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How to Support Our Kids During the COVID-19 Outbreak

with Dr. Robin Alter 



Webinar Welcome and Housekeeping 

Recording: This webinar will be recorded and sent to 
you in the following few days

Q&A Button (located at the bottom of your 
screen): 45 minutes of this webinar are allotted to 
presentation and 15 minutes at the end will be to 
answer questions you may have on today’s topic



Technical Difficulties 

If you are having technical difficulties, rather 
than use the Q&A button on Zoom, please e-
mail Pamela Sariyannis, Coordinator Programs 
and Community Partnerships at: 
pamelasariyannis@psychologyfoundation.org

mailto:pamelasariyannis@psychologyfoundation.org
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Birth - Make the Connection 

Toddlerhood -
Make the Connection & 

Parenting for Life

Parenting for Life 
School years - Kids 

Have Stress Too! and 

Adolescence - Stress 
Lessons & Parenting 

for Life 

Adults - Stress Strategies

The Psychology Foundation of Canada
Our Mission: Nurturing Resilience in Children

Practical, evidence-based programs spanning critical development stages



KHST! and Stress Lessons programs are evidence-based programs that are youth-
centred and inquiry-based to teach tangible stress-management strategies and skills 
and build emotional resiliency in children and youth, both in and out of the classroom.

You will learn how to help children and youth:

• recognize the signs and symptoms of stress

• understand what stress feels like

• develop/implement coping and problem-solving strategies

• foster an increased sense of well-being

Kids Have Stress Too!® and Stress Lessons 



Dr. Robin Alter, PhD, CPsych

• Registered clinical psychologist in practice since 1979;
• Consulted to the children's mental health system in Toronto and 

York Region for over 40 years;
• Comprehensive Private Practice offering assessment and 

treatment of children, adolescents and adults;
• Taught courses in psychology at York University;
• Author of books including, Anxiety and the Gift of Imagination 

and the Anxiety Workbook for Kids
• Ongoing Trustee with the Psychology Foundation of Canada for 

the past 10 years in a variety of capacities.



Robert Crumb



What is Stress?
• Stress is normal

Learning how to manage stress is a key part of development

• Stress is part of daily life

It is our bodies way to respond to the demands being placed upon us

• Stress can be problematic if it overwhelms our ability to cope

The capacity for us to cope with stress is built into specific brain 
circuits which are influenced by experiences beginning in early life

• The way we respond to stress is not fixed, but can be influenced by 
learning stress-management coping strategies



Stress Management
Stressor

Signs and Symptoms

Strategies
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Mind / Body / Feelings / Behaviour 
Connection



Behaviours and Stress
• Behaviours are a way of 

communicating

• What might be the stressors 
behind some of the behaviours 
you are seeing?

http://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRxqFQoTCODV383o78cCFRQakgodccEAsA&url=http://www.newkidscenter.com/Children-Hitting-Parents.html&psig=AFQjCNE1NsysFj8AGCdWBY8YkS2jGrIxAQ&ust=1442088050600691


Perception and Stress

• What creates stress is not so much 
the event, as the way in which we 
react to it

• Children’s perception of their ability 
to cope impacts how they manage it



Physiology of Stress

• Fight, Flight or Freeze Response

• Tend and Befriend Response 

• The brain perceives danger/threat or stressor and sends message 
to the Pituitary gland which produces ACTH, which enters the 
bloodstream to the adrenal gland and produces stress hormones



• The ability to cope well under adversity and 
“bounce back”

• Attitude and mindset play a critical role in 
determining resilience –more than any 
other single factor (e.g., “I can do it!”)

• A consistent, caring adult can make all the 
difference in a child’s ability to cope with 
stress 

Resilience = Stress + Support



Self-Regulation
• Ability to stay calm, alert and focused 

by managing emotions such as mood 
swings, upsets, tantrums and fears, 
behaviour and energy (self-control)

• Learned within the social context   
• Stress management is key to self-

regulation in children



Strategies for Reducing Stress 



PFC Toolbox Activities

Kids Have Stress Too! 

