
Start with 
Breathing 
Did you know that the way you 
breathe can influence how you 
FEEL, how you THINK, and how 
you ACT?    

Stress and Anxiety activate our fight 
or flight response. In this state our 
body becomes tense, our heart beats 
faster, and breathing becomes more 

shallow— all signals to our body that we are in danger. Practicing and using 
diaphragmatic (belly) breathing is an effective relaxation strategy to manage 
anxiety for adults and children. Practicing this daily will reduce stress and help 
regulate emotions.  It is an effective technique that will help you and your children 
during this difficult time of increased stress and uncertainty.

Breathing to Relax 
Slowing our breathing and breathing deep into the abdomen can facilitate calm, as 
well as more clear and balanced thinking. It can help us act more deliberately and 
compassionately during interactions with our children. It helps us make better 
choices and be less reactive when upset. 

Calm yourself first to be able to respond compassionately and calmly to your child.  
When our children are upset we can easily become upset as well. Children need 
connection during this time. We all need practical strategies to calming down when 
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TIPS 

Calm yourself 
before helping 
your child calm 

Breathe in 
through the nose 
and out through 
the mouth 

Go Slow 

Hold a hand 
above your belly 
button to feel the 
expand with the 
inhale 

Keep shoulders 
relaxed and 
down while 
breathing 
Set aside time 

Practice Daily 

Practice belly 
breathing when 
you and your 
child are calm 

Make it fun 

SLOW DOWN 
First, work on breathing 
slowly. Slower out than 

in. Relax shoulders.
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IN NOSE OUT MOUTH 

Breathe slowly in 
through your nose and 

out through your 
mouth.
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REPEAT WORD 

Repeating a word (like 
calm or relax) creates a 

helpful association. 
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worried or upset. Think of slow, deep breathing as a co-
regulating strategy. Children know when you are 
“faking” calm. Trying to calm your child down when 
you are upset is not going to work well. Notice if you 
need to slow down. Not yelling is a good start- but if 
your face and body are tense and you feel anxious take a 
moment to go breathe and relax. 

Do a “body scan” for tension and anxiety in your face 
and body before interacting with an upset or anxious 
child. Be aware when you are not in a calm state. Be 
kind to yourself -this is a hard time.

As a parent, practicing and using diaphragmatic breathing models healthy coping and help us to 
remain calm to respond more sensitively and compassionately to upset children.  For children, 
anxiety can show up as increased irritability, more tantrums, or regressed behavior. It can make 
adults feel edgy, be less patient or “checked out”. Practicing diaphragmatic breathing on your 
own and with your child on a regular basis makes it easier to access calm during stressful times.

The following are techniques that can help teach 
belly breathing to children: 
Belly Breathing with a Stuffed Animal: Lie down with your child on floor/bed/couch. Place a 
stuffed animal on your stomach. Show child that the goal is to fill your belly with air and watch 
the stuffed animal rise when you breathe in (through nose) and drop when you exhale (through 
your mouth). Have the child do this with you. Watch the animal rise on inhale, lower on exhale.

Cupcake Breathing: Pretend that you are smelling a delicious hot cupcake. Slow big breathe in 
through your nose and then slowly blow out through your mouth to cool down the cupcake. 

Breathe with your child: If your child allows you, gently hold his or her hands and breathe slow 
and deep together. (If your child is very upset you might breathe near him or her to calm yourself 
and model taking slow deep breaths). Blowing bubbles, pinwheels, and pretending to blow up a 
big balloon are also activities that can help show and practice belly breathing.
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RESOURCES AND HELPFUL WEBSITES 
QUESTIONS: kellingsen@childtherapysrq.com 

https://m.kidshealth.org/NortonChildrens/en/teen/relax-breathing.html 

https://copingskillsforkids.com/deep-breathing-exercises-for-kids 

Video explaining Fight-Flight-Freeze for children: https://www.anxietycanada.com/articles/fight-
fl ight-freeze-anxiety-explained-for-kids/  

https://www.anxietycanada.com/sites/default/files/calm_breathing.pdf (Website with good resources)
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