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Objective: To help students learn to recognize things that cause them stress (external – stressful situations or events, and internal – thoughts, feelings or behaviors that may be contributing to stress they are experiencing). To recognize that not all stress is bad – but it can be at an optimal level to push our performance. To learn how stress impacts the brain and strategies/tips to help manage stress that goes beyond that optimal level to help keep us physically and mentally healthy. 

Rationale: The common public misconception is to label stress as a bad thing, but in reality, stress can actually be very healthy. When the body experiences a stressor, its fight-or-flight response kicks in as a way to protect itself by staying focused, energetic, and alert. Studies have shown that a healthy amount of manageable stress can lead to increased brain functioning, a boosted immune system and better preparation for future stressful situations, which can positively affect emotional health with your work and home life.

For more information: https://verve-health.com/the-importance-of-stress-management/



SLIDE 1 
Introduction
“We’re going to talk today about stress management and learn techniques that will help us manage and buffer against stressors in our lives.”

“We will leave today with a better understanding of how stress affects us, what those strategies are to help us manage stress and build resilience, and to become aware of available resources and how to connect.”

Discussion Questions:
· “What are some ways you manage stress now?”
· “When do you know it is time to implement some stress management strategies in your life?”


SLIDE 2
Identifying Stress (External)
“Stress management starts with identifying the sources of stress in your life.” 

Discussion Question:
· “What are some things that stress you out?”
[Brainstorm ideas with students before clicking to reveal pictures]
· Ideas:
· Drama with friends
· Arguments with family
· School/tests
· Peer pressure

[Click PowerPoint to reveal pictures]
“Some stressors in our lives are easy to identify – such as changing schools, an upcoming exam, financial stress/student loans/tuition fees, pressure or conflict from parents, conflict with friends,  – these are external things that can cause us stress (they happen outside of us in our environment). 

“But sometimes, pinpointing the source of our stress can be more complicated.”


SLIDE 3
Identifying Stress (Internal)
“Sometimes we overlook our own thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that can contribute to our everyday stress levels. For example, if we’re constantly worried about project deadlines, maybe it’s our procrastination (waiting until the last minute to get something done) rather than the actual assignment that is causing us stress.”

“These are internal stressors – they are originating from our own thoughts, feelings and behaviors and are at the root of stress we are experiencing.”

Discussion Question:
· “What are some things that might be going on within us that might cause us stress?”
[Brainstorm ideas with students before clicking to reveal pictures]
· Ideas:
· Having a negative outlook/attitude
· Worrying about little things

[Click PowerPoint to reveal pictures] 

“Some common internal stressors include:
· Chronic worry: constant worry of fear that interferes with your ability to function and relax
· Pessimism: a tendency to see the worst aspect of things or believe that the worst will happen; a lack of hope or confidence in the future.
· Negative self-talk: is any inner dialogue you have with yourself that may be limiting your ability to believe in yourself and your own abilities, and to reach your potential.
· Unrealistic expectations/Perfectionism: the need to be or appear to be perfect, or even to believe that it’s possible to achieve perfection. It is not possible to be perfect – and when people focus solely on achieving this, it can create a lot of stress and unhappiness. It is best to focus on striving to be your best and growing in areas.
· Rigid thinking, lack of flexibility: an inability to see a situation from a different point of view; inability to change your mind on something.
· All-or-nothing attitude: refers to thinking in extremes; you are either a success or a failure; your performance was totally good or totally bad; if you are not perfect, then you are a failure.”


SLIDE 4
Understanding Stress and Performance:
“It’s also important that we understand stress - not all stress is bad – there’s a healthy amount of stress that we have in our lives, that actually pushes us to our optimal (best/most desirable) level of performance.” 

“Here’s a visual to show us how our performance is affected by our level of stress”

“Too little stress = less-than-optimum performance.”

“Optimal level of stress = most efficient and effective performance.”

“If our stress arousal is too high, we become overwhelmed and lose access to the skills and knowledge that we normally have and performance plummets.”

Discussion Question:
· “Where do you feel you spend most of your time here on this curve?”
[Have students reflect on where they feel they are mostly on this curve and the relationship it has on their performance – they can share if they feel comfortable]

“It’s important that we learn strategies and skills that can help us to live a balanced life – when we spend too much of our time on the right side of this curve, it can have negative impacts on our health; leading to physical and mental health problems: 
· High blood pressure
· Heart disease
· Decreased immune system (causing us to be prone/more likely to become ill)
· Depression
· Anxiety”


SLIDE 5
Brain Structures Involved in Stress Response
“It’s important that we look at the physical and biological impact stress has on our brain. Let’s look at some of the structures in our brain that are involved in the stress response.” 
 
