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Introduction



Stress is on your radar. A child that you deeply care about is in, or causing, a stressful situation. You have so many unanswered questions. Perhaps you’ve asked yourself, “Is my child normal? Is this stress, anxiety, or both? Should I seek professional help? Am I contributing to my child’s stress? Will my attempt to help make the stress worse?” You desire to do whatever you can to help your child—perhaps even to the degree where you wish you could trade places with your child or somehow just take the stress away. We understand. We get it. We’re parents and professionals who help families deal with stress. In this book, we will teach you how to help your child deal with stress because stressors can occur anywhere, and, simply put, stress is not going away. To the degree that we can within a book, we want to help you raise stress-resistant kids in a stressful world. Because we’ve parented four kids of our own, we know when your child stresses you do, too. Stress affects the entire family.

Each chapter is filled with easy-to-use techniques, activities, role-plays, conversation starters, and children’s books that can help your child learn to manage his or her own stress. There is not one magical tool for creating stress-resistant kids, but rather you need a variety of tried-and-true practices that can be applied depending on the situation. For example, if your child is anxious about a test, she may need to apply mindfulness or deep breathing. On the other hand, if your family experienced the death of a loved one, journaling or coloring may be more appropriate. We’ve provided you the best practices for helping your child in a variety of situations.

This book is organized into three sections to teach you about principles of stress, where and when stress can occur, and many reliable stress busters. In Section I, you’ll learn how some stress may help your child excel while other stress may hold your child back. We’ll introduce the concept that all stress is not bad and that there is eustress (good stress) and distress (bad stress). You’ll learn signs of negative stress and anxiety. In Chapter 5, you’ll learn 22 proactive ideas for helping your child minimize the impact of stress.

Section II contains solutions for the situations where stress occurs: in the school, community, and family. You’ll learn what to do if your child’s stress includes school refusal, bullying, and test anxiety. In the community chapter, you’ll learn how to protect your child from everyday stress, stress from world events, and even the stress of visiting a doctor or dentist. The family chapter contains activities to help you deal with the stress families experience when parents divorce, a loved one (including a pet) dies, a baby is born, or when your child moves.

Section III is all about sharing with you the best stress-busting strategies. You’ll have proactive techniques to address stress. We’ll cover topics including mindfulness, meditation, faith, and how to help shape your child’s mindset and develop the ability to bounce back from stress.

As you read, you’ll notice that sometimes we will refer to the child as he and other times as she. Regardless of the pronoun used, we are referring to your child, so simply substitute your child’s name for the pronoun. We wrote this book to help you, and we wish you the best. Consider connecting with our community by liking our Facebook page, Raising Boys and Girls with ADHD (https://www.facebook.com/RaisingBoysWithADHD).



SECTION I

Principles of Stress
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Put Stress on Your Parenting Agenda

The greatest weapon against stress is our ability to choose one thought over another.

—William James


KEY POINT: Stress can be a positive, motivating factor in your child’s life, or it can make life miserable and interfere with functioning.

THINKING POINT: Am I modeling positive ways of handling stress in my own life?



Stress. It is a constant in today’s society. Whereas some level of stress can keep us motivated and engaged, too much can overwhelm and exhaust us. If you are reading this book, you know stress is not exclusive to adults. Negative signs of stress are becoming increasingly common in children today, as society has become more hyperconnected and its demands have become more frenetic.

Some experts have called this era of stress the “terrible toos” (Chandler, 1998):

○too many demands on parents’ time, which reduce valuable parent-child interactions;

○too much pressure to perform in school on testing and organized activities; and

○too little time to relax, daydream, and play—often considered the “work” of childhood (p. 65).

