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It was the first day of kindergarten for five-year-old Norma. Too shy to ask the teacher to use the bathroom and too timid to leave the classroom without first getting permission, she now sat at her tiny desk, crying because she had wet herself. It wasn’t long before other students heard her soft whimpers and began staring in her direction. Some students, finding her predicament funny, snickered; others were relieved that it had happened to her and not to them. Some laughed purposely to be cruel. But one brave little classmate did not. Instead, little Norman got up from his desk, confidently walked over to the teary-eyed little girl, and took her hand in his. “I’ll help you,” he said tenderly. “And I won’t let anyone laugh at you anymore.” Turning to his classmates he said, with empathy uncommon in children his age, “How would you feel if it happened to you?” No longer feeling overwhelmed and alone, Norma now knew her dilemma was not the end of the world. She had an ally, a friend, a supporter, a helpmate.

That little boy and girl have grown up now, but Norma never forgot Norman, nor he her. Their friendship is now celebrating its thirty-sixth year.





This book is dedicated to Norma and Norman,
and to others whose kind actions serve
to buffer the stress of others.
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I first began to examine the thesis that children experience stress and to document the effects of stress in the childhood years when I was a classroom educator during the seventies. The school has always been a convenient setting to measure how children are faring: In place are norms for scholastic achievement, expectations and standards for appropriate behavior, and guidelines for measuring how children interact with others. A host of professionals—the classroom educator, school nurse, counselor, principal, vice-principal, support and special service personnel—all observe children on a somewhat regular basis. Because the school is a place where one observes, sorts, ranks, and rates children, it’s fairly easy to detect when a child fluctuates and deviates from those norms deemed typical.

Academic performance and emotional demeanor are not all that gets chronicled. Schools are often a source for vital health statistics on children, and school officials keep accurate records of students’ school attendance, a source rich in information (and implications) as to how children are faring in their families and neighborhoods.

In the late seventies, schools began to struggle under the challenge of finding ways to encourage children to attend school on a regular basis, to behave in school, and achieve there. The biggest task was to convince students that graduating was in their best interest. In the eighties (during my tenure as a university professor in educational administration), the challenge was much the same—how to reduce the number of kids who would rather spend the day at the beach or hang out in their neighborhoods instead of coming to school. There was a noticeable difference, however: an alarming increase in discipline problems, and in the number of students visiting the nurse’s office for illness and the counselor’s office for psychological caretaking. In response, a number of major national studies came out, complete with recommendations for improving the nation’s schools. Unfortunately, the much-touted reforms did little to curtail the number of youths who were permanently heading out the school doors, nor did it significantly increase the number of students experiencing scholastic success. On the contrary, the appalling number of students absent on any given day continued to increase, test scores continued to decline, and more and more children needed psychological counseling.

Many of the reform measures missed the mark because they concentrated on scholastic achievement and failed to address the underlying social problems that plagued children’s lives. For example, more and more children were experiencing chaotic or broken family lives; were derailed by drug or alcohol use; or were rebelling, confused by the inconsistency between the words and the actions of parents, educators, and the media. Children’s lives were now overwhelmed with stressors, each snowballing into problems far too complex for schools to address.

While mass and widespread attempts to improve scholastic achievement of the nation’s children proved generally hopeless, these efforts did manage to highlight the poor conditions of the schools. Not only was the mission to educate children left wanting, but kids weren’t faring so well either. Students were hurting—intellectually, physically, emotionally, and spiritually. When the spotlight was turned on the schools, it revealed that there were many despondent or often angry young people. Instead of children who were happy and had a zest and zeal for living, learning, and playing, there were signs of emotional duress too obvious to miss: increasing health problems, lethargy, sadness, melancholy, low self-esteem, an absence of goals, a sense of uselessness, hopelessness, despair, anger, and a real lack of inner joy and outer expressions of it.

Why was it that when we were doing more, things seemed to be getting worse? Aren’t children supposed to be joyous, energetic, and mischievous? Where had all that gone? Why were so many children showing signs of anger or apathy or both? Why were so few of these young people laughing and learning and being joyful? Why were youths inflicting violence on fellow students? Why were they living what seemed to be lives of quiet desperation? Why are children’s lives so stressful?

The results of my examination of the nature of stress in children was a book published in 1985 by Arbor House called Stress in Children. From its acceptance in the United States and abroad, I knew that others, too, had dispelled the idea that children were immune to stress and its consequences. I conducted hundreds of workshops in the States and abroad and the message was the same: More and more children are showing signs of increasing stress, strains, and pressures too obvious to dismiss. The notion that stress is present only in the high-powered world of the emotionally burdened business executive working under pressure was adjusted: Stress can affect anyone, regardless of occupation, status, or age.

