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Coping Cat Workbook

Understanding the Coping Cat Workbook: A Comprehensive Guide to
Managing Childhood Anxiety

Childhood anxiety is one of the most common mental health challenges facing families today. When a child struggles with excessive worry,
fear, or avoidance, it can disrupt their school performance, social relationships, and overall well-being. For decades, clinicians and educators
have sought effective, evidence-based tools to help children build resilience and overcome anxiety. One such tool that has gained widespread
recognition is the Coping Cat Workbook. This cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) workbook is designed specifically for children aged 7 to 13,
offering  a  structured,  engaging,  and  research-backed  approach  to  managing  anxiety.  In  this  article,  we  will  explore  what  the  Coping  Cat
Workbook is, how it works, its key components, and how parents and therapists can use it to help children regain control over their fears.

What Is the Coping Cat Workbook?

The Coping Cat Workbook is a central component of the Coping Cat program, a cognitive-behavioral intervention developed by Dr. Philip
Kendall in the 1990s. The program is one of the most extensively studied treatments for childhood anxiety disorders, including generalized
anxiety disorder, social anxiety, and separation anxiety. The workbook is a hands-on, interactive resource that teaches children to recognize
anxious  thoughts,  develop  coping  skills,  and  gradually  face  their  fears  through  exposure  exercises.  Its  name,  “Coping  Cat,”  reflects  the
program’s  friendly,  approachable  tone—children  learn  to  become  “coping  cats”  who  can  handle  stressful  situations  with  confidence.

The workbook is typically used in conjunction with therapist-guided sessions, but many parents and educators also use it as a self-help tool. It
is  divided into  sessions that  build  upon one another,  each focusing on a  specific  skill.  The language is  child-friendly,  and the activities  are
designed to be fun and engaging, often incorporating drawings, worksheets, and simple exercises. By using the Coping Cat Workbook,
children learn that anxiety is manageable and that they have the power to change their reactions.

The Science Behind the Coping Cat Program

The Coping Cat program is grounded in cognitive-behavioral therapy, one of the most effective treatments for anxiety disorders in children.



CBT focuses on the connection between thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. The program’s core premise is that anxious children often have
distorted or exaggerated thoughts about danger, which lead to avoidant behaviors and increased distress. By identifying these thoughts and
challenging them, children can learn more realistic appraisals and adopt healthier coping strategies.

Numerous  randomized  controlled  trials  have  demonstrated  the  efficacy  of  the  Coping  Cat  program.  Research  shows  that  children  who
complete the program experience significant reductions in anxiety symptoms, and these gains are often maintained for years. The workbook
itself is a critical tool in this process, as it provides structure and repetition—key elements in helping children internalize new skills. The
program typically  consists  of  16  sessions  divided  into  two phases:  the  first  phase  focuses  on  psychoeducation  and  skill-building,  while  the
second phase emphasizes exposure and practice.

Key Components of the Coping Cat Workbook

The Coping Cat Workbook is not simply a collection of activities; it is a carefully sequenced curriculum that guides children through several
essential components:

Psychoeducation about anxiety: Children learn what anxiety is, how it affects their bodies (e.g., racing heart, sweaty palms), and
that it is a normal emotion. The workbook uses the metaphor of a “false alarm” to help children understand that their anxiety is often a
misinterpretation of danger.
Identifying feelings and somatic cues: Worksheets encourage children to recognize their own physical signs of anxiety, such as
stomachaches or tense muscles. This self-awareness is the first step in managing anxiety.
Cognitive restructuring (thinking traps): The workbook introduces common “thinking traps” like catastrophizing or overestimating
danger. Children learn to challenge these thoughts and replace them with more balanced, realistic ones.
Building a coping plan: Children create a personalized “FEAR” plan: Feeling Frightened? Expecting bad things to happen? Attitudes
and actions that can help? Results and rewards? This structured approach gives children a step-by-step strategy for handling anxious
moments.
Gradual exposure (the “courage ladder”): One of the most powerful components is the hierarchy of fears. Children list situations
that make them anxious, rank them from least to most frightening, and then practice facing them one step at a time. The workbook
provides tracking sheets and encouragement for each small victory.
Rewards and self-reinforcement: Children are taught to celebrate their efforts, not just their outcomes. The workbook includes
stickers, certificates, and space for personal rewards, which boosts motivation and self-esteem.
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How the Coping Cat Workbook Helps Children Manage Anxiety

The Coping Cat Workbook is effective because it transforms abstract concepts into concrete, manageable actions. Instead of telling a child
to “just relax,” it teaches them exactly what to do when they feel anxious. The workbook’s structured format reduces the overwhelm that
often accompanies anxiety. By breaking down the problem into small, teachable steps, children gain a sense of mastery and control.

