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Objectives

Describe the specific 
areas of the brain involved 

in stress management

Identify strategies for 
youth and families within 

the context of home, 
school and peers

Stress and Mental 
Health

Coping as Brain 
Development

Building Resilience 
in Youth

Understand the effects of 
stress on increasing rates 
of mental health concerns 

in youth
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The Problem

Mental Health

Rates of mental health 
concerns among youth 
have increased over the 

past decade

Impact of Stress

Stress and adverse 
childhood experiences are 
related to increased mood 

& behavioral symptoms

COVID-19

The pandemic has 
resulted in even greater 
rates of distress among 

youth

Developmental 
Impact

Youth can benefit from 
strategies for building 
academic, emotional, 
social and community 

competencies

Support Systems

Families, schools, and 
other community 

resources can bolster 
overall health and 

successful functioning
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Mental Health in Youth

17%
• 17% of children aged 2-8 have a diagnosed

mental or behavioral health condition

• This group is particularly relevant for primary 
care-based mental and behavioral health 
screening and early intervention 

4.4 Million
• 4.4 million youth in the U.S. aged 3-17 are 

diagnosed with anxiety

• 1.9 million youth in the U.S aged 3-17 are 
diagnosed with depression
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Centers for 
Disease 
Control Data
[Pre-Pandemic]

(Ghandour, et al., 2018)
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Suicide Rates In Youth (Curtin & Heron, 2019)

Ages 10-14
•
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Ages 15-19



Your Logo or Name Here

Mental Heath of Youth Over the Past Two Years

ED Visits for Psych Crises (Mar-Oct 2020)

• +24% for 5-11yo

• +31% for 12-17yo

(Centers for Disease Control, 2021)

•
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Mental Health of Youth Over the Past Two Years

20-25% INCREASE in 
mental health sx…

…but 50% 
DECREASE in mental 
health services

(Kaiser Family Foundation, 2021)
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What We’ve Seen Clinically…
Issues which have increased over the past couple of years

Age

Birth 1

Increased Tantrums
Won’t separate @ daycare

2 3 4 5

Nightmares
Won’t sleep in own bed

6 7 8 9

Irritability
Refusals at home/school

10 11 12

Withdrawal
Depressed, anhedonic

13 14 15 16 17 18

Anxiety & Depression
Concerns about present 

and future

19 … Parent

Overwhelm
Family concerns

10

Disordered Eating
Restricted or over-eating
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In order to build strong coping 
behaviors…

…first think about the brain.
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Stress and the Brain
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The next step for building strong coping 
behaviors is…

…think about development.
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Normative Development: 5-12 Year-olds
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Normative Development for School-Aged Children
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Erikson’s stage for 5-12yo, “Industry vs. Inferiority”:

• Emphasis for kids is on developing competency.

• Inadequacy or ineffectiveness can yield increased 
anxiety, depressive, or oppositional symptoms.

• Emphasis for caregivers is to help kids feel effective.

• Focus on positive qualities, skill development, and 
persistence.
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Normative Development: 13-18 Year-olds
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Normative Development for Adolescents
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• Key issue is developing healthy sense of self as an effective
and connected adult.

• Teens are drawn to independence (“I’m fine!”) and autonomy 
to confirm abilities and roles.

• BUT: lack of experience can yield normative anxiety and self-
doubt.

• Balancing expectations, self-acceptance, “grit” and support 
can promote increased health and well-being. 
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A Framework for Resilience 

Positive Social 
Interactions 

Managing 
Emotions

Effective Self-Talk
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“Psychosocial competences such as creativity, emotion regulation, or 
interpersonal skills may constitute important characteristics to help 
parents and children alike coping and even thriving…”  

(Dalton, Rapa & Stein, 2020)
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Managing Emotions
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Managing Emotions: Relaxation Strategies for Youth

Calming/self-regulation strategies include:
• Music that slows heart rate
• Muscle tension/relaxation
• Imagery
• Slow, full breathing
• (What about screens??)

Why? Because the brain is a “switch 
system”

Calming allows our logical brain to think!

(Mendelson, et al., 2010; Saarikallio & Erkkila, 2007)
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Attunement
• A component of the Attachment, Self-

Regulation, and Competency (ARC)

• “Attunement”: Name feeling states that are 
reflected in the child’s behavior
• “This seems really hard and you don’t know how you 

will get through it.”
• “I hear you.”

• Identify a specific plan to work through the 
situation.

(Arvidson, et al., 2011)
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Promoting Emotional Regulation and Resilience

• Trust your observations, reflect what you see.

“Things aren’t going very well. There is anxiety, frustration...”

• Read the behavior and respond in supportive ways; search to 
see the world through the eyes of the child.