Today, the toll of stress on children may be even greater than we suspect. One of the most significant and disturbing trends of recent years is the troubled generation of children who, according to a U.S. News & World Report study, are “unable to cope with the pressures of growing up in what they perceive as a world that is hostile and indifferent to them.” The statistics bear sad witness to this fact:


	More than one in three children suffer stress-related illness, including dizziness, chest pains, wheezing, stomach problems, and headaches.

	There are nearly 2,000 teenage suicides a year.

	Fifteen percent of high school students are considered problem drinkers.

	One-third of all American schoolchildren under the age of 18 use illegal drugs.

	One-third of all violent crimes in America are committed by people under 20 years old.

	Students carry an estimated 270,000 guns to school daily (homicides committed by 15-to-19-year-olds increased 61 percent between 1979 and 1989).

	The school dropout rate continues to soar each year (it is now nearly 40 percent).

	Each year one out of every ten teenage girls between 13 and 17 becomes pregnant (more than one million).



It is distressing to learn that our children are experiencing this much stress, that they have so many debilitating fears and anxieties, that they worry more than we might suspect, that they wish to be happier. It’s disconcerting to discover that in their desire to escape from pain, many children today (and at a younger age than ever before) take routes such as alcohol and drug abuse, delinquency, sexual involvement, acts of aggression and violence, running away from home—all paths that lead them into problems more overwhelming than those they are trying to escape. Yet it’s not as if parents are unaware of their kids’ difficulties: One in eight parents believes his or her children have mental or emotional problems; one in twenty parents admits his or her child has a drug problem.

There are no easy solutions to reducing stress in children, though it helps to understand children as social beings and to recognize the ways in which children develop and mature in each stage of growth and development. It also helps to understand the cultural revolution that is transforming so much of American life—spawning new mores, shifting values in the homeplace and the workplace, and redefining roles for both children and adults. Precisely because today’s times do give rise to many inconsistencies and contradictions for children and offer up a constant barrage of new and changing experiences for them, children need our help and guidance—more than ever. We must give our kids a diverse array of skills, some of which we may still be seeking to master ourselves. The good news is that with our help and guidance, children can acquire the necessary insights and skills to surmount life’s challenges. Those children who do learn self-awareness and effective methods for managing their response to stress, pressure, and strains are more likely to be healthy and happy, possess a zest and zeal for living, develop a healthy self-esteem, and lead fulfilling and rewarding lives.


PART I
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The Stress, Strains, and
Pressures of Contemporary
Society


Chapter 1
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CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY IS NOT FOR WIMPS

Or the handicapped, or the elderly, or minorities, or.… Almost anyone would have a particular brand of hardship, or difficult experience, or oppression ready to complete the sentence. Virtually no one feels free from stress these days, not even young people supposedly living “the best years of their lives.” Childhood innocence is now almost impossible to sustain. Many facets of life once regarded as for adults only—its mysteries, contradictions, tragedies, sexual and social responsibilities—are no longer off-limits to children. The accessibility of the electronic media, disruption of the nuclear family and loss of the extended family, increased mobility and home-shifting, elimination of old forms of labor and new work and life-style alternatives, changing mores, and shifting values in family life—all these are quickly altering the nature of childhood. Nothing has been left unchanged; enormous social, economic, political, and spiritual forces have contributed to vast and sweeping changes in the home, at work, and in the world.

From the macro to the micro, there is a rethinking of how things should be, from quality of life to the human experience. These new expectations produce anxieties and render up a new brand of stress quite different from the kind we knew and for which our parents had to provide support and counsel.

Contemporary society is likely to catapult children into unprecedented stress. According to the National School Safety Center, the statistics bear this out:


	Every 8 seconds, a child drops out of school.

	Every 26 seconds, a child runs away from home.

	Every 47 seconds, a child is abused or neglected.

	Every 67 seconds, a teenager has a baby.

	Every 7 minutes, a child is arrested for a drug offense.

	Every 36 minutes, a child is injured or killed by a gun.



