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•


Squeeze up your face 


–


count to 5 


–


then stop


•


Squeeze up or stretch your arm 


–


count to 5 


–


then stop 


–


do your 


other arm


•


Squeeze up or stretch your leg 


–


count to 5 


–


then stop 


–


do your 


other arm


•


Squeeze up or stretch both arms together 


–


count to5 


–


then stop


•


Squeeze up or stretch both legs together 


–


count to 5 


–


then stop
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Watson Takes a Close Look At…….

The What and the Why of Stress and Behavior
Part 2
Stress Reduction Strategies for Children

· Take 3 deep breaths

· Walk away

· Go out for the evening

· Count to 10

· Go to the gym right after work

….five quick stress reducers.  As adults, we are able to process and decide which reducer is needed in what situation and when it should be used.   The students we work and live with need stress reducers just as we do.  Many of our students are not able to quickly choose and use such tools on their own.  Consequently we need to teach these skills and provide students opportunities to learn them in calm situations.  The first step is to teach children to identify their own physiological indicators that stress is beginning.
Help children define and identify what happens to their bodies when they begin to become worried, angry, or afraid.  Give examples, such as, “Your heart starts to beat faster, put your hand here and feel it; your muscles feel tight; your hands get sweaty; you feel like screaming.”
There are numerous commercial curricula and books that teach children how to understand, monitor, and help themselves in stressful situations.  The Incredible 5 point Scale by Kari Dunn Buron and Mitzi Curtis provides visual cue scales for children to define the behavior they exhibit, how it feels, and what to do about it based on a scale of 1 to 5.  The authors show the following example for a high school student who had broken windows in school.  He stated the cause of the incident was noise and confusion in the cafeteria and the need to make it stop.  To understand his feelings the following scale was created: 
  “My Scared/Afraid/Trembling Scale”
	Looks/Sounds like
	Feels like
	Safe people can help/I can try to

	5
	Wide-eyed, maybe screaming, and 

Running, hitting.
	I am going to explode if I don’t do something.
	I will need an adult to help me leave.  Help!

	4
	Threaten others or bump them.
	People are talking about me.  I feel irritated, mad.
	Close my mouth and hum.  Squeeze my hands.  Leave the room for a walk.

	3
	You can’t tell I’m scared

Jaw clenched
	I shiver inside.
	Write or draw about it.  Close my eyes.

	2
	I still look normal
	My stomach gets a little queasy.
	Slow my breathing.  Tell somebody safe how I feel.

	1
	Normal – you can’t tell by looking at me.
	I don’t know really.
	Enjoy it!


      This is an excellent resource to guide adults in helping children not only identify what behavior they exhibit under stress, but how to recognize the signs to prevent the behavior.
There are numerous stress reducers students can learn to access.  One is to tense then relax the muscles, similar to isometrics.   Rosina G. Schnurr, author of Asperger’s Huh? A Child’s Perspective, offers children a strategy called “Anxiety Busters”, which is a muscle exercise activity w/ cues called “starts and stops” – squeezing part of the body, then counting to 5 and stopping.  The chapter provides a visual page as well.  We adapted this for younger students with Mayer Johnson visuals.  See the sample below.
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Squeeze up or stretch your leg 
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Squeeze up or stretch both arms together 

–

count to5 

–

then stop
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Squeeze up or stretch both legs together 

–

count to 5 
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then stop
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Physical exercise is another stress reducer for everyone.  Wendy Welch of The Higashi School in Boston states that physical education and vigorous exercise reduces anxiety, helps students gain stamina, and establishes rhythm and routines. The Higashi School for students with autism integrates daily physical exercise into their schedules.  Numerous activities can provide exercise in school settings throughout the day such as delivering messages long distances, providing 15 minute runs in the gym, utilizing the gym equipment, walking around a track.  Some motor activities that provide sensory input can serve as a level of physical exertion to reduce stress.  One classroom schedules these “sensory breaks” throughout the day to help reduce stress.  The following is a sample of a choice list available to a student in the classroom, and its use is scheduled 3 times a day. 
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Another strategy to reduce stress for children is to carefully determine parts of the day that may follow stressful times and provide relaxing activities in that time slot; before the day continues.  For example, many times students arrive stressed due to transitions, morning routines at home, a restless night, or combinations of such environmental triggers.  Teachers often state, “I can tell when he/she arrives that the day won’t go well.”  Scheduling a consistent relaxing routine can diffuse and prevent a stressful day.  One teacher provides 15 minutes of a choice center time where students chose a favorite activity, another provides 15 minutes of gym time, and another rotates her students through independent work station time and centers which appears to relax her students. 
Providing structured choices has been documented as a powerful behavior strategy (Dunlap, et.al, 1994), (Jolivette, et.al, 2002).  This strategy can be used preventatively to calm students by giving them control of their stressful situation.  (an example follows in the next paragraph called ‘combination of strategies’; a more detailed discussion can be found in Part 3 “The What and the Why of Stress and Behavior – In the Moment”)
Finally, a combination of strategies orchestrated by an adult can prevent a stressful situation and help a student maintain a controllable calming state.  The following example demonstrates use of a combination of strategies. 

 A young student in an extended day classroom takes a daily nap due to a physical issue. Before the strategies were implemented he would return to class when the students were in a group circle time.  He would enter with a scowl, use inappropriate language, tease other students, and throw items and chairs.  To prevent his feeling of no control as he returns from sleeping and enters the room, the teacher catches him in the hall, immediately greets him and offers him a choice.  The choice allows him immediate control of his entrance to the classroom.  He is given the choice of using the computer, sitting at an art area with drawing activities away from the students, or sitting at circle.  He always chooses the art area, away from the students.  This gives him time to gain control of his emotions, reduce his stress, and relax.  The teacher intermittently calls on him and he does participate.  After circle he joins children at the next activity on his own with the teacher continuing to comment positively and to provide choices.  This combination of catching him before a stressful situation, providing choices, and a calming activity made the student and the teacher’s day a stress free time.
Many of the previous examples are preventative stress reducers, or strategies to teach during calm times.  With visual and verbal supports students may then remember to utilize the stress reducers when stressful situations arise.  Teacher provisions of scheduling stress reducers and providing choices and combination strategies can further prevent and reduce stress.  Part 3 addresses a combination of strategies to use when you and your student are “in the moment” or throes of a situation and de-escalation strategies are needed to reduce the stressful moment.
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My Muscle Chart – A Healthy Thing to Do





Chair push-ups





Take ream of paper to office





Bingo dauber design





Carpet square drawing w/chalk�



Wall push-ups (5x)





Leg squats





Stamp design





Make a clay model





Total exercises today�
�
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Anxiety Buster

Squeeze up your face – count to 5 – then stop





Squeeze up or stretch your arm – count to 5 – then stop – do your other arm





Squeeze up or stretch your leg – count to 5 – then stop – do your other arm





Squeeze up or stretch both arms together – count to5 – then stop





Squeeze up or stretch both legs together – count to 5 – then stop

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 
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