
lALKING WITH TEENS
 
Dear Karen, 

During the past holiday season I brought my three 
year old daughter to see Santa Claus. She refused to sit on 
his lap. She clung to me crying. I was so disappointed. I 
also discovered that clowns scare her. She was also 
terrified at a Disney movie I took her to see. 

What do I need to know about young children and 
their fears? 

Robin 

Dear Robin, 
You are finding out that preschool children are not 

only strongly influenced by things that look and sound 
scary, but also by those things that are unfamiliar
witches, monsters, ghosts, clowns and yes, even Santa 
(after all he isn't exactly the average looking man on the 
street). 

Children younger than seven are not able to distin
guish between fantasy and reality. They cannot think 
critically about people's motives and they have difficulty 
understanding subtle behavior. As they run into things 
they can't explain or understand their imagination begins 
to play an active role in attempting to manage new 
experiences. Even many ordinary things in their everyday 
life can take on an ominous stature. Bathtub drains and 
flushing toilets, pets and even friendly puppets can also be 
a source of fear. Therefore we must assume responsibility 
for protecting them from the immediate and potentially 
harmful effects of exposure to them. 

When your child is overwhelmed take care not to fall 
back on one of the oldest comfort phrases: "Don't cry." or 
"Be a big girl." or "Big boys don't cry." Children really 
want their parents to reassure them when they're fright
ened. 

With preschoolers, you can't count on logical reassur
ance when they are overwhelmed with fear. Instead, 
whisk them away out of the movie theatre, or out of the 
sight of a snarling animal in the zoo. Counter the scary 
sight or harsh sound with warmthand soft loving words. 
Distractions such as a glass of water, or a change of subject 
can help chase uneasy, scary fears away. 

It's also helpful to be as familiar as possible with 
movies, videos and cartoons. Read reviews and/or talk to 
other parents before exposing your child to them. Also be 
aware of what is on the television at all times. There's a lot 
out there that can be very scary to young children. I hope 
you find these strategies helpful. 

Sincerely, 
Karen Michelson, LICSW 

Program Coordinator 
Teens With Tots 