For example, a child who is afraid of speaking in class might start by identifying the thought “Everyone will laugh at me.” The workbook
guides them to evaluate evidence for and against that thought, then to create a coping statement like “I have prepared and I can do this.”
Next, they might practice speaking in front of a parent or a small group, gradually working up to the classroom. The workbook’s exposure
sheets help them track their anxiety levels (using a simple scale of 0 to 8) and note how their fear decreases with repeated practice.

This approach is particularly effective because it teaches children to tolerate distress rather than avoid it. Avoidance reinforces anxiety, but
the workbook’s graduated exposure helps children learn that they can survive uncomfortable feelings. Over time, the brain rewires itself to
respond differently to feared situations.

Step-by-Step Guide to Using the Coping Cat Workbook

If you are a parent, therapist, or educator considering the Coping Cat Workbook, here is a practical guide to getting started:

Assess readiness: Ensure the child is at least 7 years old and capable of basic reading and writing. The workbook is most effective1.
when the child is motivated to reduce their anxiety.
Introduce the concept: Explain that the workbook is like a training guide for becoming a “coping cat.” Use the accompanying Coping2.
Cat therapist manual if available, but the workbook can stand alone with parental guidance.
Work through sessions sequentially: Each session builds on the previous one. Do not skip ahead. The first sessions focus on3.
building rapport and understanding anxiety, while later sessions tackle exposure.
Set a regular schedule: Consistency is key. Aim for one session per week, and complete the full program over 12-16 weeks. Short,4.
frequent practice of coping skills between sessions is also helpful.
Involve the child in creating their hierarchy: Let the child choose which fears to work on. This increases buy-in and reduces5.
resistance. The “courage ladder” should be tailored to the child’s specific anxieties.
Celebrate progress: Use the workbook’s reward system liberally. Small rewards (like extra screen time or a special treat) for6.
completing exposures can reinforce bravery.
Be patient and flexible: Some children may need to repeat sessions or take breaks. The workbook is a tool, not a drill; adapt the pace7.



to the child’s needs.

Tips for Parents and Therapists Using the Coping Cat Workbook

To maximize the benefits of the Coping Cat Workbook, consider these best practices:

Model coping skills: Parents and therapists can demonstrate their own use of the FEAR plan or other techniques. Children learn by
example.
Validate feelings without reinforcing fear: Acknowledge the child’s anxiety but avoid overprotecting. For example, say, “I see
you’re scared, and I know you can handle this step by step.”
Use the workbook as a conversation starter: The activities often open up dialogue about emotions. Discuss the child’s answers
openly and without judgment.
Combine with other supports: The workbook is most effective when part of a comprehensive approach that may include school
accommodations, relaxation techniques, and family therapy if needed.
Track progress over time: Have the child periodically review earlier worksheets. Seeing their own growth can be highly motivating.
Seek professional guidance if necessary: For moderate to severe anxiety, working with a trained CBT therapist who uses the
Coping Cat protocol is recommended. The workbook complements therapy but may not be sufficient alone for complex cases.

Real-Life Success Stories and Evidence

The Coping Cat Workbook has helped countless children around the world. In clinical studies, children who completed the program showed
significantly  greater  reductions  in  anxiety  compared  to  those  on  a  waitlist.  For  instance,  a  landmark  study  published  in  the  Journal  of
Consulting and Clinical Psychology found that over 70% of children no longer met diagnostic criteria for an anxiety disorder after treatment.
Many families report that the workbook gave their child a language to express feelings and practical tools that generalized to school, sports,
and friendships.

One typical success story involves a 9-year-old girl with severe social anxiety who refused to attend birthday parties or answer questions in
class. Through the workbook, she learned to identify her “what if” thoughts, challenge them, and gradually attend a small playdate. She used
the “courage ladder” to work up to presenting in front of her class. By the end of the program, she not only participated but also volunteered
for a classroom leadership role. Her parents noted that the workbook’s structure gave them a clear roadmap to support her.
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Conclusion

The Coping Cat Workbook is a powerful, evidence-based resource for helping children overcome anxiety. Its cognitive-behavioral approach,
combined with child-friendly language and practical exercises, empowers children to understand their fears and develop lasting coping skills.
Whether used in a therapeutic setting or at home, the workbook offers a structured path from anxiety to confidence. By teaching children that
they can be “coping cats”—flexible, resilient, and brave—the program equips them with tools that will serve them for a lifetime. If your child
struggles with worry or fear, consider exploring the Coping Cat Workbook as a first step toward a calmer, more courageous future.