“When I Was Your Age, I …”

“When I was your age, I had to hike ten miles through a howling snowstorm to get to …” Did you smile as you read that line, perhaps remembering when you yourself dramatically acted out the part of the Pioneer Schoolchild, trying to compare your children’s hardships with those of your own childhood? You did your best Sarah Bernhardt routine, no doubt, attempting to make your children (who might have been complaining about their overload of homework, or cleaning up their room) realize how much better and easier their lives are than yours was. That’s every parent’s fondest wish, that our children have better, easier lives than ours. We try to provide our children more advantages—everything from a better education to the latest Nintendo release. Most likely, your children have more clothing, more games, more educational opportunities—even more vacations—than your parents were able to give you. But are their lives necessarily better, easier? Look at your children objectively. Are they as happy as you were when you were a child? Perhaps more to the point, are they as carefree as you were? When you played with your dolls or your trains, you did so more secure in the fact that you had a definite role in your family, that your life would follow a more or less prescribed course, with you in charge of the game plan.

We no longer live in a stable, predictable society. When you were in school, you believed there would be a fairly precise and constant course for your life. Your formal education was intended to carry you through your entire life. Not so today. The high school student is told that his or her diploma is nearly worthless in the marketplace, that employers have virtually no openings for someone with only a high school education. A recent high school graduate finds himself competing against not only college graduates who can’t find jobs but against elderly people who are looking to supplement their retirement pay. Imagine how it must feel to have spent twelve long years in school only to be told you must continue your education or settle for a menial job with no security.

Even college graduates cannot settle back and expect life to take a predictable course. Recent graduates are told that they will have to change professions—professions, not just jobs—six to eight times in their lives. They hear and believe that they will not surpass their parents’ standard of living or earning potential. Many will not be able to afford homes with the big backyard and swing set that they themselves had as children.

And let’s not forget the cost of education. With some colleges costing more than $100,000 for a four-year program, there is little chance that most kids can pay their own way by busing tables. They go seriously into debt and worry about ever being able to repay their student loans. Perhaps they watch their parents go into debt, and worry that they will not be able to make it up to them. Take the case of Michael, born to older parents in a second marriage.

Michael suffered from bouts of depression because he was majoring in accounting when he really wanted to be an artist. He had hopes of driving around the country, visiting other artists, studying in a few studios, living in a small desert community. But he was on the fast track to working in a Big Six accounting firm because he knew his parents had spent their retirement savings on his education, and unless he got a good job, they would be bankrupt during their “golden years.” As he said to me, “I know how hard they work to earn their money, and I have to make it up to them. They used to tell me, when I was a little kid, that they didn’t care what I grew up to be, as long as I was happy. They don’t say that anymore, because they know that being an artist would make me happy, but that’s not realistic financially.”

The End of Childhood Innocence

Think about all the exposure children get to today’s problems. A friend of mine has a six-year-old daughter who was petrified on her first airplane flight—she had learned at school about the hole in the ozone layer and was worried that the plane would “fall into the hole and crash.” Children hear constantly at school about environmental decay, contamination of the foods they eat, frightening strangers, as well as other concerns such as poverty, pollution, overpopulation, war, aging, disease, crime and violence, terrorism, and human-rights violations.

When we were children, we knew the boundaries of our neighborhoods, knew how far we could ride our bikes, knew which neighbors would invite us in for cookies and which would tell our parents if they saw us so much as thinking of riding, rather than walking, our bikes across an intersection. Today’s children don’t have such security. Many kids are in day care after school and rarely meet the other kids in their own neighborhoods. Parents today worry that children just hanging around the neighborhood are an invitation to trouble. We associate four or five kids leaning against a lamppost with gangs and problems, not with the carefree times of childhood.

Children are not encouraged to go to their neighbors’ houses because we don’t know our neighbors as well as we used to. When you and I were young, we probably had one man in the neighborhood who particularly liked children, who lifted us onto his lap and told us stories. Today we might worry that he is a child molester and report him to the police. With the horrible stories on television, wise parents can’t help but be extremely cautious … and that caution can’t help but be transmitted unconsciously to their children as fear.

School Is Not the Haven It Once Was

A child’s home away from home—school—is not the haven it once was, either. There are fewer and fewer opportunities for children to attend a nice, quiet, conservative school in which their biggest worry is whether they can copy their best friend’s homework because they didn’t finish their own. Many schools today have security guards and metal detectors at the doorways (and that includes elementary schools, not only high schools). Children are pressured to join gangs (or hang out with tougher, streetwise kids), and at a younger and younger age. Even so-called middle- and upper-class children are feeling the push to engage in activities their parents never dreamt of.

