in a different country, went to different schools and grew up in a completely different culture than I did.”

—17-year-old client




As you reflect upon your teenager’s communications, be mindful of your family’s cultural background. Different cultures possess varying perceptions on mental health and anxiety. Even where you live or where you were born could influence how you interpret your teenager’s emotional state. As a child growing up in England in the 1990s, I never once heard the term “anxiety” used in school or by my peers. It was not until I moved to Los Angeles at age 12 that I learned about anxiety. Culture greatly impacts how we perceive mental health conditions.

Furthermore, consider your religious or spiritual views, and how they might influence your interpretation of your teenager’s communications.

Ask yourself the following questions in a non-judgmental manner:


	Is expressing fear or nervousness fairly common in my family’s culture?


	Could I have misinterpreted anxiety as a cultural norm?


	Is overt fear or nervousness unusual in my family’s culture?


	Are we living in an area where anxiety is not commonly addressed?


	Was I born and/or raised in a different culture or geographical area than my teenager, where anxiety was treated differently?


	Could any other cultural influences cause misinterpretation in what my teenager communicates to me (i.e., education, income, ethnicity, etc.)?




These are general questions pertaining to a larger topic of culture and mental health. The above questions are certainly not the only ones you can ask yourself, and I encourage you to explore further. As a clinician, I always consider the cultural backgrounds of my clients in order to treat anxiety most effectively. Self-reflection surrounding cultural influences can be an informative and empowering tool.



Acknowledging Confusion

Your teenager might not understand the concept of anxiety or even have a name for their suffering. Your teen may be as confused as you are. This means you and your teenager are embarking upon this journey together. Your teen may have felt anxious for a long time, or anxiety could be a new feeling. Unfortunately, the lack of understanding surrounding anxiety can be frustrating for your teenager.


Many of my adult clients did not know they possessed anxiety as teenagers. While they may have had kind, considerate parents, their parents did not fully understand mental health or ways to help. If you relate to this, please know this is nothing to be ashamed of. Instead, commend yourself for now seeking to understand anxiety.

Identifying and assigning a label to anxiety can be an enormous relief for teenagers. Your empathy and understanding will also be liberating and freeing. Overall, it is important to validate your teenagers and practice compassion. I will fully explain how to open a healthy dialogue surrounding anxiety in the chapters to come.

Continued mindful observation, active listening, and self-reflection are essential tools we will utilize throughout this book. As you read, begin to incorporate these tools into your own understanding of teenage anxiety. Understanding anxiety and possessing tools to help calm it will aid your teenager throughout adolescence and into adulthood.
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