The prefrontal cortex is implicated in planning complex cognitive behavior, personality expression, decision making, and moderating social behavior. We need this part of our brain "on line" to be effective students and employees. It is the most evolved brain region and is most sensitive to the detrimental effects of stress exposure 
(source: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2907136/)

The amygdala is a brain structure that is essential for decoding emotions, and in particular stimuli that are threatening to the organism. Many of our body’s alarm circuits are grouped together in the amygdala. The amygdala regulates chemical reaction to fear and can override “higher” functioning parts of the brain (e.g., the prefrontal cortex).

The hippocampus plays an essential role in memory and moderating reactions.  MRI imaging has shown that people with PTSD symptoms experience a significant reduction in the size of their hippocampus, and an inhibited ability to recreate neurons in this area.


SLIDE 6
Typically Functioning Brain

“Let’s look at how our brain typically responds to a perceived threat/stressor.”

Perceived threat Occurs: this is unique to each person. A perceived threat can be environmental (e.g. traffic, looming project deadline, etc.) or psychological (e.g. worry about losing a job or worry about how that conversation with mom will go at dinner). 

Amygdala produces “alarm” signals to hypothalamus and overrides frontal lobe: when someone experiences a stressful event the amygdala sends a distress signal to the hypothalamus. The hypothalamus is like a “command center” and communicates with the rest of the body through the nervous system so that the person has the energy to respond to the threat (fight, flight, or freeze). 

Response to Threat: Fight-Flight-Freeze: The sympathetic nervous system functions like a gas pedal in a car. It triggers the fight-or-flight response, providing the body with a burst of energy so that it can respond to perceived dangers; hormones like epinephrine (aka adrenaline) are pumped into the bloodstream. As a result, the heart beats faster than normal, pushing blood to the muscles, heart, and other vital organs; pulse rate and blood pressure increase; breathing accelerates. Extra oxygen is sent to the brain increasing alertness (sight, hearing, other senses become shaper). Epinephrine also causes the release of glucose and fats to be released into the body (giving us energy). The second phase of the stress response involves the hypothalamus which activates the HPA axis [The HPA axis is the hypothalamic pituitary adrenal (HPA) axis; it is our central stress response system. The HPA axis is an eloquent and every-dynamic intertwining of the central nervous system and endocrine system]; if the brain continues to perceive something as dangerous then the body releases cortisol to keep the person alert and “revved up”. 

----Hippocampus: Creates Potent Memory of Event: The hippocampus helps with organizing, storing, and memory forming. Over-secretion of stress hormones (chronic stress) most frequently impairs long-term delayed recall memory; while stress hormones can enhance short-term, immediate recall memory. 

Return to Baseline State: When the threat passes, cortisol levels fall and the Parasympathetic nervous system (“the brake in a car”) takes over allowing for the “rest and digest” response that calms the body down after the danger has passed. 

Important to Note…this is “watered-down” explanation of this process (believe it or not!)

Source: https://www.health.harvard.edu/staying-healthy/understanding-the-stress-response
 

SLIDE 7
Brain Impacted by Prolonged Stress
“We saw how our brain typically responds to a perceived threat/stressor. But what happens when that perceived threat/stressor is prolonged over time? Let’s look here at how our brain is impacted by prolonged stress…”

“Chronic/prolonged low-level stress keeps the HPA axis activated, much like a motor that is idling too high for too long. This has an effect on the brain and contributes to health problems.”

“Hippocampus (reduction in size and decreased ability to inhibit reactions to stimuli), amygdala (gets bigger/more likely to activate fight/flight/freeze), and prefrontal cortex is less dense/less activity. The part of the brain that is “activated more” gets stronger. If you are continuously activating your stress response, the other “higher functioning” parts of your brain are getting less energy and therefore you are less efficient in whatever task you are doing (this is why you might be more forgetful when you are stressed.”

Discussion Question: 
· “What are some challenges you have in managing stress and therefore your stress response?”
   
Source: https://www.health.harvard.edu/mind-and-mood/protect-your-brain-from-stress
 

SLIDE 8
“Flipping Your Lid”
“We can look at our hand as a brain [Reference closed hand model image]; the front fingers represent our prefrontal cortex, and the thumb that’s tucked in the palm is our amygdala.” 

“When we face stressors or perceived threats, we can ‘flip our lid.’”

[CLICK POWERPOINT TO REVEAL “FLIPPED LID” IMAGE]

“We have to actively work at putting our lid back down.”

“It becomes more difficult for our brain to tell the difference between an actual threat (e.g., being chased by a mountain lion, caught in a building on fire, etc.) and a perceived threat (e.g., being asked to do more with less resources at work, job security, etc.).”

