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Agenda

❏ Understanding Anxiety
❏ What to do if your child 

has excessive anxiety  
❏ Q&A



Understanding Anxiety



Anxiety = body’s natural response to stress
Fear 

❏ Usually real threat (Bear)

❏ Here & now

Anxiety

❏ Anticipation of threat (Thoughts)

❏ Future

What if I run 
into a bear??
I’m going to 
be eaten!



Anxiety = our body’s natural alarm system

Triggers
Novelty
Signals for Punishment
Signal for Non-Reward

Stage 1 (anxiety)
Narrowing of attention
Inhibition of gross motor behavior
Increased vigilance or scanning
Increased alertness
Priming of fight-flight-freeze 

Stage 2 (fear)
Fight
Flight
Freeze

Anxiety Alarm System



How does anxiety work?
Stop, look, and listen response Fight or flight response

Anxiety helps us to be alert to danger and therefore be able to avoid it 



When is anxiety helpful?
● Heightened alert and energy before performance or test

● Determining whether a situation poses a threat

● In active dangerous situations



When does it go wrong?
● No anxiety

○ No response to dangerous situations

● Too much anxiety

○ Responding as if a situation is dangerous 
when it is not

○ Constant hypervigilance & distress

○ Inability to complete tasks or participate 
in activities



Triple Vulnerability Model 

Disorder

Generalized 
biological 

vulnerability

Specific 
psychological 
vulnerability

General 
Psychological 
vulnerability 1 2

3



Anxiety Prevalence 
❏ Anxiety is one of the 4 most commonly diagnosed 

mental disorders in youth; 9.4% of youth have 

been formally diagnosed with some type of anxiety 

disorder (=5.8 million). 

❏ 15% of youth in Hawaiʻi experience at least 1 

mental, emotional, developmental, or behavioral 

difficulty*; 23% more youth struggled with anxiety 

or depression in 2020, compared to 2016
                                                                                                                                                                                

Challenges to obtaining 
services

Difficulty finding a provider 
that is a good fit for your 
family

Limited resources (e.g., rural 
health needs)

(* in 2019-2020; Hawaiʻi Children's Action Network )

https://www.hawaii-can.org/kids_count_2022_hawaii_profile


Types of anxiety disorders
❏ Separation anxiety 

disorder

❏ Selective mutism

❏ Specific phobia

❏ Social anxiety disorder

❏ Panic disorder

❏ Agoraphobia 

❏ Generalized anxiety 

disorder

❏ Substance/medication-

induced anxiety disorder



Physiological symptoms 
❏ Bodily complaints



Mood symptoms
❏ Emotional components 

❏ Worry

❏ Dread

❏ Panic

❏ Irritability

❏ Fluttery, jittery, jumpy

❏ “Feeling yucky” or “Feeling weird”



Behavioral symptoms 
❏ Generally more overt signs 

❏ Avoidance

❏ Nail biting

❏ Thumb sucking

❏ Compulsion

❏ Hypervigilance

❏ Inattentive 

❏ Distractive

❏ Restless 



Cognitive symptoms
❏ Reflects the way youth package 

information

❏ Internal dialogues filled by 

catastrophic predictions and 

expectations of unsuccessful coping

❏ E.g., “Something bad will happen and 

I won’t be able to handle it”

❏ Generate more negative self-talk than 

non-anxious youth 



My child is showing signs of excessive anxiety, what 
should I do? 



Refer your child to receive Evidence-Based Anxiety 
Treatment

❏ Psychoeducation 

❏ Exposure 

❏ Goal = calibrating the body’s 

anxiety system



Psychoeducation - learning about anxiety,  
normalizing
● Fire alarm metaphor

○ Lets us know when there 
is danger
■ If it didn't go off, we 

wouldnt know when to 
leave

■ If it went off all the time, 
we would be really 
stressed 



Psychoeducation - calibrating our body’s anxiety 
alarm system
● Anxiety is our body’s alarm system

○ True alarm vs. False alarm
● Building hope and motivation for subsequent treatment - 

paving way for exposure
● Breaking any cycle of safety or avoidance behaviors

○ e.g., washing hands for an excessive length, not leaving their 
room



EXPOSURE
• Through the practice of “exposing” oneself to situations that set off 

the body’s “false alarms,” people can learn how to better cope with 
the anxiety they feel in these situations



EXPOSURE
• Involves practicing putting 

oneself in anxiety-provoking 
situations

• Goals
• Reduce anxiety
• To provide opportunities for 

corrective learning to occur - 
recalibrating body’s alarm 
system

• Learn to become more 
comfortable with uncertainty 



The role of the parent in 

therapy may include… 

❏ Help with out-of-session 

exposure practices

❏ Lots of praise for their 

bravery!



How to find help ● What you can find on the website:

○ common issues 

○ referral sources

○ what to look for in a therapist

○ educational resource videos 
and articles

● Website was created to help 
parents make an educated 
decision to advocate for 
evidence-based services for their 
child 





DOH Referral process
● To apply for services, fill out a form 

either online or mailable copy.
● If you need help with the application, 

have any general questions, or 
questions about eligibility, please 
contact your nearest Family 
Guidance Center (FGC). 

CAMHD — FAQ 
Brochure

CAMHD — Click 
here to learn 
more about your 
FGC and to reach 
the online 
application



DOE referral process
1. Request for evaluation (to your child’s home school)

a. verbally (in person or on the phone), 
b. in a written letter (including fax or email), or
c. on the State of Hawaiʻi Request for Evaluation Form.

2. The school may arrange a meeting with you and relevant 
personnel to discuss any concerns. 

3. The team will review available information to decide if 
an evaluation is needed and determine suitable 
assessment(s)

4. The school will inform you whether an evaluation will 
be conducted or not, at which point caregiver consent 
would be required to proceed. 

Hawaiʻi DOE — 
Student Services 
Branch Page

https://spinhawaii.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Form101RequestforEvaluation302.pdf


How to find help 



UH Center for Cognitive Behavior Therapy
(808) 956-9559

Marina Matsui
matsuimm@hawaii.edu 

Emily Nishimura
enishimu@hawaii.edu 

Jinke Sun 
jinke@hawaii.edu

mailto:matsuimm@hawaii.edu
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mailto:jinke@hawaii.edu

