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How stress affects the Brain 
Hand Model of the Brain

• http://ageofmontessori.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Flipping-Your-Lid.sustainableparenting.pdf
• https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53ce65d8e4b0939090645d85/t/59df33449f8dce1267114ae2/1507799878620/Brain

+in+the+Palm+of+the+Hand+visual+handout+parents.pdf



Coping plan

• Primary prevention: 
– Reinforce a wide repertoire of 

activities and skill sets as positive 
stress-reduction strategies

• Secondary prevention
– Inviting them to build positive 

coping strategies



Strategies

• Assess the stressor

• Problem-focused engagement strategies

• Emotion-focused engagement strategies

• Healthy Disengagement strategies



Assess the stressor

• Is it a “real tiger” or a “paper tiger” (a worry is not a 
“real tiger”)

• Avert catastrophic thinking to remember that bad 
things are often temporary. 



Tackle the Problem

• Identify and then address the problem

• Avoid Stress when possible

• Let some things go
Grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot 
change; the courage to change the things I can; and 

the wisdom to know the difference



A  metaphor – The Weather

We cannot control the weather, so we have to learn to adapt to 

it. We can put a coat on for instance, but we cannot stop the 

wind or rain, and it would be foolish to try. Regardless of what 

we do, the storm will pass.

Our thoughts and feelings are like the weather, they come and 

they go. We cannot control or stop them, but we can learn to 

react to them differently. If we give up the futile struggle to try 

and stop or control it, the storm of thoughts and feelings will 

pass.
getselfhelp.co.uk



Take Care of Your Body 
• Recognize the power of exercise
• Active relaxation

– DEEP BREATHING: You can flip the switch from being stressed to relaxed if you know how to turn on 
the relaxed system. (4 to 8 breathing). Breath deeply and slowly. Try to take a full breath. First, fill 
your stomach and then your chest while counting to 4. Hold that breath as long as it feels 
comfortable, let the breath out while counting to 8. This needs fulls concentration. If your mind 
wanders, as it will, remind yourself to refocus on your counting and breathing. Over time, your mind 
will be more able to stay focused on how you are feeling now rather than past or future worries

– PROGRESSIVE MUSCLE RELAXATION

• Eat well
Everyone knows good nutrition makes you healthier. Only some people realize that it 
also keeps you alert through the day and your mood steady. People who eat mostly junk 
food have highs and lows in their energy level, which harms their ability to reduce 
stress.  Eating more fruits, vegetables, and whole grains can keep you focused for a 
longer time

• Sleep well
- Go to sleep about the same time every night
- Exercise 4 to 6 hours before bedtime. Your body falls asleep most easily when it has 

cooled down. 
- About half of an hour before bed, go somewhere other than your bed and do something 

to set your worries aside. Do this in dim light. If you are the kind of person who thinks 
about all the stuff you have to do tomorrow, make a list before you go to bed and set it 
aside. If you wake up in the middle of the night thinking, move to another spot to do 
your worry.  You’ll get tired soon, then go back to bed.

- If you have trouble falling asleep, try 4 to 8 meditative breathing



A metaphor – Reset Button

When we feel emotional, we can feel overwhelmed and our thinking brain 

(the pre-frontal cortex) goes offline – just like our computer does sometimes 

when it tries to do too many processes at once. To get our computers 

working again, we can either wait, or we can reset it.

We can use our mind’s reset mechanism by telling ourselves 

to STOP and BREATHE – a little slower, in through the nose, out through the 

mouth. In thinking about our breathing, we have shifted our focus of 

attention and the emotional thoughts fade a little into the background. In 

taking slower deeper breaths, we are calming our physical sensations of 

emotion. This reduces the emotion enough to allow our thinking brain to 

come back online, enabling us to make more rational responses.
getselfhelp.co.uk



Deal with your emotions

• Take instant vacations
– Visualization 
– Enjoy your interests or hobby. Go into whatever you enjoy doing that is fun 

and creative
– Change your venue: Take a walk outside
– Read: Read a good book, even one you have read before
– Music: Listening to music can be a great break from stress and it can “reset” 

your emotions

• Release emotional tension
– Talk to someone who is worthy of your trust = Talking to a good friend, parent, 

teacher, or a professional, like a doctor, nurse or counselor, can really help you 
get worries off your mind.  Find an adult who will listen and whom you can ask 
for advice. 

– Creativity
– Journaling
– Prayer or meditation – Some people find that praying or meditation alone or 

with family or friends can ease their problems
– Crying or laughing – Some people feel so much better inside after they cry hard 

or laugh hard by themselves or with other people 



A metaphor
Struggling Uphill in Top Gear

Sometimes life can feel like we're struggling to 
drive or bike up a long and steep hill, in top 
gear. The motor just can't get us there. It works 
really hard, but it's impossible to get up that steep 
hill in top gear. We need to change down a gear 
or two. Changing down gives the motor more 
room to turn, and is much better able to drive 
those wheels up that hill, even if it goes a bit 
slower.

It can be like that with life sometimes. We try to 
struggle on in top gear, expecting so much of 
ourselves, of others, of life itself. Sometimes we 
need to change down a gear. Slow it down, 
reduce the struggle. Carry on, but in a lower gear.  getselfhelp.co.uk
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Langer, E. (2013, youtube)





What is it?
• “paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in 

the present moment, and nonjudgmentally”
Jon Kabat-Zinn (Founder of Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction)

- formal and informal meditation skills
- promote resilience and coping 

- sustained attention, attention 
switching and inhibition of 

elaborative processes

- it is not about thought suppression







Why should we be mindful?

The ability to 
focus and 

stabilize one’s 
attention.   

Concentration

The ability to ‘be 
with’ experience 
with an attitude 
of gentle matter-

of-factness.

Equanimity
The ability to 

keep track of the 
components of 

sensory 
experience as 
they arise in 

various 
combinations, 
moment-by-

moment.

Sensory Clarity

Regular Practice Cultivates 3 Core Skills



Body Scan



Helping a Little

Contribute

Sense of purpose

Make a difference
1) It feels good to serve and this may reduce shame or 

stigma when they themselves need to reach out for 
help

2)   Those who serve others can be surrounded with a 
sense of gratitude which is reinforcing 

3)    Put their own problems in perspective



Final words..

ØWe can’t remove all  
exposure to  risk. 

ØAcknowledge that much risk represents a young 
person’s attempt to deal with uncomfortable 
feelings. 

ØWide repertoire of positive coping strategies. 



Final words…

Ø These strategies can be performed/repeated during  
brief office visits

Ø Reinforce periodically

ØMost important of all: practice these as well



Final metaphor – Tug of War with a Monster 
Imagine you’re in a tug of war with some huge 

monster. You’ve got one end of the rope, and the 

monster has the other end. In between you, 

there’s a huge bottomless pit. You’re pulling 

backward as hard as you can, but the monster 

keeps on pulling you ever closer to the pit. What’s 

the best thing to do in that situation?

Pulling harder comes naturally, but the harder you 

pull, the harder the monster pulls. You’re 

stuck. What do you need to do?

Dropping the rope means the monster’s still there, 

but you’re no longer tied up in a struggle with 

it. Now you can do something more useful

(Harris 2009) getselfhelp.co.uk
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Helpful websites

• www.smilingmind.com.au;
• www.headspace.com and 
• www.calm.com.
• http://keltymentalhealth.ca/healthy-

living/mindfulness for free audio recordings of 
guided mindfulness meditations 
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