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Stress Management relates to our role as parents and when our child’s behavior or the struggle they’re enduring gets intense and stress increases, life gets hard.  I want to focus on strategies to help parents/families feel more control, be able to exhale and feel successful in this journey of parenthood. This information is designed to help you see behavior in a different way; through a different lens so you can find new tools to help your child AND YOU, begin to de-stress and change how we engage with our child. 

--Everyone here tonight has a child in elementary school
--Everyone here was chosen because you have been identified as a parent/family network that will support change and utilize tools
--My priority tonight is YOU and helping you support your child and addressing the isolation often felt with the struggle 
--Your child must be a part of this process: they need to see, feel, and create a plan within this unit
--Your family unit (whatever this looks like) is the critical foundation to success
--Even if you have a non-traditional family- your student will feel the power of your whole family unit working together

This journey includes current struggles such as behavior issues, difficulty in school, tears and very few smiles.  The hope is we can get to a place of HAPPY with more effective discipline, more conversation, less intensity and emotion and SMILES at the end of the day. 

We are going to consider a different approach: 
--If I can feel “good in my own skin” I will have a better chance of having a positive relationship with my child- seeing them for who they are
--When I find success… more will follow
--I can engage more effectively with my child
--I can look at my child’s behavior in a different way
--I can know myself so I can help my child feel better!

So much of better understanding behavior is reflecting on who you are, how you think about things. Think about your relationships with others, the different stressors that affect your life and impact your quality of this life.  Your self-awareness is going to affect your view of the people around you and this is going to change how you engage with others. How you communicate with others directly correlates with your emotional well-being and much of this is based in the nervous system, and in our wiring.  So when you see behavior through a different lens it can change how you think about the behavior in front of you… your assumptions and expectations of this behavior is going to directly impact the strategies or programming you begin to implement.  

Wiring: The first nervous system function is wiring and it is really how I refer to personality; this is how people come into the world.  Some are really busy, talkative, others are more sensitive.  We need to understand this wiring because this affects the way people respond to stress… we can’t change wiring but better understanding both our wiring and how our child is wired will completely alter the way you see behaviors around you. This is going to change your response to this behavior… ultimately, your engagement with your child when they are struggling.  Appreciating how someone is wired can also help us begin to find ways to let this wiring work as a strength that can support them when things get challenging.

When we are able to consider a different explanation for behavior, exhale in the moment, and reframe what is really in front of us, we will feel better within ourselves.  This approach of reading behavior through a different lens is the start to changing your relationship with your child.  It will also impact how you feel at the end of the day… if you feel in control of your emotions and respond in a firm but loving manner, going to bed at night can feel really different.   And the really cool thing is that when we are able to experience this change, this effect will snowball.  It will change how YOU engage tomorrow morning with my YOUR child, which will set the tone for everyone’s day. 

The images of the two children responding to stress was to demonstrate that initial assumptions are often based on appearances… and our perspective is completely affected by OUR world- our experiences, our parents, our wiring… everything we have been through affects our assumptions. Humans innate read on behavior can help us at times- we can tap into our reserves to find empathy and compassion, but it can also skew the way we respond to a situation prematurely.  Our read of behavior WILL affect our perception and judgement of not only the situation but also the child.  Individual wiring will also affect how we behave which might be the only reason you are seeing different behavioral responses from these kids that you maybe didn’t expect… so much comes from the nervous system and all of this comes from your perspective, who you are and what you have experienced in your life.