As both parents and school psychologists, we see the manifestations of harmful stress around us on a daily basis. When you are stressed to the max, your child will often feel the secondary effects, as you have less tolerance, may seem preoccupied, or are generally overwhelmed and lack control of your life. When your child is stressed and anxious, you may feel it and see it in your child’s behaviors, or he or she may suffer silently. Consider these stressed out children:
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THREE-YEAR-OLD JACOBI, an adored only child, started hitting others and being defiant after his younger brother was born. Of course, some of his obstinacy could be attributed to his developmental stage, but it came on so quickly and coincided with his brother’s birth that his parents felt something else was going on. After brushing up on the types of events that could produce stress in young children, his parents felt he was stressed from feeling displaced from his important position in the family. Jacobi wasn’t aware of this emotion, and his language was not sufficiently developed to allow him to put words to his feelings.
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TEN-YEAR-OLD ELLA had become very moody and withdrawn. Her parents were aware she often seemed unhappy when they picked her up from school, and she was reluctant to go to birthday parties. She seemed to take more refuge in her art. Her parents noted her paintings contained fewer bright colors but wondered if she was just refining her artistic expression. When Ella’s teacher contacted them about a bullying incident, they began to get a clearer picture of the nature of Ella’s distress.
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STAN, AGE 5, cried in the mornings when he realized it was a school day. He clung to his mother or father when he was supposed to be putting on his school clothes. Most school days, he would start crying and complaining of stomachaches but never on weekends or school holidays. A thorough medical examination by his pediatrician ruled out any physical reason for his stomachaches. Stan was experiencing separation anxiety.



All of these children are showing signs of unhealthy stress but in very different ways. The expressions of stress will be dependent on the child’s age, developmental and cognitive level, physical health, coping skills, emotional intelligence, personality, resilience, and the presence of supportive adults. Table 1 describes some common ways stress can manifest depending on a child’s age.


TABLE 1

COMMON WAYS STRESS CAN PRESENT IN DIFFERENT AGE GROUPS






	5–6 YEAR OLDS

	8–12 YEAR OLDS




	Regression to earlier stages

	Excessive worry about issues like germs, dying, safety, intruders, etc.




	Hypervigilance or extreme sensitivity about their environment

	Refusal to perform in front of others




	Refusal to separate from parents

	Explosive anger




	Excessive fear of monsters and imaginary things

	Reluctance or refusal to go to school or new places




	Frequent crying

	Hurting themselves by biting or pinching




	Aggression

	Making self-injurious comments




	Night terrors

	Withdrawal




	Difficulty with eating or sleeping

	Lack of interest in activities




	Fear of being alone

	Nightmares, difficulty with sleep or eating




	Extreme difficulty with change

	Bedwetting




	 

	Somatic complaints, like headaches or stomachaches








As you can see, increased emotion, sensitivity, and tears are just a few of the ways stress overload emerges in children. Changes in eating habits and sleep are also common warning signs that stress could be developing into a problem. Some stress and anxiety are inevitable, come with development, and can keep children safe from danger like fire or deep water. For example, young children “ages 4 through 6 years of age have anxiety about things that aren’t based in reality, such as fears of monsters and ghosts” (KidsHealth, 2016, para. 5). Children ages 7 through 12 are able to project into the future and often have some worries about situations where they have no control, such as bad things happening to them or their family, world events, or natural disasters. Like most of us, it is not unusual for children to have some performance anxiety. When thinking about your child’s behavior, you may have asked yourself, “Is this normal, or is my child experiencing high levels of stress that need to be addressed?”

Regardless of your answer, learning more about stress and anxiety is an important step in helping your child learn how to handle stress, which is a skill set that will be invaluable regardless of age.

There are many things you, as a parent, can do to help your child, including:

○perceiving challenges accurately,

○developing effective solutions to events, and

○keeping stress in perspective.

Your own responses to stress provide your child with the best examples of how to respond to changing situations and challenges. As we know, children often mirror parents’ behaviors and attitudes. By example, are we teaching children that stress can steal the joy from our lives, or are we showing them that it is a natural part of life that can be met with responses that don’t derail our lives?

