The Therapist’s Corner
Stress Management 101: Teen Edition

It’s hard to remember the type of stress I may have experienced when I was a kid, though near the top of the list was probably choosing which TV shows to watch and how late I could stay up. There were, of course, school and social stressors, but I don’t remember people asking me about college when I was in junior high. Sports, learning a musical instrument? They both seemed like good ideas. Who didn’t want to be like one of the Beatles or be like Mickey Mantle? But, I also don’t remember thinking that I had to find some special activity to help me stand out on college applications.
I know us old guys always say things were different then, but when it comes to school there’s little debate about that. The pressure now often begins in elementary school and of course intensifies throughout the high school years. The competition to get into college in today’s economic climate is probably greater than any time in recent memory. It’s no longer just about grades and SAT scores. Involvement in student government, sports, theater, music lessons, volunteer work, community service, and a myriad of other extra-curricular activities leaves little time for much else. These types of activities are wonderful and all kids should have opportunities to partake in them. But, there needs to be a limit.

So, how can we help? Let’s start with sleep. The Center for Disease Control and Prevention recommends that teens need an average of 9-10 hours of sleep per night. That means if they get up at 6:30 to be at school by 8 they need to go to sleep by around 8:30. Do you know any kids who do that? I don’t. Perhaps getting 10 hours is unrealistic, but they should try to get close to that.

Getting kids to share their thoughts and feelings isn’t always an easy task, but keeping the lines of communication open with them is vital. Spending one on one time doing some activity can be a treat for both of you and a good opportunity to allow the teen to open up.

Relaxation exercises, including meditation, deep breathing, and muscle relaxation all are useful tools in learning to better cope with stress, as is physical exercise. The same is true for keeping a healthy diet. Some amount of In-N-Out and Five Guys is to be expected, though a more balanced diet is needed.
We of course want our kids to excel in whatever they do, but mistakes are going to happen. We need to think of them as opportunities for learning rather than as a sign of failure. And who do our kids learn from most? From us, their parents. We are their primary role models and so perhaps the best way we can help is by demonstrating how we ourselves cope with our own stress.
Scott M. Granet, LCSW is a long-time resident of Redwood Shores, and is director of the OCD-BDD Clinic of Northern California in Redwood City. He would like to hear your suggestions for future columns, and can be reached at 650-599-3325 or sgranet@ocd-bddclinic.com.

** Article first appeared in the May 2015 edition of The Pilot, the community newsletter for Redwood Shores, CA.

