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Focus
 What power do parents have to cultivate healthy stress coping 

skills in their kids?
 What do teens need to flourish?
 What is stress?
 What do teens say about their stress?
 How do they cope with stress?
 How does chronic stress impact the brain, behavior and 

learning?
 What are signs and symptoms of ongoing youth stress?
 What are stress reduction strategies and how can parents 

help?





Key Understandings
 Youth experience stress.

 Temporary stress is good for you –

it promotes health and resiliency.

 Stress can be managed with healthy coping strategies. 

 Toxic or chronic stress can impact learning, mental & physical 

health, and brain development.

 Adults can model and teach healthy stress-coping strategies.

 We can help youth normalize their stress response, create 

nonthreatening environments, & examine our educational 

expectations.



What power do parents and guardians have 
to cultivate healthy stress coping skills in 
their kids?



Parent Power

#1 essential 
parenting skill is 
the ability to provide 
love and affection.

#2 essential 
parenting skill is…
Parents ability to manage their own stress 
This was a good predictor of the quality of their 
relationship with their children

Epstein, 2010. Scientific American Mind



During a crisis, kids do 
as well as the adults are 
doing in their lives.

E. Aguilar, 11.28.2020 Building Trauma-Sensitive Schools, ASCD 



American Psychological 
Association, 2010



Youth Are Watching and Learning from Adults

Watch, Feel-Think, Imitate

http://www.inspiritive.com.au/images/motor-cortex.jpg


Parents and other adults 

can play a critical role in 

helping teens get a handle 

on stress by modeling 

healthy stress 

management behaviors.

Norman B Anderson, PhD, APA CEO



What are you grateful 
for right now?

Gratitude: A stress management practice



What do teens need to flourish?



Nurturing Environment Has Profound Effects 
on Developing Brain

 Need love, care and safety
 Positive relationships and social 

networks
 High challenge, low threat
 Creative outlets & novelty
 Enough sleep
 Physical activity and breaks
 Stress coping skills

Stixrud, ND; Sawa, Johns Hopkins University



What is stress?



https://youtu.be/jHjkEfwfECo?list=PL7F7AFBD5CAEFD018

https://youtu.be/jHjkEfwfECo?list=PL7F7AFBD5CAEFD018


Stress Performance Connection
I’m in 
the zone!

A certain amount of stress is a normal part of life.



Tune into Your Body: It’s Sending Signals

FREEZE



What do teens say about their stress?
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CDC reports teens 
get at least 2 hours 
less sleep each night 
than recommended. 
More homework-less 
sleep.



 School 

 Pressure of getting
into a good college

 Deciding what to do 
after high school

National Teen Stress Survey
Ages 13-17 

Top Source of Stress for Teens

American Psychological Assoc. 2014  N=1018
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Teen 
Stress 
Overload

 Being bullied or exposed to violence or injury

 Relationship stress, family conflicts, or the death of a 
loved one

 Ongoing problems with schoolwork related to a 
learning disability or other problems such as mental 
health

 Crammed schedules, not having enough time to rest 
and relax, and always being on the go



Pandemic, Stressors and Teens:
Mixed Bag
 Fears about safety, stability, 

the unknown
 Break in routines
 Social isolation-confinement
 Mourning and grief
 Social unrest and inequities
 Family finances
 Screen time (+ and -)
 More sleep (+)
 Feeling closer to family (+)



How do they cope with stress?



Asking Kids How They Cope
52% play or do something active
44% listen to music
42% watch TV or play video game
30% talk to friend
29% try not to think about it
28% try to work things out
26% eat something
25% hurt themselves
23% lose their temper
22% talk to a parent
11% cry

Nemours Foundation, 2012

9-13 
year 
olds

Additionally for 
Teens…..
• Smoking
• Alcohol
• Other drugs
• Sleep
• Family Connections



Unhealthy Coping Can 
Result in a Range of Problems

Poor academic 
performance

Conduct problems
Anxiety
Depression
 Suicide
Eating disorders
Violence



Handling stress 
effectively can 
reduce risk of a 
mental health 
disorder.  