“Every time we are then faced with a perceived threat, we can go ‘offline’ and flip our lid. This means that we lose access to our prefrontal cortex and its abilities to reason and think about consequences.”
“The more time you spend with your “lid flipped” the harder it becomes to put it back on and the more natural/normal it feels to walk around with your lid flipped. Calmness can actually start to feel uncomfortable for us.”


SLIDE 9
Daniel Siegel Hand Brain Video (2:31)
“Let’s watch this short clip from Daniel Siegel, Clinical Professor of Psychiatry at UCLA School of Medicine, that describes the ‘Hand Brain’ model some more”
[CLICK LINK UNDER VIDEO IMAGE TO PLAY VIDEO ON INTERNET]
Link if needed: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gm9CIJ74Oxw


SLIDE 10
Stress Management Techniques
“As mentioned previously, we need to actively do something to get our lid back down – to help manage and mitigate that stress response.”

“Here are some ideas about techniques that you can implement to help you manage stress:
· Create a routine: setting priorities and creating a routine can help with time management and making time for yourself to practice different self-care activities on a daily basis. In this way, routines can help cut out some stress in your life. 
· Ask for help: Sometimes people have a difficult time reaching out and asking for help – it could be that they don’t want to appear “needy” or “weak”, but actually, being able to recognize when you need help and reach out for it is a strength. This is a powerful technique that you can use to help with the alleviation of stress. 
· Spend time with supportive people: Social support has been widely studied as a factor that minimizes the effects on stress, and the results are somewhat striking. Not only does social support help people feel less stressed, but it can also actually improve your health and decrease your mortality risk.
· Schedule a relaxing activity: Engaging in a relaxing activity can help you evoke the relaxation response and reduce stress. Some ideas include: breathing activity, body scans, guided imagery, mindfulness meditation, yoga, prayer. 
· Exercise: Exercise is of particular importance, and it works best because ultimately it completes the “fight or flight” response.  It purges the body of cortisol and releases endorphins (endorphins are chemicals produced by the body to relieve stress and pain).”

Discussion Questions
· “Are there some techniques that you find yourself already using?”
· “What techniques can you incorporate into your life to help manage stress?”


SLIDE 11
Resources
“Sometimes we may need to reach out to others, beyond our friends and family, to get the right kind of self-care that we need to take care of our wellness. Here are some resources that can help you with that.”
 
“Here are some important numbers and websites that you may find helpful when you are looking for help.”
[Encourage students to write a couple down]
“Knowing about the different ways we can manage our stress can help to keep us safe and healthy.”


Resources (info and descriptions for reference)
What’s Up SafeHouse?
What’s Up SafeHouse, a new downloadable phone App (or can text844-244-0880), provides anonymous text-communication, 24 /7 with a licensed mental health professional from SafeHouse.  Young people (ages 11-24) who are struggling with drug or alcohol abuse, depression, difficult family situations, bullying and other issues can receive help, while maintaining anonymity.  Youth and parents are also encouraged text about their friend/child they feel may be struggling or are in danger.
https://operationsafehouse.org/whats-up-app/

Know the Signs 
Website to learn the signs of suicide, finding the words to ask someone if they are thinking about suicide, and how to connect them to help/resources. 
https://www.suicideispreventable.org/

Each Mind Matters
Information and resources on mental health. More videos that have been made by students in the Directing Change film contest can be found here as well. 
https://www.eachmindmatters.org/

Helpline
Helpline is a program of Community Connect and is Riverside County’s leader in crisis intervention and suicide prevention and response. If you or someone you know is having thoughts of suicide or in crisis, please call 1-951-686-HELP (4357) anytime, day or night. Helpline provides research-based help and compassionate hope to every contact in over 120 languages via phone, chat, sms/text and email. The service is free and confidential.
https://connectriverside.org/helpline/

Crisis Text Hotline
You text 741741 when in crisis, available 24/7 in the United States. A live, trained Crisis Counselor receives the text and responds quickly.
https://www.crisistextline.org/

National Suicide Prevention Line
We can all help prevent suicide. The Lifeline provides 24/7, free and confidential support for people in distress, prevention and crisis resources for you or your loved ones, and best practices for professionals.
https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/

Up2Riverside
The It’s Up to Us campaign is designed to empower residents of Riverside County to talk openly about mental illness, recognize symptoms, utilize local resources and seek help. By raising awareness and providing access to local resources, we aim to inspire wellness, reduce stigma and prevent suicide. Recovery is possible and help is available. It’s Up to Us to make a difference in the lives of those experiencing mental health challenges by offering support and providing opportunities.
https://up2riverside.org/
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