Remember those few bad boys who got a bad reputation for bragging about their promiscuous intentions in high school? Today, members of “sex posses” score points for having sex with as many girls as they can, regardless of the age of the girls. As early as middle school, both boys and girls now have to worry about the pressure to have sex, as well as the pressure to use alcohol and drugs. Even the smallest children worry about not fitting in without having the most expensive brand of sneakers … and we have all heard the stories of children getting shot for their shoes … and jackets … and …

Family Ties … and Chains

We no longer think that home can or should match the ideal television family in which a mother wears high heels and pearls and hums merrily as she bakes cakes from scratch, where a father knows best, and where all problems are talked over and solved at the dinner table. Today we have a more realistic picture of the two-income family … or of the single parent who juggles work outside the home, housekeeping, and child care.

Still, home should be a place of safety and innocence. Problems arise when children have to become adults too quickly—a result of not feeling needed or wanted by parents, dealing with sexual harassment or abuse, or coping with being a pawn in a divorce or custody battle. Just being at home often demands a psychological hardiness that places enormous demands on children’s emotional energies.

Living, loving, and working in today’s world place demands on our emotional energies that require an enormous degree of psychological hardiness. Managing stress becomes a survival tool in more ways than one.

Perils of the Information Age

Ours is an Age of Information, with more information available to more people than ever before. With progress comes improved mass communication, meaning that vast amounts of information are given via television, radio, newspapers, and magazines. Much of that information naturally trickles down to children, who are exposed to more news about the world in a week of television than our grandparents were in their lifetimes. What effect does this have on the children? How has the Information Age transformed our children’s experiences of childhood? What kinds of strains and stresses has it produced within them? And what does all this mean for us, the parents, who have an increased responsibility for keeping our children emotionally safe?

Are You a Family of Just Living Together?

The Information Age is also the Age of Technology. Although much of the technology of our age is useful, freeing up time for us to spend doing things we enjoy rather than drudge work, there can be a darker side to it. While family members may be living under one roof, there is no guarantee that they are interacting as a family. Each person may be individually involved in some electronic diversion—watching TV, playing video games, working on the computer. One characteristic of a healthy family is that its members communicate with each other; interaction satisfies their needs for belonging and acceptance. Because needs, interests, and concerns are shared, each member feels valued and loved.

Science has provided us with marvelous techniques for the dissemination of information via satellite, radio, television, movies, computers, and recordings, to name a few. Ultimately, this places vast amounts of information in the hands of almost everyone, quickly and efficiently. What happens in another region of the world airs on the six o’clock news in the home and is subject to our immediate reactions. Consider how events in Bosnia or Somalia (or a local event, for that matter) become the subject of conversations within minutes of their being relayed.

The Information Age pours vast amounts of information into our homes, imploding children’s minds with dramatic images of the human condition from every corner of the world. How wonderful to be able to access information so quickly and efficiently. The question is, are we guiding our children to understand what they see and hear and to develop healthy attitudes toward what they witness—some of which is beyond their ability to assimilate? By the time they are ready for preschool, children today have seen an incredible amount of violence and sex on television. Television doesn’t segregate its audience; it communicates the same information to everyone simultaneously, regardless of age or maturity level. Life in all its fullness is right up there on the screen for any wide-eyed child to view: madness, corruption, sadism, promiscuity, incest, and other topics of the Movie of the Week.

Just as the Information Age can provide wonderful and rich educational experiences for children, it can also have dire and disturbing consequences. Children soon learn that danger lurks everywhere: in the home, in the office, on the streets, at the playground.

Television Can Be an Unkind Babysitter

Next to the family, television is probably the most important influence on child development in our society. Children in the United States view an average of three to five hours of television daily. By high school graduation, the average kid will have spent more time in front of the television than in the classroom. Television informs us, entertains us, and keeps us company. It is also linked to violent or aggressive behavior, obesity, poor academic performance, precocious sexuality, and the use of drugs or alcohol in our children. It’s becoming increasingly important that parents help their children use television as a positive, creative force and help them avoid televisions negative influences.

Television exposes children to adult behaviors in ways that suggest that these behaviors are normal and risk-free. Sexual behavior and the use of alcohol or drugs are often portrayed in unrealistic or inviting terms. Because of the frequency with which these behaviors occur on television, the message seems to be that “everyone does it.” Television characters rarely say no. Ten percent of adolescent girls in the United States get pregnant each year. The leading cause of death in teenage boys is accidents, 50 percent of which involve alcohol. Although television viewing is not the only way that children learn about sexuality and drug and alcohol use, the risks of these behaviors are not given equal time on television. The standards of sexuality on cable television are even more extreme.

In many households, TV has become the babysitter. It substitutes for conversation, for family interaction. And a violent babysitter it is. A 1982 report by the National Institute of Mental Health states that children who view more than two hours of television each day come to accept violent behavior as normal. When the television acts as a babysitter, children are both overwhelmed by the information they are getting and isolated within their electronic cocoon from other family members. It is part of our responsibility as parents to recognize both effects on our children and to understand how these effects can lead to increased stress and difficulties.