“You don’t want this to be so difficult.”

• Communicate to youth that you are there to listen, understand, 
and help

“I’m here for you, and we can figure something out to make 
things a little better.”
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Developing Effective Self-Talk
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Active vs. Passive Coping Approach
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• There are times when prioritizing tasks is 
needed.

• Avoidance is generally not helpful.

• Working through challenges can be more 
meaningful than eliminating those 
challenges.

• An active coping approach: 
-focused on capabilities
-looks for small successes
-relies on familiar supports
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“Adults need to be authentic about some of the uncertainty and 
psychological challenges…Normalising their emotional 
reactions and reassuring children about how the family will 
look after each other helps to contain anxiety and provides a 
shared focus.” 

(Dalton, Rapa & Stein, 2020)

Building a Proactive Approach 
for Youth
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Positive Self-Talk as Normal Skill Development

• This involves academic development, but also 
development in coping with frustration, building 
confidence, and improving social skills.

• Focus on building resilience like any physical skill:
-The types of stressors that kids manage well
-The situations that are challenging
-Identify the child’s goal vs. where they are now
-The skills families successfully practice/model at 
home

• Communicate respect and appreciation for efforts 
attempted to address the situation thus far.
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Example of Negative Self-Talk

Situations
“Studying for a test”

Thoughts 

Feelings
-Anxiety (85/100)

-Sadness (70/100)

-Anger (65/100)

Behaviors
-Rush through material
-Ruminate on one section
-Close the book and play video game
-Tell caregiver “I’m all done.”

“I’m going to fail”
“I’m never going to get it”
“My teacher hates me”
“This is stupid, forget this”

Note: It is a reflexive model: 
thoughts, feelings and behaviors are 
mutually influential
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Building Positive Self-Talk

Thoughts

Feelings
-Anxiety (85/100)

-Sadness (70/100)

-Anger (65/100)

“I’m going to fail.”
“I’m never going to get it.”
“My teacher hates me.”
“Studying won’t help.”

Review accuracy of  negative thoughts:

*If  accurate, create a response plan.

*If  inaccurate, change thoughts to 
decrease (not necessarily eliminate) 
discomfort. Goal is to make things 
manageable.      

“It usually turns out ok.”
“I know most of this.”
“I can use the online study
guide for help.”

Behaviors

-Rush through material
-Ruminate on one section
-Close the book and play video game
-Tell caregiver “I’m all done.”

-Make a study plan for the 
evening.
-Ask a parent to help with one 
section.  
-Get a good night’s sleep.

-Confidence (55/100)

-Anxiety (35/100)

-Frustration (20/100)

Situations
“Studying for a test”
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Positive Social Interactions and Support 

29



Your Logo or Name Here 30

Social Anxiety and Discomfort

• Social anxiety has, and likely will be, 
a common issue for many across 
elementary, middle and high school.

• These social anxieties are 
compounded by complexities of 
aging up.
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• Normalize insecurities as a normal part of growing up. They’re not alone!
• Help kids “play to their strengths”, including interests and abilities.
• Encourage gradual progression of social interactions or activities, from 1:1 

and beyond.
• Implement structured activities that guide interactions within classwork, 

projects at home, or in extracurricular activities.

How to Improve Social Confidence
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Strengthening Healthy Connections & Socialization

• Identify the value of working with others with different perspectives or experiences.
• This does NOT mean that we always have to agree, “be friends with everyone,” or give 

up our values, interests and goals.
• But…respecting others, finding other points of relating, and completing projects 

together is a valuable part of growing up.

• Strong life skills include managing conflict with 
respect for self and others. 

• Set positive expectations.
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Helping Children Work Through Social Challenges

• Maintain as much open communication as possible.

• The goal is for the child to resolve the situation independently.

• Reinforce that working through a problem with someone is more 
important than “winning” the exchange.

• Coach acceptance of occasional disappointment, and promote 
coping via a variety of healthy relationships and activities.

• Look to provide advisory guidance rather than direct assistance 
whenever possible.
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Helping High School Students Through Challenges

• Families and other adults can model self-care and positive 
communication.

• Recognize how working through differences in a mature way is 
part of being an adult.

• Balance assertive communication with maintaining respect for 
another.

• Encourage students to advocate for themselves but support 
them within their comfort level. It’s a balance!

34



Summary

• Mood and behavioral health has been increasing over the past 
decade.

• Maximizing the resilience of youth has been especially relevant over 
the past couple of years.

• There are a number of ways to enhance the self-confidence, social 
experience, and success for youth.

• The support of families, including modeling and open communication, 
is an important part of any plan to build coping skills in youth. 
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Questions/Comments?

Thank you!
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