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STRESS, ANXIETY AND  
DEPRESSION 

 “THE GREATEST WEAPoN AGAINST STRESS IS oUR ABILITY  
To CHooSE oNE THoUGHT ovER ANoTHER.” 
– WILLIAM JAMES, pioneering AmericAn psychologist And philosopher
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Stress, Anxiety and Depression 
in the middle and High School Years
Identifying stress, anxiety or depression in teens can be especially challenging at this stage 
of life. Teens have social pressures about fitting in, worry about their physical appearance 
and often over-analyze their relationships with friends. Additionally, adolescents in middle  
and high school have pressure to make good grades or be the star of the sports team or 
become involved in clubs or get a part in the play – or all of the above, plus prepare for their 
future!  As any parent of a teenager knows, some of the signs that might indicate anxiety or 
depression, such as irritability, moodiness, or emotional outbursts, may be biological and 
physical signs of adolescence. It can be difficult for parents to even have a close-up view of 
their child’s changes in behavior, as teens become more independent and spend less time 
with parents as a natural part of growing up. 

There is an added concern regarding teens who feel stressed, anxious or depressed, as they 
may try to cope by drinking, taking drugs, sleeping more, and potentially getting involved  
in a harmful relationship that could end violently.  Some teens suffering from depression 
also consider harming themselves. As teens try to hide from their problems, they may make 
reckless decisions; this type of acting out should be considered a cry for help.

Warning Signs in the Teenage Years may include: 

•	 Abandoning	long-time	friendships	for	a	new	set	of	friends 
•	 Expressing	strong	hostility	toward	family	members	 
•	 Experimenting	with	drugs	and/or	alcohol	 
•	 Cutting	or	self-destructive	behavior 
•	 Acting	unusually	impulsive 
•	 Forgoing	homework	assignments 
•	 Skipping	school 
•	 Sleeping	excessive	hours	OR	experiencing	insomnia 
•	 Loss	of	appetite	or	binge	eating 
•	 Risky	behaviors	such	as	using	alcohol	and/or	drugs	 
•	 Sexual	promiscuity 
•	 Thoughts/expressions	of	suicide	 
•	 Low	self-esteem	and	guilt

A survey conducted by The National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse at Columbia 
University reported that high-stress teens are twice as likely as low-stress teens to smoke, 
drink and use illegal drugs. As a parent, if you notice these changes in your child, consider 
seeking professional help, and ask for support and input from your child’s teachers and 
school counselor.

SIGNALS  AND SYmPTOmS
Some psychologists believe that kids today are faced with more stress than kids of previous 
generations.  Changes in family structure; competition in academics and extracurricular 
activities; the “always on” of technology and social media; expectations from teachers and 
parents, and the demands kids put on themselves can cause a near-constant level of stress 
and anxiety. Left untreated, chronic stress and depression can weaken the immune system 
and make kids more susceptible to illness and fatigue. 

Stress, Anxiety and Depression 
in the Elementary Years
Elementary school age children may find it difficult to verbalize when they are feeling stress, 
so parents need to listen for other words such as: tired, bored, scared, or worried. Parents 
should also be on the lookout for these common behavioral cues, according to the American 
Psychological Association (APA):  

Warning signs in the Elementary Years may include:

•	 Temper	tantrums 
•	 Moodiness 
•	 Not	wanting	to	go	to	school 
•	 Crying	or	displaying	surprisingly	fearful	reaction 
•	 Clinginess	 
•	 Excessive	trips	to	the	school	nurse	 
•	 Saying	negative	things	about	themselves	and	others,	such	as,	 
 “No one likes me,” “I’m stupid” or “Nothing is fun.” 

Parents of elementary age children should consider these changes in behavior serious;  
talk to your child’s school counselor and/or teachers if your child exhibits these signs.  
Show your child support by listening and providing a safe environment at home. See more 
tips for parents on the following pages.

