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Daily hassles (minor events that are chronic)

 family interaction, school, activities

Normative stressors (developmental)

 puberty, school transition, increased academic 
pressure

Nonnormative stressors (life events) 

 events such as divorce, illness, moving, and death

THE TEENAGE DAILY GRIND



The Prefrontal Cortex 

Insight-Judgment-Critical-Thinking-Problem Solving

 Stress increases dopamine in the prefrontal cortex
 Stress increases cortisol which raises risk for disease
 For girls, increased estrogen amplifies the stress 

response and lowers the threshold for stress-induced 
prefrontal cortical dysfunction.
 For all teens, exposure to even mild uncontrollable 

stress impairs the cognitive functioning  and increases 
vulnerability to high risk behaviors and psychiatric 
disorders.

THE TEENAGE BRAIN IS 
VULNERABLE….



Most every teen in the United States 
has felt some sort of stress…

Today it is estimated that 
10% of all teens suffer from 

an anxiety disorder! 



Most Often 
Experienced

1. school work (78%) 

2. parents (68%) 

3. romantic relationships (64%) 

4. friends' problems (64%) 

5. younger siblings (64%) 

“SHIFTING  THE LENS” IN BALTIMORE
STUDY OF URBAN TEEN STRESS



Male Coping Patterns

 25% avoided or refused 
to deal with stress

 23% sought ways to 
distract themselves

 17% sought support

 35% actively tried to 
reduce their stress 

Female Coping Patterns

 19% avoided or refused 
to deal with stress

 14 % sought ways to 
distract themselves

 22% sought support 

 45% actively tried to 
remove or reduce their 
stress

COPING STYLES OF  TEENS



Doing Everything Well

• Demanding Classes

• Leadership 

• Activities

Doing Everything   
Well…All Night Long!

• 30% to 40% of students 
sleep less than 6 hours

• Late-night technology

• 2/3 of teens experience one 
or more sleep problems a few 
nights a week

• Teens need 9 -10  hours of 
sleep

SELF-INFLICTED STRESS



Academic Stress

Grades and 
Homework

• GPA 
• Standardized Testing
• Advanced Placement 

Exams
• Completing hours of 

homework

Achievement 
Expectations

The College 
Application

• Students 
engage 
extracurricular 
activities such 
as choirs, clubs, 
sports, band, or 
volunteer work 

SELF-INFLICTED STRESS



Social Support?

Help?
• Positive relationships have been found to influence stress by 

acting as a buffer against negative outcomes.

Hindrance?
• 97% of high school students report  problems with parents, 

family members and peer relationship ( L o h m a n a n d  J a r v i s  2 0 0 0 ) .

• Student life throughout high school is fi l led with thinking about 
dating, trying to date, failing to date, and being “dumped.” 

RELATIONSHIP STRESS



• John Hopkins University study says if parents 
emphasized external standards (high scores) feel the 
most pressure. 

• Students whose parents focused more on internal 
standards, (understanding the material and 
improvement) felt the least amount of pressure and 
still many of these students still met high academic 
standards ( P o p e  a n d  H o l t  ( 2 0 0 2 ) .

EXCESSIVE PARENTAL 
EXPECTATIONS



Time Management Stress:

The Balancing Act

Overextended and Overscheduled

• Today’s children & college age students are 
overburdened to a degree once seen in child 
psychiatric patients in the 1950's. 

TIME MANAGEMENT STRESS



• Forgetfulness and procrastination

• Withdraws for social situations 

• Sweats profusely 

• Increase need to go to the 
bathroom 

• Cannot make decisions 

• Eats too much or diets too much 

• Exercises obsessively 

• Takes extreme risks 

WARNING SIGNS OF STRESS



• Has lost interest in former enjoyments 

• Doesn't sleep or eat well 

• Isolation from friends and family 

• Daydreams and doesn't want to do things 

• Complains that life is just too hard to live 

• Sudden drop off in their grades 

• Feels guilty or worthless

• Moody or shows extremes anger/sadness and overreacts to 
many things 

WARNING SIGNS OF STRESS



Intellectual Characteristics 

• Exceptional reasoning 
ability

• Intellectual curiosity

• Rapid learning rate

• Facility with abstraction

• Complex thought 
processes

• Vivid imagination

• Early moral concern

• Passion for learning

Personality Characteristics

• Insightfulness

• Need for mental 
stimulation

• Perfectionism

• Need for precision and 
logic

• Excellent sense of humor

• Sensitivity empathy

• Intensity

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE GIFTED 
STUDENT



“…..Anthony is an excellent student and such a 
pleasure to have in class.”

• The confident verbosity of gifted children 
convinces parents that their children will speak 
up and ask for guidance when they need it.

• Sometimes gifted children think they know what 
their teachers and parents do and do not want 
to hear.

LISTENING FOR WHAT GIFTED 
CHILDREN DON’T SAY..



Social 

• Isolations from peers

• Inappropriate criticism of 
others, lack empathy and 
tolerance 

• Excessive competitiveness

• Cultivated weirdness

Emotional

• High levels of anxiety

• Difficulty accepting 
criticism

• Hiding talents to fit 
with peers

• Resistance to 
authority

• Low frustration

GIFTED CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS HAVE 
INTENSIFIED  THINKING…THUS GREATER 

AWARENESS OF FEELING “BEING DIFFERENT.” 



