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Help your family develop ways to cope with stress

For all parents

How do we define stress?

Stress is defined differently for every person. Something that triggers stress in one person may not faze another. At any age, how we cope with stress, or react to stressful situations, is dependent upon our ability to utilize coping skills to navigate through the situation. The manner in which we react to stressful situations has implications for our physical and emotional health and general happiness. 
It is important to remember that stress is not only manifested in negative circumstances. Positive life changes (such as the birth of a child, changing jobs, and moving) can also create stress if we are not prepared. As individuals, and parents, we must strive to identify stress triggers within ourselves, and our children, in an effort to deal with stress more effectively.
Why are we so stressed? 

Simply put, we live in a fast-paced society full of surreal expectations. The average parent is juggling the multiple competing roles of being an employee, spouse, and parent, compounded with the stress of marital, financial and health issues. We are doing too much at once! 
Do children get stressed?

Children feel stress, just like everyone else. Children’s stress is often viewed as trivial by adults. However, it is important remember that stress is defined differently by every person dependent on their coping skills, age and experiences. 
Reflecting back, every adult can relate to the childhood stressors of trying to fit in with friends, get good grades, and dealing with being teased or excluded. It's important to validate these experiences for children. 
More so today then ever before, children are impacted by a montage of adult issues, such as divorce, financial stress, moving, and parental separation and alienation. Children are smart, and they figure situations out with ease, however they are not equip to manage adult matters. Knowledge of these matters can cause undue stress for children and places them at risk of emotional harm. This can be minimized by not giving children details about matters that are adult in content, directly and indirectly (by not allow yourself or others to speak about adult matters in their proximity).
Some signs of stress
Physical Symptoms: 
· weakened immunity (more susceptible to colds, viruses)

· poor concentration

· physical aliments (headaches, backaches, other illnesses) 
· increased or decreased appetite

· change in sleep patterns (sleeping less, more, nightmares)

Anger:

· outbursts or general irritability

· hostility may be directed at the source of our stress – boss, spouse, or even children.

· moody, difficulty getting along with people
Emotive symptoms:

· reduced self esteem

· crying more than normal
· jealousy

· impatience

· reduced motivation

· fearful-but doesn’t know why (usually children)
Social & other:

· drop in academic performance
· withdrawal from friends

· difficulty forming, or keeping, friendships

How to help your child cope with stress.

When noticing any behavioral changes in your child, try to find out the cause by talking to them. Depending on the child, you may need to ask more than once in a non-intrusive way.

· set aside some one-on-one time with your child (do an activity, go for a walk, play a game etc.)

· review your child’s schedule: 

· evaluate extra curricular activities (less or more) 

· help them manage their time between homework, household chores, and activities
· buy a journal for your child to record their thoughts and feelings
· determine if they would they benefit from academic support or counseling
· communicate with your child’s school, care providers and friends
· create a private space for them in their home (may be their bedroom) and help them decorate it to their preference
General tips for dealing with stress
1. recognize your symptoms

2. look at your lifestyle and see what can be changed—in your work, family, or schedule

3. use relaxation techniques (yoga, deep breathing, or massage)

4. exercise—physical activity is one of the most effective stress remedies around

5. time management—do essential tasks and prioritize others
6. watch your diet—alcohol, caffeine, sugar, fats and tobacco all put a strain on your body's ability to cope with stress

7. get rest and sleep

8. talk with others—friends, professional counselors, support groups, family

9. help others—volunteer work 

10. get away for a while—read a book, watch a movie, play a game, listen to music, or go on vacation—leave some time just for you. 

11. work off your anger—get physically active, dig in the garden, start a project, spring cleaning,

12. give in occasionally—avoid quarrels whenever possible

13. tackle one thing at a time—don’t try to do too much at once
14. don’t try to be perfect

15. ease up on criticism of others

16. don’t be too competitive

17. make the first move to be friendly

18. have some fun! Laugh and spend time with people you enjoy!

Canadian Mental Health Association, 2008

"Embrace Change. True success can be defined by your ability to adapt to changing circumstances.", Connie Sky 
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Visit "Parents Boost Learning" at www.peelschools.org for more Parent Tip Sheets.

