Stress-Busters for Children

· Deep breathing. It is important to do this right: in through the nose, out through the mouth. I encourage children to imagine a cup of hot chocolate: they breathe in the smell of the cocoa but then gently blow to cool it down. Also, be sure shoulders are relaxed and put your hand on your stomach: it should push out when you breathe IN and flatten as you breathe OUT.

· One thing I like to do to practice deep breathing is to use scented bubbles!  I tell the child to remember to take a slow deep breath in through his nose so he can smell the grape smell.  Then I tell him to try to blow the biggest bubble he can-- which requires him to blow out an even, slow, deep breath.  I tell him that if they breathe out too fast that it will pop the bubble or make a very small bubble.  We compete to see who can get the biggest bubble!  It's a lot of fun!

 

· Positive self-talk: This works well while looking in the mirror but the great thing is, you can do it anywhere and no one else will even know. Think about the negative self-talk that is probably already there (“I can’t do this,” “I always mess up,” “I’m just not good enough.”) and turn those thoughts into positive ones (“I can try,” “I can learn from my mistakes,” “I will do fine if I am willing to work hard.”). Turns out, Stuart Smiley was on to something. 
· At the same time, avoid telling your child things like, “You are smart.” Or “You are strong.” These are fixed mindset messages. If I believe that I am smart and that is the reason for my success, then when I inevitably struggle with something, I will believe it is because I am no longer smart or not smart enough and therefore there is no point in trying anymore. Instead, focus on effort, perseverance and learning from mistakes. This sends the message that success comes from working hard and facing adversity and the child is more likely to succeed when faced with a challenge.

· I usually teach kids about anxiety so they won't be spooked about it. You can help her "research" it to take some of the mystery away. Perhaps you could find a book at the library or read articles from trusted websites on the subject. Do this together so you can discuss what you find.
· I have used worry stones they can keep in their pockets. We discuss breathing exercises to use while rubbing the stone and I remind them their worries can be put there to be visited at a later time.

· Use a worry scale when the child is anxious.  It's a good way to quantify her anxiety.  I use a 1-5 scale (1=lowest, 5=highest), and the student can rate where their anxiety is.  It helps to establish examples of each level at a time when the child is calm. 1=having a substitute teacher, 5=tornado warning.
· Tell a calming story and have the child visualize the story (make a movie in their head). Use as much detail as possible. Incorporate deep breaths and muscle relaxation to make this even more effective. Make the child the hero of your story and describe them overcoming a challenging (but not scary) situation.
· Teach and regularly practice 5, 4, 3, 2, 1. You start with some deep breaths and focus on relaxing the muscles. Then ask the child to name 5 things they can see, 4 things they can hear, 3 things they can feel (cool air, full belly, the chair fabric under their fingers), 2 things they can smell and 1 good thing about them. This exercise keeps them focused in the present and when used regularly will train their brain to readily return to this calming focus.
· Divide a piece of paper in half vertically. Label one side, “things I can control” and the other side, “things I cannot control.” Talk through the child’s list of worries and decide together which worry belongs on which side. Help them find ways to let go of those worries (probably most) that they can’t control and make a plan to deal with those they can control. 

· Help the child make a problem scale. Write the numbers 10-1 down the left side of a piece of paper. 1=a very small problem they can handle themselves (a paper cut or my sister is talking too loud). 10= the worst thing that could possibly happen (a massive earthquake, end of the world). When you or your child is stressed, decide where that problem belongs on the problem scale. This will give some perspective.

· Know when to seek professional help. When your child’s anxiety is hindering their daily functioning (ability to eat, sleep, attend school) or significantly disrupting family relationships, it may be time to discuss this with your pediatrician who could make a referral.
