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  To the parents who put their kids before their beliefs.







  
    
      “Stress affects not just you, but everyone around you.”


    

    
      
    

  







  
  
  Introduction

  
  




Leo is ten. He sits near the window in Mr Harrison’s fourth-grade class on a Tuesday at 10:15 in the morning. The room carries the small sounds of school: pencils scratching, chairs sliding, a cough, the faint thrum of the ventilation. On the worksheet in front of him, one question asks for the product of seven and eight.




The night before, Leo sat at a kitchen table that smelled of tomato sauce and dish soap. He recited his multiplication tables with the certainty of a child who wants to do well. 7 times 8 is 56. He had said it out loud and then written it down. His mother confirmed he was correct with a nod.




Now he stares at the numbers and nothing comes.




Mr. Harrison’s heavy footsteps boomed in the silent classroom, and Leo’s heart pounded as they got closer to his desk. Suddenly, he felt a wave of panic. He looked down at the math problem again, but the numbers just looked like gibberish now.




When the teacher stopped, his shadow fell over Leo’s paper. Mr. Harrison asked, in a calm voice, how the work was going. Leo tried to answer, but the words totally disappeared before he could get them out.




If you sit with Leo long enough, you will see that he knows the answer. He will tell you later, when the bell rings and the pressure drains away. He does not lack intelligence. He does not lack effort. 




When he hears those footsteps, his brain instantly screams DANGER! It’s an old, instinctive body response, way older than modern life. This evolved mechanism, which was great when the threats were things like saber-toothed tigers, changes what his body focuses on. 




It pulls energy away from thinking and puts it all into moving fast. Right now, being quick and strong matters way more than planning things out, and his sharp senses (seeing and hearing) take over from trying to fully understand what’s happening. The brain bit that’s usually busy with stuff like scheduling is completely sidelined, so the escape artist part can take over.




In Leo’s case, the predator has no claws. It has a tone of voice, a raised eyebrow, a hard morning at home, a night with too little sleep. It has the shape of stress.
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  The Biology of the Alarm

  
  




Stress is a program that prepares the body to meet demand. When demand rises, the body changes its settings. Heart rate rises. Blood pressure rises. Breathing sharpens. Sugar moves into the bloodstream. The senses widen. The body prepares for effort.


The program runs through the sympathetic nervous system and through a hormonal pathway that links the hypothalamus, pituitary, and adrenal glands. When that pathway fires, it releases cortisol. Cortisol helps mobilize energy and keeps the body ready.


In brief bursts, this serves us. The jitters before a school play can sharpen attention. The strain of learning a piano passage can sharpen focus. The trouble begins when demand does not let up.


In kids, stress builds up as something called allostatic load, basically, the ongoing cost of being on high alert. You can spot it physically, measure it with hormones and inflammation, and hear it when parents talk about what’s going on.


The parents who bring a child like Leo to see a psychologist do not arrive saying, “My child has allostatic load.” They arrive saying, He cannot focus. He explodes over small things. He forgets what I just said. He wakes at night. He has stomachaches. He says school makes him sick.


At first, you look for obvious medical causes. You consider anemia, thyroid problems, seizures, and sleep apnea. You ask about bullying and learning disorders. You ask about food and screen time. You listen for a story that points to a single fix. Often, there is no single fix.


It is especially difficult to address childhood stress because, unlike adults who can articulate their stress and understand its origins, children experience this strain as their ongoing environment; they know no other reality.


While this inherent difficulty does not mean that adversity guarantees a negative outcome for a child, given human resilience, it does suggest that prolonged uncertainty significantly increases the likelihood of a child remaining in a constant state of alarm.


Chronic stress triggers the release of inflammatory signals like interleukin 6 and C-reactive protein. While short bursts of inflammation aid healing, persistent low-level inflammation is harmful. This continuous inflammation can negatively affect appetite, sleep, and mood, and can even cross the blood-brain barrier to alter the firing of neural circuits in the brain.


This helps explain why some children under prolonged strain look not only anxious but also withdrawn and tired. They show a kind of sickness behavior without a virus. Their body acts as if it must conserve, hide, brace.


And the brain, which must build itself in the middle of all this, adapts to the weather it lives in.


When parents are asked about their kids’ stress, such as what sets it off. When does it happen? What helps it settle? Who is around? Parents often pause at those questions. They do not always see stress as a medical issue. They see it as life. They also worry about blame. They worry their home will be judged.


They forget that the goal is not to assign fault. The goal is to find where the alarm gets stuck, and how we might help it release.


* * *


The Control Room Under Storm Conditions


Behind the forehead sits the prefrontal cortex. If the brain ran a city, the prefrontal cortex would run its planning office. It manages what psychologists call executive function.


Executive function includes working memory, inhibitory control, and cognitive flexibility. Working memory lets you hold a piece of information in mind long enough to use it. Inhibitory control lets you pause before acting. Cognitive flexibility lets you switch gears when a plan fails.


Children do not arrive with these skills fully formed. The prefrontal cortex develops over many years. It stays under construction into young adulthood. That long build gives children a remarkable capacity to learn. It also makes them sensitive to the environment.


Under stress, chemistry changes fast.


When the body is under stress, it releases catecholamines like dopamine and norepinephrine. While a balanced amount of these chemicals aids focus, high levels can interfere with the prefrontal cortex. This instability affects the neurons responsible for working memory and disrupts the brain circuits needed for planning.


As a result, control shifts to older parts of the brain. The amygdala becomes more active, and the striatum prioritizes quick rewards and automatic habits. Instead of carefully evaluating choices, the brain operates in a reactive mode.


This makes sense when danger is real and immediate. It makes less sense when danger arrives as a math worksheet and a teacher’s footsteps.


Yet for Leo, the shift does not come from one worksheet. It comes from months, maybe years, of cues that signal threat. The brain rewires in response to what it does most. If a child spends the day scanning for danger, the brain strengthens the circuits that do scanning. If a child rarely gets to practice calm focus, the circuits for calm focus lag.


If kids grow up in a place where adults shout and doors slam, they learn to detect a change in tone quickly. They learn to move fast and learn to read faces. 


But the same adaptation can make school feel impossible. School asks children to sit still, ignore noise, hold rules in mind, tolerate frustration, and wait. It asks them to build a library inside their head. 


The mismatch can warp how adults interpret a child.


When a child acts out, say she is unable to sit still, blurts things out, or withdraws, adults often mislabel these behaviors as defiance, rudeness, or laziness. The punishment increases the child’s stress and sense of threat, such as using harsh words or removing structure and safety.


This often initiates a negative spiral: stress leads to more mistakes, which provokes adult irritation, further escalating the child’s alarm state, and leading to even more mistakes.


To break this cycle, we must shift our perspective. First, we need to recognize the physiological foundation of the child’s behavior (it’s not willful defiance, but a stress response). Second, we must




* * *
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