“e s p e c i a l ly  n o w ,  m y  s e n i o r  y e a r  i s  r e a l ly  s Ta r T i n g  To  s T r e s s  m e  o u T  b e c a u s e  i ’ m 
p u l l e d  i n  s o  m a n y  d i f f e r e n T  d i r e c T i o n s .  y o u  h av e  To  m a k e  d e c i s i o n s  a n d  T h o s e  d e c i -
s i o n s  w i l l  a f f e c T  yo u  f o r  T h e  r e s T  o f  yo u r  l i f e .”  BRANDON, AGE 17 

 How can you not be depressed if you’re so miserable with yourself  
 and anxious about being someone else?  Ellen, age 17
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When children make poor choices or engage in risky  
behavior, it may be their way of expressing that they need help.  
Stacey DeWitt, founder and CEO, Connect with Kids

The National Association of School Psychologists offers these parenting tips to promote 
mental wellness and help control stress, anxiety and depression in children:

•	 Create a sense of belonging.  Feeling connected and welcomed is essential to  
 children’s positive adjustment, self-identification and sense of trust in others and  
 themselves.  
•	 Promote resilience.  Help children appreciate that adversity is a natural part of life  
 and being resilient is important in overcoming challenges.  Encourage your children  
 to seek help from trusted adults at school, at home and within your community. 
•	 Develop competencies.  Children need to know that they can overcome challenges  
 and accomplish goals through their own actions.  Achieving academic success and  
 developing individual talents, skills and interests help children feel competent and  
 better able to control stress.  Social competency is also important; encourage your  
 child to create positive friendships and to stay connected to family. Spending time  
 with family and friends can enhance mental wellness. 
•	 Advocate for a positive, safe school environment. Feeling safe is critical to  
 students’ mental health.  Talk with your child’s teachers and guidance counselors  
 to ensure that the school actively promotes positive behaviors such as respect,  
 responsibility and kindness, and that the staff actively works to prevent negative  
 behaviors such as bullying and harassment. Teach your children to band together  
 with other kids in school to stand up to bullying; encourage them to reach out to  
 lonely or excluded peers.  
•	 	Teach and reinforce positive behaviors and decision-making. Teaching  
 children social skills, problem-solving and conflict resolution supports mental  
 wellness.  Provide positive feedback that validates and reinforces the behaviors  
 and accomplishments that you value. For example, celebrate your child’s acts  
 of compassion, and recognize kindness in your community. 
•	 Encourage helping others. Children need to know that they can make a difference  
 in the world. Pro-social behaviors build self-esteem, foster connectedness, reinforce  
 personal responsibility, and present opportunities for positive recognition.   
 Participate in community service with your young children, and encourage your  
 teenage children to get involved in a community, leadership and/or faith-based  
 organization dedicated to helping others.   
•	 Encourage good physical health. Good physical health supports good mental  
 health! Healthy eating habits, regular exercise and adequate sleep help protect kids  
 against the stress of difficult situations. Regular exercise also decreases negative  
 emotions such as anxiety, anger and depression, and increases “feel-good”  
 chemicals in the brain, such as endorphins.

WHAT PARENTS  CAN DO
Sometimes it is difficult for parents to know exactly what to do when they see their child  
hurting, acting out, or behaving in ways they simply don’t understand. However,  
when a child makes poor choices or engages in risky behavior, it may be that child’s way  
of expressing that he or she needs help. 

For younger children, parents can try these strategies to help their children control stress 
and anxiety: 

•	 Help	children	choose	words	for	their	feelings.		Ask	them	if	they	feel	nervous,	 
 scared, worried, sad.  Then ask what is making them feel that way. 
•	 Acknowledge	your	child’s	feelings	and	encourage	the	use	of	positive	statements.	 
 Create positive statements for anxiety-producing situations such as, “My mom  
 or teacher will be there to help me” or “I am safe and I know who will be picking  
 me up to go home.” 
•	 Show	your	children	a	few	simple,	effective	stress	management	techniques	such	as	 
 taking deep “cleansing” breaths, thinking and repeating positive statements, and  
 visualizing calming images. Work with your child to practice these techniques on a  
 regular basis.  
•	 Talk	with	your	kids	about	what	they	see	and	hear	in	the	media.	For	younger	children,	 
 parents can more closely monitor what they watch on Tv or view online to help them  
 understand what is going on in the world and provide reassurance of their safety. 
•	 Establish	a	bedtime	routine	that	helps	your	child	relax;	suggestions	include	starting	 
 with a warm bath, followed by playing soothing music or reading relaxing stories. 
•	 Spend	reassuring,	quality	time	with	your	children.		Laugh	and	play	with	no	particular	 
 goal or outcome. This can reduce the anxiety of having to achieve in all of their other  
 activities. 
•	 Let	your	children	know	that	you	love	them	unconditionally	and	that	you	are	always	 
 available to talk and listen.

Parents can also help children learn to keep stress under control by encouraging them to 
take good care of themselves, including getting enough sleep, eating a well-balanced diet 
and exercising every day. Experts also suggest that parents build a support network of 
friends and family who can provide help if necessary. 
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