Educators Guide to Children’s Mental Health
Minnesota Assn. for Children's Mental Health



How does chronic stress impact the 
brain, behavior and learning?



Stress Effects the Brain

Decisions

Attention

Emotion control

Calm & focus

Critical thinking

New memories
Details
Reacts to stress

A highly stressed  brain doesn’t work very well.
It’s harder to control 

our emotions, learn, and make decisions.

Alarm system
Fear and anger
Hijacks brain
Act then think



Teen Brain Is 
Vulnerable to Stress

 Active time of pruning and 
strengthening brain connections

 Prefrontal cortex (the executive 
functions) is developing and linking to 
other parts of the brain that regulate 
emotions and impulses

 Time of opportunity and creativity
 Environmental factors and daily habits 

influence this brain connectivity process



Chronic Stress Impairs…

Jensen, 2011; Galvan, 2011

Working memory
Social skills         

Habit changes
Decision making



The optimal mental state 
for learning is calm alertness.

Chronic stress is the 
enemy of learning. 



What are signs and symptoms of ongoing 
youth stress?



Physical Stress Warning Signs
Headaches Dizziness
Stomachaches Menstrual distress
Sleep disturbances Nausea
Low back pain Loss of appetite or overeating
Fatigue Heart palpitations 
Tiredness Restlessness
Cold hands and feet Asthma attacks 
Neck and shoulder pain Frequent colds and flu 
Indigestion Frequent low grade Infections
Insomnia

Source: Benson Henry Institute for Mind Body Medicine, Boston, MA



Behavioral, Cognitive & Emotional 
Signs of Stress

Memory problems
Inability to concentrate
Poor judgment
Seeing only the negative
Anxious or racing thoughts
Constant worrying
Overuse of alcohol
Criticizing others
Compulsive gum chewing
Easily upset
Boredom-apathy

Moodiness
Irritability or short temper
Agitation, inability to relax
Feeling overwhelmed
Loneliness
Depression, general unhappiness
Feeling powerless
Thoughts of running away
Emptiness, doubt
Lack of creativity
Lack of sense of humor

Source: Benson Henry Institute for Mind Body Medicine, Boston, MA



• Significantly avoiding parents
• Abandoning long-time friendships for a 

new set of peers
• Expressing excessive hostility toward 

family members

Additional Possible Indicators of Teen Stress



Youth React To Stress in Different Ways

 Illness
 Withdrawn 
 Nervous 
 Show anger
 Demand attention 

 Isolate themselves
 Easily agitated
 Irritable
 Lethargic
 Lazy
 Aggressive

Some children handle stressors better than others.  
We often call these children resilient. 

American Psychological Assn.





Mental Health During COVID-19: 
Signs Your Teen May Need More Support

 Changes in mood
 Changes in behavior
 Loss of interest
 Hard time falling or staying asleep or 

sleeping all the time
 Problems with memory, thinking, 

or concentration
 Less interest in schoolwork
 Changes in appearance
 Increase in risky or reckless behaviors (drugs, alcohol)
 Thoughts about death or suicide

American Academy of Pediatrics 2020 @Healthychildren.org



An Anchor Practice: 
Pause and Breathe 
Deeply

Diaphragmatic Breathing: A Stress Management Practice

See Resource list for a handout on more controlled breathing practices.



Stressful
or Relaxing Breath?
 How you breathe can 

affect stress levels

 Shallow chest breathing linked to stress

 Deep diaphragmatic breathing linked to relaxation better 
health, and pain control

 Focusing on breath can trigger relaxation and release 
body toxins



What are stress reduction strategies and 
how can parents help?





Good news! 
You have 
choices.

You can learn to manage 
your stress and emotions 
to become calm, focused 

and alert.



