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Helping children with anxiety using the stepladder approach
This week’s article continues looking at strategies that we can use to support children in managing their anxiety. The following article explores the strategy of “laddering”, which was briefly discussed last week. 
This article can be found at www.raisingchildren.net.au
What is the stepladder approach for anxiety?
The stepladder approach is a step-by-step way of helping children and teenagers learn to handle anxious situations.
It works like this:
· Start with a situation or thing that causes your child the least anxiety. Sometimes your child might need to practise the situation a few times until they feel comfortable with it.
· Move on to another situation that makes your child feel a bit more anxious. Again, go through it a few times until your child can handle it. Practice is important.
· Work with your child on tackling situations that gradually get more challenging. Older children can choose these situations themselves.
Why and how the stepladder approach works
The stepladder approach works because children and teenagers:
· get used to facing the situations that make them anxious, which is better than avoiding them
· create new, safe memories of situations, which become stronger the more your child practises
· face their fears and find out that they might not be so bad after all
· use and practise the coping skills and techniques that they’re developing
· get a strong sense of achievement as they progress ‘up’ the stepladder.
Tips for using the stepladder approach
When using the stepladder approach for anxiety, these tips can help your child get started and keep progressing through the steps:
· Talk with your child about how you’re going to help them with their stepladder. Younger children might need you to choose stepladders for them. Older child and teenagers might want independence in choosing and working through stepladders of their choice.
· Turn the stepladder into a game for younger children. For example, if your child is afraid of eye contact, make a game where your child has to find 3 people with brown eyes at preschool.
· Help your child to come up with positive self-talk they can use in anxious situations. For example, ‘I can be brave’, ‘This is a friendly dog’ or ‘Mum will come back’. This works well for children aged 3-6 years.
· Encourage your child to think realistically in anxious situations. For example, your child could ask themselves, ‘What happened last time?’ or ‘How likely is it to happen?’ This works well for children aged 7 years and older.
· Talk together after your child attempts or completes a step. You could talk about how it went and what your child could do next time.
· Use rewards when your child tries or completes a step on the ladder. Rewards could be an extra book at bedtime, a trip to the park or a later weekend bedtime. Make sure rewards match the difficulty of the steps and your child’s age.
· Give your child plenty of praise for achieving each step on the ladder.
You can use the stepladder approach with children of all ages. If you’re unsure about how to do this, consider talking to a professional – perhaps a child and family health nurse, GP, psychologist or school counsellor.
Children learn how to cope with difficult situations by watching their role models and listening to what those people say. So, think about how you act and what you say in situations that you find stressful. For example, if you see a spider, you might calmly say, ‘It’s a spider. What do you know about spiders? Do you know how to spot one that might be dangerous?’
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