Understanding who we are and how we handle stress (and life) can be fun but it can also be painful.  Depending on your childhood, you might need to spend a little extra time on this step because being honest about your struggle can make you feel vulnerable… and this is NOT how you want to feel right now when your child is testing your very sense of being.  I’m not saying you have to open up old wounds, this is better done with a good friend or therapist, but I am asking that you honestly think about and answer some questions about yourself and your world.  If we are going to change our perspective and how we respond to our child, we have to know why we think the way we do and respond as we do. Take some time to go over these questions.  This self-reflection is the start to explain how you are seeing your child right now. 
1. What was your childhood like? 
2. What were your parents like?  
3. What was their wiring?
4. How did your parents discipline?
5. How did you respond to discipline (as a child) based on your wiring?
Now, with all this introspection, i want you to consider some outside forces in your world of TODAY.  Think of who you parent with… or the other people in your world who impact how you feel- both good and bad.  If you have a partner, think about who they really are.  How are they wired?  Go through the same process you did for yourself because this influences how they might be viewing and responding to behavior.  How do they respond to things based on the wiring you see?  What things stress them out and how do they managing a tough situation?  Do you influence their responses or do they kind of Tasmanian devil it around and then you pick up the pieces?  Think about their strengths and how they manage their stress… are they able to tap into their strengths as you just determined in yourself?  When you think of all the influences in your world, do you feel supported or kind of empty?  What is it about these people and how they behave that makes you feel this way. Remember, we are talking about your world. Take a moment to really think about this, write this down or say it aloud because this information is going to completely affect the lens you are about to look through.
1. Are the people in your world supportive?
2. Do you have a partner…What is their wiring?
3. What are their strengths? Stressors?
4. How do they manage stress?  
5. Do they help you manage YOUR stress?

Finally, we need to look at some of the ways our outside world is affecting us.  You’ve taken time to identify a stressor and how you respond, but now lets go a little broader.  I’m going to guess that one of your big stressors has to do with your child because one of the fastest ways to feel awful is when your child feels awful.  But I want you to continue to think about YOU right now, not your child.  Are there things that are out of your control in your world… things you can’t change right now.  
-Financial issues for instance, create stress and you might feel they  limit the ways you can help your child… doctor visits, therapy, activities they love that make them smile might be out of reach right now financially.  
-Divorce or co-parenting in a situation that isn’t conducive to addressing your child’s needs in a way you think is appropriate can make you feel helpless. 
These are real-life problems that make climbing that mountain really hard and you can’t pretend they will get easier just because you are figuring out a different way to view behavior based on who you are.  But a really important thing to understand is that your child really doesn’t need all the stuff that your environment might be preventing them from easily getting… they just need you.  And that my friend, you have complete control over.  AND that is why it is so important to change the way you see behavior because even a 5-minute casual chat with your child can start so much healing and it has everything to do with how you engage with your child.  Let’s go back to that little girl we saw earlier… Understanding that her reaction might simply be how her nervous system deals with stress- allows you to see her behavior through a different lens.  She over responds and tends to go into fight or flight… and she’s a fighter.  This is because of her wiring so that scowl you are looking at and that defense she puts up might be how she is handling stress.  If you consider this, you might not be so quick to respond… and provides a  new way of engaging with her and opens up an opportunity to be able to process what’s going on.   She needs her safe person who is her rock of strength.  When you can embrace your child with understanding, and hit the pause button so the two of you can just be together, with nothing else going on, that is where the recovery is going to happen.  As frustrating and out of control as the outside world might seem, you have the power to create THIS moment- for you and your child.   

Reading behavior and our assumption of why a child is behaving the way they are completely affects your response… and your response will determine if a child can get through a situation and learn something, maybe figure out ways to recover or adjust.  If my response is inappropriate for the developmental or sensory needs of this child, behavior will not improve.  How many times do we have the same issues with out child, over and over again?  When consequences or responses from adults don’t support the emotional needs or nervous system requirements, we get stuck with problems that don’t seem to have solutions.  So our perspective about what this child is feeling will affect our expectations and likely the outcome of a situation.  It definitely affects our reactions because when a child is sad (like my assumption of the little boy) we tend to respond differently than we would to anger or defiance (like what I assumed with the little girl’s behavior).  So, we have to assess OUR assumptions and always make sure our emotions are in check no matter what behavioral response we are dealing with.

Thresholds change from activity to activity, environment to environment and generally speaking, wiring will affect where that threshold usually lies but the threshold is definitely something that changes and something we can affect with our strategies.  It is essentially the point at which we can make a response… our nervous system can now respond because it has gotten the enough appropriate input.  Our nervous system evolves based on the type of input coming in. 