Violence on TV does lead to aggressive behavior from children and teenagers who watch, behavior that makes learning in school very difficult. Many of these children begin to see themselves as discipline problems and poor learners, and the cycle of low self-esteem begins.

Suggestions through Commercials

The average child sees more than 20,000 commercials during the 1,300 to 1,400 hours of television that he or she views annually. Advertisers spend roughly $700 million a year to make sure that their sales pitches reach large numbers of children. Among the top TV advertisers are a number of corporations that aim all or most of their sales efforts at children.

Most food advertising aimed at children is for heavily sugared products such as candy and presweetened cereals. Commercials for meat, milk products, bread, and juice make up only about 4 percent of the food ads shown during “children’s viewing time.” This emphasis gives children a distorted picture of how they ought to eat. Ads that are often more entertaining than the programs themselves suggest that the way to eat is by snacking and eating sugary foods.

In prime-time television, eating is a frequent occurrence. The amount of TV that a child watches is directly related to the number of snacks a child eats and the types of foods chosen. It is therefore not surprising that a recent study found a direct relationship between the amount of television viewing and children’s risk of obesity.

Tune In, Tune Out

What are the consequences of a young person’s television viewing when he or she watches the plight of a man, woman, or child in war; sees nudity, violence, and family feuding in the next take; and then is offered the rude and arrogant Bart Simpson in the next? When children become intimate with all the horrors of the globe via TV, they need adults to help them understand what they see and what it means, to put these images into perspective. If not, the children will, over time, become numb to pain, hurt, injustice, and violence. By tuning in so frequently to television, they become overwhelmed with information, and eventually nothing they see on television seems real to them. Hitting someone over the head with a bottle is just fun, not injurious. Is it any wonder that we see an increase in young people acting out their frustration and anger toward each other, committing crimes and behaving without regard for the feelings of others? We must not underestimate the importance of helping our children gain an understanding of what they see on television. Without this guidance, a child may not hold to values that protect people nor feel compassion when others are in harm’s way; most important, he or she may fail to be moved to act in a responsible way after witnessing something that requires action.

How to Use the Information Age to Your Advantage

As parents, we need to understand the prominence of mass communication in our children’s lives. The television and radio and newspaper are not going to go away; our children are not going to ignore them. Even children who aren’t sitting in front of the television for three or four hours a day hear the reports of the latest shows from their friends. We need to be certain that we give our children the skills to place what they hear and see and learn into perspective. We need to help them develop common-sense values. Here are some ways to deal with the stress and strains of the information age.


1. Encourage questions. One of the best things we can do is to let our children know we are always willing to answer questions. Children need to know that they can ask us to explain things, that we will be willing to take the time to answer their questions without judging them as “dumb” or ridiculous.

2. Recognize confusion and fears in the patterns of questions and comments. The more you let your children talk, the more you can recognize a pattern. If your fifteen-year-old constantly asks you whether you have locked the garage door, checked the windows, put the dog out in the yard, you might sense an uneasiness about personal safety, possibly from watching television shows about break-ins and burglaries. If your five-year-old screams when she sees you tap a newspaper on your dog’s nose for piddling on the carpet, it may be because she fears the dog will turn into a horror-movie beast and attack you. Listen as your children talk; try to hear what is behind their comments and questions so you know where to begin to provide support and help.

3. Talk about what your children are seeing. When you watch a show with your children, point out the moral of the story. Hollywood still ends most shows with the bad guys getting their comeuppance. Emphasize that actions have consequences. For example, if a scene emphasizes or implies the characters are having sex, you might use this as, an opportunity to talk about the importance of safe sex.

4. Inject a note of reality. When a safe falls on a cartoon character’s head, he is not hurt. He flattens out, turns into a hubcap, rolls down a hill, then pops back up into his original form. Your small children will naturally get a big kick out of this. However, you might remind them that in real life, getting hit, or having something fall on them, hurts like mad. Bring up a real-life situation: “Remember when you dropped your book on your toe and you limped around all evening? Imagine how much a safe would hurt! No one could get up after that.” Such comments are especially important about guns and knives. Children need to recognize the real-life consequences of actions.

5. Teach your children that actions have consequences. Most news reports and TV shows have good guys and bad guys. Even very young children recognize that bad guys behave differently from good guys. A friend of mine with a four-year-old teaches values by playing a good guy/bad guy game. She
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