Academic

• Lack of sufficient challenge in school

• Refusing repetitive assignments

• Poor study habits

• Difficulty in selecting among the diversity 
of interests

• Problems collaborating with a group

• Perfectionism

GIFTED CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS HAVE 
INTENSIFIED  THINKING…THUS GREATER AWARENESS 

OF FEELING “BEING DIFFERENT.” 



Perfectionism

• Acute awareness of others’ expectations and in profound

disappointment when these standards are not met. 

• Attempt to avoid this disappointment by not allowing himself 
or herself to earn less than a number. 

• Student believes that it is often preferable to fail outright by 
not turning in homework than to fail to attain maximum 
success on that homework— by earning only a B—even after 
giving it the most strenuous effort.

OVERLOOKED QUALITIES 
OF GIFTED STUDENTS



• Decreased performance

• Expressed desire to be like “other” teenagers

• Reluctance to work in a team

• Expressions of low self-concept

• Excessive sadness or rebellion

• Reluctance to make choices or suggestions

• Extremes of activity or inactivity

• Repetition of rules and directions to make sure they can be 
followed

• Avoidance of new ventures unless certain of the outcome

• Other marked changes in personality

SIGNS OF STRESS AND ANXIETY 
IN GIFTED CHILDREN



• Practice your reaction in 
a stressful situation.  

• Learn how to break large 
tasks into manageable 
chunks.  

• Prioritize your schedule

• Set realistic goals for 
yourself.  

• Think positively about 
yourself, do something 
that makes you feel 
great. 

• Learn to react politely 
but firmly.  

• Talk with family or 
friends and  learn to 
trust others. 

• Change your scene 
• Learn to forgive and 

forget past wrongs.  
• Prepare early (tests, 

sports, etc.).  
• Make time for yourself 

and enjoy life.  
• Feel proud of what you 

have done and can do!

SKILLS FOR TEENS



Girls experience  more stress than boys. They attribute stress to 
relationships, friendships, romance and authority.

 Stress management programs should include special activities 
with separation of girls and boys.

Family members and friends are sources of stress for both 
groups.

 Youth programs should teach ways to begin a conversation 
about stress with family and friends

Teens use healthy and unhealthy coping strategies. Unhealthy 
coping leads to aggression and fights. Avoidance leads to il lness.

 Teaching ways and where to seek advice. Discuss ramifications 
of avoidance and promote coping activities

INTERVENTIONS BASICS:
“SHIFTING THE LENS”



• Monitor feelings periodically. Together students, teachers 
and  their parents can discuss the energy being devoted to 
school. 

• Reconsider the number of AP and honor classes during one 
term. Students should be taking only the rigorous classes 
that meet their academic need. 

• Help students limit after school activities. They can enjoy 
one sport a season. Additionally, they can participate in one 
or two clubs over the school year, or volunteer. 

• Students need sleep. They are still growing, and need quality 
sleep. If students are up until 1:00 am finishing homework, 
then they are over-committed and will not be prepared for 
the next school day.

SYSTEMIC INTERVENTIONS 



• Talk to the student.

• Let the student know your concerns, ask if they are 
feeling distressed.

• Identify the problem area. 

• Be accepting and non-judgmental.

• Help determine what the problem might be without 
minimizing their feelings or judgment

• Reinforce the student for confiding in you

• Acknowledge your recognition that they are hurting 

• Know your limits as a helper

• Use the available resources

SYSTEMIC INTERVENTIONS



Mindfulness meditation is a mental discipline. 

It requires focusing your attention on your breath, a sensation 
in the body, or a chosen word or phrase. 

You note the thoughts, emotions, and background sounds that 
arise from moment to moment, observing them without 
analyzing them or making judgments.

If you drift into thoughts about the past or concerns about the 
future, you bring your attention back to the present, for 
example, by refocusing on your breathing.

SCHOOL BASED INTERVENTIONS



At Massachusetts General Hospital, MRI scans 
document before and after changes in the 
brain’s gray matter—the “processing” neurons—
associated with mindfulness meditation. 

With meditation, the density of gray matter 
increased in the hippocampus which stimulates 
memory, self-awareness, and compassion, and 
decreased in the amygdala—the part of the brain 
associated with fear and stress. 

MINDFULNESS CHANGES THE BRAIN



• Mindfulness programs for K-12, 12 biweekly sessions increase 
attention and social skills ( N a p o l i )

• UCLA study finds that 30 minutes, twice a week showed gains 
in behavioral regulation, meta-cognition  and executive control

• Stanford program found that 4th-7th graders,1 hour a week, for 
8 weeks showed increased attention and decreased anxiety

• Overall, when teaching mindfulness to teens, they reported 
reduced symptoms of anxiety, depression, physical distress 
and improved self-esteem and better sleep quality

MINDFULNESS IN SCHOOL



Ethical Considerations:
The range of training is broad.
There is no governing board or credentials for 

trainers.
May elicit feelings in students teacher, not 

equipped to handle
Must consider the developmental level of 

students and pair with appropriate program.
Classroom management skills are necessary.
Religion, values... is this legally appropriate in 

public school settings.

MINDFULNESS IN SCHOOLS



For More Information and Questions

Contact:

Dr. Kimberly Williams, Psy.D.

Clinical Psychologist

Clinical Neuropsychologist

44 Court Street

Brooklyn, New York  11201

718-475-6005

www.drkim4kids.org

info@drkim4kids.org

QUESTIONS



Sources of Mindfulness 

Information and Training

www.smart-in-education.org

www.stillquietplace.com

www.stressedteens.com

www.umassmed.edu/cfm/bsr/

MINDFULNESS PROGRAMS