Researchers Brooks and Goldstein, in their book Raising Resilient Children: Fostering Strength, Hope, and Optimism in Your Child (2001), showed that children who are resilient see themselves as problem solvers, have emotional intelligence, and can navigate the challenges life throws at them (p. 1). As we know, stress can be a positive, motivating factor in your child’s life or it can make life miserable and interfere with functioning. Our goal is to help you mentor your child as he faces the daily challenges of life, so energy won’t be sapped by indecision and worry but will be channeled into productive ways to handle what life brings.

RESOURCES

BOOKS

When Fuzzy Was Afraid of Big and Loud Things by Inger Maier (ages 2–4) depicts Fuzzy the sheep dealing with common fears.

When Lizzy Was Afraid of Trying New Things by Inger Maier (ages 2–4) features Fuzzy’s little sister, Lizzy, who is afraid of making mistakes.

Sometimes I’m Scared by Jane Annunziata (ages 5–8) discusses common fears through children’s eyes and how they can deal with them to get back to being kids again.

GAMES

Go Fish: Anchor Your Stress by Franklin Rubenstein (grades K–5) involves open-ended questions the child must answer before requesting a fish card.

Dr. Playwell’s Worry-Less Game by Lawrence Shapiro (ages 6–12) features “Worry Monsters,” which kids try to capture.

The Stress Management Game by Berthold Berg (ages 8 and up) features an anxious terrier and a cat in a board game and how they deal with common social stressors.
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ACTIVITY

TALKING ABOUT FEELINGS


Get your child in touch with his feelings. If your child doesn’t have an understanding of “feeling” words, there are many books that explain them, such as There Are No Animals in This Book (Only Feelings) by Chani Sanchez (ages 3–7) or Theo’s Mood: A Book of Feelings by Maryann Cocca-Leffler (ages 4–7).

Once you feel like your child has an understanding of feelings, make sentence strips like the ones listed below. Put them into a hat. You and your child can take turns picking out a sentence strip and responding to the sentence. Use the responses to talk about what your child is feeling and how he can be proactive in dealing with the negative feelings.

Sentences can include:

○Things that make me sad are ____________.

○Things that make me feel stressed are ____________.

○Things that make me feel happy are ____________.

○Things that make me feel disappointed are ____________.

○Things that make me feel excited are ____________.




[image: image] CHAPTER 2

Stressed, Anxious, or Both?

Stress is the trash of modern life—we all generate it, but if you don’t dispose of it properly, it will pile up and overtake your life.

—Danzae Pace


KEY POINTS: Stress can have positive or negative impacts, often dependent on how it is perceived and handled.

It is never easy to face the possibility that something is not quite the way it should be with your child, but excessive childhood fear and anxiety are not to be ignored.

THINKING POINT: Could my child’s level of stress be excessive and concerning? Is so, should I consider seeking outside help? If so, who could guide me in finding the right professional to help my child?



To begin our discussion about stress, we should clarify what terms like stress and anxiety actually mean. Often they are used interchangeably, but stress and anxiety are actually different. Let’s take a moment to understand what each one means.

STRESS

Many people immediately think of stress as a strain or tension, and many dictionaries have adopted that connotation. Merriam-Webster defines stress as, “A state of mental tension and worry caused by problems in your life.” However, today some stress is considered to be a normal part of everyday life that can have positive and negative impacts. Stress that is excessive can result in a variety of problems and have an adverse effect on health. On the other hand, some stress can be positive and propel a person to perform to optimal levels.

The definition we would like to use is that stress is the body’s response to the demands and pressures that are experienced each day, some of which may contain perceived threats. Stress can be thought of as anything that alters our homeostasis—it is something that can cause discomfort and often requires a response. If these demands exceed a person’s ability to handle them and he or she has no support system in place, they can be threatening and have a negative impact. Ideally, people will learn to control stress in their environment rather than allowing it to control them.