-High Threshold: More input is needed to even get your child’s attention and if they can’t reach this threshold they won’t be able to do what they need to. This can look like:
Always active –seeking movement, crashing onto floor or into walls for “fun”
-Lots of talking and noises-verbal processor
-Wiggling in chair, can’t stay in chair, 
-Always getting a drink, sharpening pencil
-Walking on toes, heavy steps, slapping hands
-Drawn to swings, spinning, crashing, rough & tumble play
**Question to ask yourself: Is the maladaptive behavior an attempt to reach a high threshold? Is this child, who is struggling again, unable to figure out HOW to respond differently???

Low Threshold: It takes very little input from the body or environment to register and this usually  results in over-stimulates which = meltdown.  This can look like: 
-Standing and watching
-Constant anxiety with new things
-Sensitive to noise, busy environments, lights
-Sensitive to movement: swings, slides, car rides
-Behavior issues because they are in “melt-down”
**Question to ask yourself: Is the meltdown or shutdown something they can control?
Was this a volitional choice the child made or did their nervous system take over? Do our consequences help them recover?

Think about kids today, who are exposed to more screen time than say, outside time… this is going to change the way their nervous system is responding to input.  It is really important to be aware of this threshold and where that child might be so you can begin to help them find and use strategies to find regulation

Fight, flight or freeze is the last thing I want you to think about related to behavior. It is our most primitive protective system and it takes over with very little awareness at times. Imagine you are out in the ocean swimming, having the time of your life…  and you see this fin coming at you.. the thing about fight flight or freeze is that it is a built-in system of threat analysis and it is the reason we are here today… if it didn’t work we wouldn’t have survived.   The visual of this shark comes in and is sent to the middle part of our brain , the amygdala for a fast response-This is great if a shark is coming at you because you can quickly decide to fight the shark, tap into years of swim lessons and swim away, or play dead and hope this shark doesn’t notice you at all. This awesome mechanism built into our nervous system keeps us alive during danger, but when we perceive danger that really isn’t danger our nervous system has a really hard time differentiating a real threat vs. not so real threat.  This brilliant mechanism allows for input to go straight in and not waste any time stopping in other parts of the brain for analysis because threat analysis trumps all and so this subconscious response turns on and our brain essentially turns off.  This is a huge factor in the WHY of the behavior.  Aggression is the fight response, so think of the little girl… this is what her fight and flight response looks like.  Running or creating some type of behavioral response that allows us to get away from the threat is flight, so think of the little boy who melted down and has an uncanny ability to appear helpless- this is great way to avoid a consequence for hitting, not so good when dealing with a shark.  We have mechanisms built into our wiring that we fall back on when our nervous system goes into fight, flight or freeze and this is triggered by stress.  

Freeze can be a shutdown response, so not doing what you ask, that million-mile stare … this is how that nervous system responds to stress.  Going limp like a noodle or fisting and getting super rigid are physiological responses related to fight, flight or freeze and they might be the exact behavior you see right now… and this is why recovery is so important.  YOU CAN’T HAVE A CONVERSATION OR PROBLEM-SOLVE WHEN YOU ARE DEALING WITH FIGHT/FLIGHT/FREEEZE. 

Strategy #1: MODELING RECOVERY TIME: 
Your wiring is going to mean you have a preferred fight/flight or freeze response too so think about your stressors, your environment and how you respond to all the yucky stuff.  Do you handle stress in a way that works?  This is what your child is seeing, so it is just as important to create this opportunity of recovery for your child as it is for you to allow it for yourself- this also provides an opportunity to model that you are important too and that when your stressors are getting the best of you,  recovery time is critical and might mean they don’t get to talk to you just yet. Let yourself have time for recovery…your kids see your response and this can and will affect how they respond in the future- they will still behave and respond in a way that is line with their wiring, but you modeling that recovery is needed for everyone can be very empowering.  Saying something like, “I think I need some time to myself for a moment… then you and I can talk” gives you a moment to exhale and ensure that your emotions are in check, but it also forces EVERYONE to take a minute- to not be impulsively emotional, to not jump to conclusions, to not escalate.  You might come back after this little break to find your child has calmed down too!
· How do you manage when you are stuck or struggling based on your wiring?
· Do your kids see your stress? 
· Create an opportunity for recovery
· Model to your child that recovery is important for YOU
· Talking before stress: make a plan for recovery

A great way to manage recovery is to talk to your child BEFORE things get bad… tell them that there will be times when you just can’t talk and you need a timeout to be ready to talk.  You can apologize for a moment when maybe you didn’t have your emotions under control before you engaged and point out that even adults need a break so the smart part of their brain can work. Talking to your child before the stressor gets the best of you teaches them that we all need to work on our emotions and they can begin to use their detective skills to see when you might need a break- there’s nothing better than when your child notices your stress and recommends a time out before doing anything more.  

