“Watch out for the caveman
brain": The why, who and what of
stress 1n children

Dr Diane Szarkowicz




Today we will talk about...

1)  Stress
-what Gl
-who =
-why g N
2) 10 tips from |
neuroscience to Y

help children cope
better with stress

Stress for a cavewoman is running and
pushing boulders in the hot sun.
Molly - 12 years old



Stress: The what

Stress Is a pressure or tension

Stress alone is not a problem; how
much stress and how long we
experience it makes the difficulty

Often simple things stress
children: being sick, lack of time,
noise, tired, confusion, waiting, too

many 1 nstructions, &%

In children stress can look like
moodiness, clinginess, crying,
anger, regressive behaviours (e.g.,
baby tal k), avol
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Stress: The what

Ongoing, uncontrollable
stress changes the way a €\
brain works and grows ‘

Just after you are very

stressed it is harder to: k |
cope with frustration o \
think calmly ‘ =5 %
pay attention P =
notice social clues (e.g.,
smile, tone of voice) Stress for a caveman is being

chased by a Braciosaurus
Sophie - 8 years old



Stress: The who

Children at most risk are those:

who have multiple, large
stressful situations

experiencing big life changes
(e.q., puberty)

with a serious illness or injury
who are isolated or lonely
who have been abused

with very stressed carers

Stress for a caveman is having to
juggle 9 rotten, smelly tomatoes
Oscar - 6 years old



Stress: The why

A Everything we see, hear,
taste, touch and smell
goes into the caveman
area first

AWhen we are calm the
Information can travel
onto the smart area to be
used for helpful thinking

A If we are stressed our
caveman brain may do
the work leading to
unhelpful reactions

Green is the pre frontal cortex (smart
brain), red is the limbic system (caveman)



Stress: The why

* Green = Full brain (~16 nanosecs)
* Red = Fast brain (< 16 nanosecs)

*Thinking Feelings

o \%;alm and ok

+ Bod Behaviour
oady say hello in
response quiet voice
Event alert

moved to a

new foster
placement

4 Thinking

* Emotional “0Ooh no,/\nol\ V'f/ee_“g‘gsd
i —_ orried an
response |~ agaim angry
Most common are
anxiety, anger,
ilt, sh .
o + Body Behaviour
4 response cry and yell
+ Body very tense
response
tense
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Coping tip 1. Zebras

Black and white words can make it feel like there is no
point in trying

nothing everything
none of the time all of the time
none all

never always

no one everyone
disaster perfect

TIP

Think about using alternative words that give some choice
and control and move out of the caveman brain

nothing some often everything
none several many all

no one various lots everyone
never all the time

disaster perfect




Coping tip 2: Smells

Smells go to an area of the
caveman brain that is often
called the fear centre

This means when you are
stressed by a smell it can be
the hardest stress to calm from

TIP

Think about the smells a child is
exposed to and find ways to
have smells around them that

they are comfortable with (e.g., T
: a rose thorn in his finger when
unwashed pillow case, fragrant he sniffs it

oil) Jasmine - 8 years old

Stress for a caveman is getting



Coping tip 3: Your face

Crinkles and
wrinkles here

A Neutral faces are seen as
less safe by young
children

A When stressed worried
faces can get mixed up
with angry faces

Wide
smile
with
TIP teeth GALSeYy
Give a good D-smile (even ("
put a pen between your ANV
teeth to achieve it) Stress for a caveman is missing lots

of teeth
Jack - 7 vears old



Coping tip 5: Speaking voice

When stressed we tend to

talker faster but understand V77
less of what we hear
Often the tone of voice Is 1 1 74
heard, not the words (and
remember that when we are
stressed we miss social
cues)

TIP

Speak at a slower pace and , .‘ :
lower your tone to create a e & B

sense of control. Combine s
this with nonverbal
communication including .
visuals (e.g., timetable) Nothing stresses cavemen because
and gestures they have a club
Sienna - 8 years old



Coping tip 6: Focus

Brains are great at releasing
chemicals to help make us feel better
Just thinking about a loved one can
make your brain release oxytoxin
which can make you feel good
Focusing attention on very specific
things also reduces stress

TIP
Have photos of important characters
(e.qg., families, pets) easily available _
In hard copy formats to focus o .
Stress for a caveman is

attention on wearing smelly fur
Jessica - 10 years old




Coping tip 7: Laughter

When we laugh, even a fake
laugh, our brains release
dopamine which helps us feel
motivated and good

TIP

Having joke books, cartoons,
comic books and funny
pictures readily available in
hard copy enables children to

take them to a quiet place

and enjoy them alone Stress for a caveman is not using his
smart brain in a good way (like me
sometimes)

Lachlan - 8 years old



Coping tip 8. Sleep

We often have more REM
sleep when we are stressed

About 40% of an average day
IS spent sleeping by children

Chronic sleep loss impacts on
the smart and caveman brain

Brains need melatonin to sleep
and “screens” ¢ e Ry Bt R e

Young Adults

Sleep Stages

TIP

Keep sleep patterns regular,
mi ni mise “screen
40mins before s

Sleep Stages
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use sleep as a reward / A typical sleep cycle for children and
punishment (e.g., stay up later young adults across the night

because you were good)



Coping tip 9: Exercise

Exercise helps burn off the
stress chemicals like cortisol

Exercise can also make brains
release feel good chemicals
like dopamine

Exercise about 2 hours before
bed time can help us have the
right temperature for sleep

TIP

Aim for at least 30mins of good
physical activity a day to both
make you feel good at the time

as well as put a buffer in against Stress for a caveman is having to
stress do the splits

Eve - 4 years old




Coping tip 10: Break time

Sometimes the brain needs a

break from sensory stimulation - 14} e
caveman brains can get too full ,
Even as adults we take a break é/ * SONWL /\\
when we feel overwhelmed and Y e N
can’'t think strai el ‘ (rfj*(\—%;%
happens when there is less / = S N
blood flow to the smart brain) ( X 7{/ b= ‘ %
: e S

TIP \ \ W a’f//

Have a special spot children can T e 2 i

go to where they can shut out ;

sensory stimulation and give their Stress for a caveman is being stuck

cavemen brain a rest in his cave because of dinosaurs

Sam - 6 years old



In summary...

A little bit of stress Is a good motivator but
chronic, uncontrollable stress is not helpful

Creating a sense of control in situations; even If
only a small amount; for children can reduce
stress

Our brains have great tools to help us when we
are stressed so we can cope and feel in control
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