Helping Your Teen 
Cope with Stress

 Encourage vigorous exercise*
 Talk through problems
 Practice relaxation & self-calming skills
 Teach that mistakes OK
 Have clear rules and consequences
 Teach how to handle difficult situations
 Tell stories of effective coping
 Have family rituals & routines



Stress Busters

Listen to 
calming 

music

Laugh
Exercise or 
Play sports 

Take a walk

Talk with 
a friend

Picture 
yourself in 
a beautiful 
place

Draw

Play 
with 
your 
pet

Practice mindfulness

We need our own toolkit of stress busters.



PAUSE AND FOLLOW 
YOUR BREATH



Take Regular Breaks
Our brain needs downtime.

Refresh Mind and Body



Your Imagination Can Help You to Relax



Being Grateful Can 
Make You Happier

Count up to 3 blessings each day.

Thank someone you may take for granted.

Keep a record of how often you say thank 
you and try to double it in a week.

When you awake, think of one thing you 
are grateful for.



Benefits of Regular 
Relaxation Practice 
 Less stress and anxiety
 Reduces muscle tension
 Quiets the mind
 Improves sleep
 Improves focus & concentration
 Helps you think before you act
 Helps with creative problem-solving
 Enhances performance
 Decreases anger and aggression
 Decreases worry
 Improves work habits and cooperation

Source: Benson Henry Institute for 
Mind Body Medicine, Boston, MA



More Ways to Help Your Teen
 Listen carefully to teens and watch for overloading
 Share decision making and brainstorm solutions 

together 
 Support involvement in pro-social activities such 

as exercise, sports and other peer group 
experiences

 Monitor if stress is affecting teen’s health, 
behavior, thoughts, or feelings

 Encourage healthy eating
 Monitor for enough sleep



Tips to Go

• Teens are struggling right now, with mental health issues 
and risky behaviors on the rise.

• Listening can help. Work on listening with an open mind, 
instead of offering solutions.

See resource list for more info on talking to kids when they need help and how 
to start a conversation to understand what is going on in their lives 

Smith, 2020. Are the kids all right? Supporting your teen's mental health through Covid-19
https://www.cnn.com/2020/10/08/health/teen-mental-health-pandemic-wellness/index.html

https://www.cnn.com/2020/10/08/health/teen-mental-health-pandemic-wellness/index.html


Tips to Go
• Resilience is key to mental health in a time of 

crisis. Try starting conversations about the 
things teens can control even when life feels 
unpredictable. 

• Let them know that everything is OK now. Give 
them hope for the future.

• Watch for signs of a more serious issue, 
including bad moods your child can't seem to 
bounce back from.

Smith, 2020. Are the kids all right? Supporting your teen's mental health through Covid-19
https://www.cnn.com/2020/10/08/health/teen-mental-health-pandemic-wellness/index.html

https://www.cnn.com/2020/10/08/health/teen-mental-health-pandemic-wellness/index.html


Tips to Go

Model good self-care by taking care 
of yourself and making time for good 
sleep, healthy food and relaxation.

Smith, 2020. Are the kids all right? Supporting your teen's mental health through Covid-19
https://www.cnn.com/2020/10/08/health/teen-mental-health-pandemic-wellness/index.html

https://www.cnn.com/2020/10/08/health/teen-mental-health-pandemic-wellness/index.html


Calming Apps for Adults
Calm (free)
Headspace
Colorfy (adult coloring, free)
Breathe2Relax (free)
Insight Timer (free)

Apps for Youth
Breath Think Do with Sesame (free)
Calm with Calm Kids (free) 
Three Good Things: A Happiness Journal (free) 
Smiling Mind (all ages, free)





I can not, and should not, be cured of 
my stress, but merely taught to enjoy it. 

Hans Selye, 1950



Lucy Vezzuto, PhD
lvezzuto@icloud.com

There is always hope.
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