Strategy #2: TOOLS FOR RECOVERY TIME. Goal: To let the loving, sensitive, insightful parts of your brain work again!
--Count to 10, focus on your breath
--Exhale and imagine something happy: convince your brain there is nothing to protect
--Sensory Deprivation: Time in the dark (cave)
--Set a recovery timer (for you and your child) for 10 minutes when you get home. 
--Strategies are determined by wiring: run or exercise versus quiet, sedentary activity
--Go give your child a hug… 8 seconds (count out loud)

Vagus Nerve Tools for Recovery and BALANCE: 
--Trumpet breathing- thumb in mouth, blow hard and hold
--Valsalva Maneuver- deep breath, hold, pinch nose, bear down and breathe out strongly 
--Deep and slow BELLY breathing (6/min)
--Singing, chanting, gargling (due to close proximity of vocal cords which connect to vagus nerve)
--Exercise
--Laughter
--Ice and acute cold- cold shower, immersing face in ice bath, cold packs
--Omega-3 fatty acids and Probiotics (diet and nutrition)

Strategy #3: Post-it Power and Positive Affirmations that address our THINKING:
Positive affirmations are ways to remind ourself that there is good, that we are good, our world can be good.  It is self-talk related to right now.  These are “I can” or “I am” statements.  We don’t need to talk about yesterday or tomorrow… just focus on right nowI like to put these up where I can see them- the bathroom mirror, the car, on my desk.  Try to think of something positive each morning when you get up and each night when you go to bed because this is going to impact your thinking.
Self-talk or good stuff RIGHT NOW: Reminders of control
I can
I am
“I am a loving parent”
“I can do this”
“I am so lucky”
“I am stronger than I think”
“I am calm when my child is struggling”
“I am able to love my child, just as they are”
Strategy #4: Goal Setting to Address our DOING: 
After you address your thinking with positive affirmations, now you want to set a goal for the day that is related to the stressor you identified earlier, or maybe something related to your child- how you will engage with them, what you will do in response to them or their behavior, something you will be sure to notice about them. These are things you want to remind yourself to DO.
“I will count to ten before engaging with my upset child”
“I will listen BEFORE I talk when I’m with my child”
“I will create space for my child to just be with me- with no demands”
“I will notice one specific, positive thing about my child and tell them before they start their day”
“I will say 3 positives (specific) before 1 criticism”

STRATEGIES I WILL TRY THIS WEEK:
--Use fewer words (first/then)
--Use pictures vs. words (‘make it look like this’)
--Avoid fight, flight, freeze ------ Utilize recovery first
--Processing Time (allow for 7-10 seconds)
--Bedtime routine:
--Bath (dark), Pj’s, brush, book
--Deep pressure/massage in the dark
--No screen within 1 hour minimum of bedtime- prep with visuals
--Respond positively when chores have been completed (thank you for putting your shoes on)…be specific so you can reinforce the directions they followed.  If your instructions are not carried out as you asked, try to figure out a way you can present it (break down into smaller parts, only say 2 steps at a time instead of all 5) so the child might be able to find some success….then praise them for what they did complete.  
--Ignore what they didn’t do- remember to always consider that maybe they couldn’t keep all the steps straight or needed a movement related activity before instructions so they can focus on what you’ve asked.
--Give your energy to the behavior you want to see and ignore anything you can that is not a danger … you may need to give your energy to someone else in the room so your child can see what they need to do to get your attention.

QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF NOW:
Are there things you can think of that you can do differently given the information you’ve just heard about brain-based behavior? 
Is your approach to discipline helping your child?
Do you think your perception of behavior is different now?  
How can you change the engagement with your child to help them find success?
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