THE IMPACT OF LONG-TERM STRESS

Mindful Schools (2013) shared a perfect example of how stress carried over time can became a significant problem—whereas stress that is experienced and released causes no problems. The example featured a psychologist’s presentation on stress management. She held up a glass of water and asked the participants to guess the weight of the water in the glass. Then, she told them that the weight of water didn’t matter, but what was important was the length of time it was held. She went on to explain that if she held the glass for a minute, it would not be a problem. If she held it for an hour, her arm would likely ache. If she held it for a day, her arm would likely feel paralyzed. Either way, the weight of the glass didn’t change, but the longer it was held, the heavier it became. She continued:

The stresses and worries of life are like that glass of water. Think about them for a while and nothing happens. Think about them a bit longer and they begin to hurt. And if you think about them all day long, you will feel paralyzed—incapable of doing anything. (para. 3)

STRESSORS

Stressor is the term used to define the stimulus or “thing” that causes a stress response. These pressures can come from a variety of sources—family, peers, school assignments, teachers, afterschool activities, new situations, or health related concerns. Stressors can also be internal, including worry and fear. They can be minor, such as an unexpected school assignment, or major, such as the death of a loved one or a serious illness.

Obviously, there are stressors that are unfortunate and can alter a child’s life forever. These include:

○the death of a parent, sibling, grandparent, or other significant person;

○parents’ divorce—even though it may ultimately be beneficial for the family, it is very disruptive at that time;

○serious injury or illness in child or family member;

○ongoing school problems related to a learning disability or Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD);

○a natural disaster, such as a tornado or hurricane;

○serious family financial problems that result in significant lifestyle changes;

○exposure to violence in the home or community; or

○excessively high parental expectations.

There is no way that these stressors can be considered positive, but with support, children can learn to cope with these negative stressors, make the best of them, and not have them completely derail their lives. Resiliency is the term for the ability to cope with adversity or be knocked down by it and get back up, while maintaining our humanity. Stanley I. Greenspan, M.D., (2002) said that children who are resilient “don’t get lost in their sad, worried, or anxious feelings of the moment; they use the experience to find solutions” (p. 19). As you can imagine, resiliency is a critical quality for coping with stress and something we should all strive to foster in our children, and it is an important topic discussed in Chapter 9.

There are stressors that can be very positive but still require significant adjustment. These include:

○the birth of a sibling,

○moving to a new neighborhood,

○being promoted to the next grade,

○gaining a part in a performance or a spot on a special team, or

○moving to another developmental level (e.g., independence to go somewhere without an adult, such as riding a bike around the block or walking to a friend’s house).
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SIX-YEAR-OLD ANTHONY had been happy as a clam in his Midwest neighborhood, where he had many neighborhood friends and a school he loved. His family was excited to relocate to a new region of the country where they hoped there would be many new opportunities for all of them. Anthony immediately missed his friends and found his new school to be much more difficult than his old one. He became sad and essentially shut down in the classroom. His parents recognized his stress and made great efforts to have play dates with his new classmates, and they worked closely with the school to help Anthony catch up in his academics. Even with lots of help, it took Anthony almost a year to adjust to the changes in his environment. His parents were concerned but knew that helping Anthony to work through the challenges would only help him build resilience.



Even though situations may ultimately be very positive, adjustments to them can be very difficult and result in some negative stress. Any change, positive or negative, requires adjustment. For example, even though an only child may have wanted a sibling, being dislodged from the exalted position as the focus of parents’ attention will produce some stress and possibly a temporary regression in behaviors as the child adjusts. Depending on the child’s temperament and support available in the environment, the adjustment time will vary.

Many other situations can appear neutral on the surface but will be colored by an individual’s history, perceptions, temperament, coping skills, and support system. To say it another way, the same event can impact people in different ways. Stressors that can be positive or negative based on a child’s perspective, coping skills, and temperament include:

○peers,

○upcoming events,

○afterschool activities,

○school, and

○camp.

For example, upcoming events can be positive and exciting to some children and anxiety producing to others, especially those who don’t like change.
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