Toolbox Activities:

Variety of activities you can use to 
help children develop their coping 
skills 

1. Things That Upset or Stress a Child

2. Quick Ways to Relax

3. Problem Solving: Teaching Children 

the Steps

4. Talking Nicely to Myself

5. Fun and Easy Ways to Get Moving

6. Fun ways to relax/breathe 

Find our downloadable and printable toolbox 
activities at:  www.psychologyfoundation.org

http://www.psychologyfoundation.org/


Preschool and Kindergarten Children 

• You are the antidote, your presence is key

• Young children are not focused on the outside world, focused 
primarily on the immediate family and possibly day care world 

• Stay Calm! Smile and laugh, play games  - will help them and you

• Protect them from the news

• Review PFC Toolbox activities



STOP, LOOK, LISTEN
STOP

Choose a moment when you are both relaxed and you can be together 
without interruption 

LOOK

Over the course of a day, casually check your child’s face from their 
level. What do you notice? Is her jaw tight? Is he smiling and relaxed?

LISTEN

To show you are really interested in your child and what he is saying, sit 
facing him and look at his face. Listen without speaking. Nod your head 

and give other nonverbal encouragement



Elementary Age Children 

• Routine and structure can be helpful at all ages 

• Need to be busy/ activity is how they think

• Make a decision about video games – they may be better than 
alternatives 

• If you decide to allow them to watch the news, watch it with them
• Some will have lots of questions/ you may not have all the answers 

• Reframe severely negative messages/ media designed to grab our 
attention

• Speak in concrete images and words 



Stress Stoplight

Familiar image that helps explain to 
young children the three stages of stress 
reduction:

Red Light: STOP – “Red Alert” – Recognize 
stress symptoms

Yellow Light: CHANGE – Deal with the 
stress and use tools in the toolbox

Green Light: GO – Feel the stress go away; 
Feel energized, more relaxed, in control and 
ready to go!
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Relaxation Activities for All Ages 

• Cloud Push – LET’S DO 
IT TOGETHER!

• Deep Breathing – 4:7:8

• Go Tight, Go Loose

23



Sleep

• Important to have a  regular bedtime

• Need sufficient sleep

• Regular exercise enhances a good nights sleep

• Nutrition impacts on sleep

• More naps now– strengthens our immune system





Teenagers
• Need structure and activity 

• Teenage brain not fully developed

• If they complain they are “Stuck Inside” explain “You are safe inside 
and not safe outside!” 

• Better mad than unsafe  You really do know best! 



✓Build a good relationship

✓Let them know you are available to talk whenever 
they want to 

✓Listen without judging & listen a lot 

✓Ask what they understand about what is happening

✓Ask if they want help 

✓Be ready to listen when they are ready to talk

✓Try Scaling 

Communication Helpers 



Sample Scale 

1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9       10



Being Negative!

• Yelling

• Lecturing

• Judging

• Insulting

• Blaming

• Being angry

Say, “I feel” rather than “You made me feel”

Communication Stoppers



What Else Can I Do?
• Be a good role model using stress strategies yourself so children 

observe and learn by example.

• Provide opportunities for relaxation, limiting activities, downtime 

• Connect with child by listening to them, hearing their 
perspective, giving hugs, and having family time

• Create schedule for adequate sleep, good nutrition, exercise

• Encourage friendships and connections with family through on-
line platforms, the phone, etc. 



Key Psychological Messages
• Be Child-Centred

• Encourage an “I am Capable” mindset 

• Notice the influence of self-talk

• Acknowledge what they’ve accomplished, help them to own it.

• Everyone feels stressed sometimes – “you are not alone” normalize stress  
We are all in this together. 

• People experience stress in difference ways

• Empathy and kindness can be taught we can learn to be kind to ourselves 



What More Can I Do?

• Teachable moments– learning about 
trust, who to trust, trusting authority

• Importance of science

• Taking care of ourselves so we can 
take care of others

• Stress Busters– Laughter, Music, 
Activity, be in Nature, Sleep





YOU ARE DOING BETTER THAN YOU THINK!





Q&A Session



THANK YOU!
If you are interested in learning more about future webinars, programs and training 
opportunities please contact us.

Pamela Sariyannis pamelasariyannis@psychologyfoundation.org

416-644-4944 ex 203

And visit our website: www.psychologyfoundation.org

Please compete our feedback survey so we can better serve you! 

mailto:pamelasariyannis@psychologyfoundation.org
http://www.psychologyfoundation.org/

