     “Balancing Act” – Not a New Sport

By Steve Ginsberg, Chief Operating Officer, Touchstone Behavioral Health

     Adults aren’t the only ones who feel stress in their lives. Adolescents and teens also feel the strain with pressures from school, sports and extra-curricular activities, parents and peers.  The busy lives everyone leads these days can be fun, but they can also be stressful. If you feel life is controlling you instead of the other way, you might want to take a look at it.

     A family therapist at Touchstone Behavioral Health Services, with offices throughout Arizona, offers some tips for a good “Balancing Act” for children and families.

     For younger children, school pressures and meeting the expectations of teachers and parents are a key stress for them. Frank Saverino said, “Sometimes the expectations at home are different than the expectations at school and these conflicts can be very worrisome for children.”

     For teens, obtaining new powers and responsibilities as they get older, and how to handle these, are main sources of stress.  They want their parents to “back off” and their parents and teachers to recognize they are becoming a young adult. They also want to be in tune with their peers, and they are concerned about what their peers think of them.

     Saverino advised that parents should watch for symptoms of “overload” in their children. These could range from dropping grades, poor attendance at school, change in mood or behavior. Has something changed in the child’s environment? He said, “If your child was always happy go lucky before, and now doesn’t seem to be enjoying the things they enjoyed before, it’s time to ask them what’s going on.”

     He advised if there is too much going on, start talking to your child.  Communication is the best because the child might not even be aware these things are happening. The parent has the maturity to help the child sort out and establish priorities, help with scheduling and time management. Set realistic goals.

     “These are not skills we are born with,” he said.  “They are learned over time.”

     Stress in the household is another issue and Saverino recommends good nutrition, eliminate junk food, get plenty of sleep, exercise and have a positive attitude.  Use relaxation techniques such as meditation and soothing music. Remove clutter from the household and the child’s room. It is distracting and causes stress.  Keep track of your moods. Don’t try to discipline in the heat of the moment. During times of stress you may be tired and impatient. Harsh words can come out you’ll regret later. Wait until you cool off and have had time to think about what will be the appropriate consequence.  It’s OK to say ‘What you did was inappropriate. I will need some time to think about the consequence.’

     “Prioritize what is important in your family. Perhaps you can’t do it all.”

         Saverino suggested planning your activities around your priorities.

 Make a list of everything you need and want to do. Review the list and pick out the most important items that fit your family’s needs. How much time will each of these take? Then plan how you are going to do it. Spending time upfront to plan will save time and frustration later.

     You probably know how much scheduling is over scheduling based on how you feel. As parents, we want the World for our children. Some parents feel a child should be exposed to as many choices and opportunities as possible to see what they like. Others may feel a child should focus on one or two activities to become proficient. Either way, it is OK to set boundaries. 

     Saverino said, “It truly depends on the individual. Some kids can multi-task and others who are easily distracted would feel stressed by this.”

     He suggested working this out as a family.  Be compromising.  Ask yourself, whose need is it to be involved in this sport or activity? Is it the child’s need or the parent’s need? Does the child want to do this or are they doing it for me? Are they happy doing it or are they moody?

     Networking can be another stress reliever. Parents can help each other out with taking the kids to sports practices, picking them up etc. By taking turns, the responsibility is shared. Also, by knowing other parents, you have an emotional support group.

     Parents, including single parents, need to realize that personal time is important to taking care of self and other relationships. 

     “It’s not good for the kids if our whole life revolves around them. They need to see that variety is the spice of life,” Saverino added.

     Vacations and time off from work are good for everyone.

     Working parents often feel guilty that they may not be spending enough time with their children.  Saverino said, “Quality is more important than quantity.” He also advises to make commitments to the children and stick to them. For example, say ‘On Saturday, we are going to enjoy the ballgame together.’  (But not as couch potatoes in front of the TV. Get outside and DO something!).  

     “Children need parent’s interaction and playing with them. That’s what they really want more than gifts.  Kids are only young once and they grow up fast…enjoy them!”

Conclusion:

     In conclusion, stress is what you feel when you have to handle more than you are used to. When you are stressed, your body responds as though you are in danger. It makes hormones that speed up your heart, make you breathe faster, and give you a burst of energy. This is called the “fight-or-flight” stress response.  It can be helpful to win a race or finish an important project on time.  But if stress happens too often or lasts too long, it can have bad effects such as headaches, upset stomachs, back pain, trouble sleeping and can weaken your immune system. It can make you moody, tense or depressed and it can adversely affect your relationships.

What can you do?

1. Find out what is causing stress in your life.

2. Look for ways to reduce the amount of stress in your life.

3. Learn healthy ways to relieve stress.

4. Learn to say “no”.

5. Ask for help.

6. Take good care of yourself.

7. Improve your time management skills.

8. Exercise.

9. Eat healthy.

10. Let your feelings out in a positive way. Find someone who can be your sounding board.

11. Do something you enjoy.

12. Focus on the present.
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