
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Was great to talk with your year group recently about “Managing Stress and Difficult Times”.  I hope you found 
some of the ideas helpful.  I’ve summarised the main ideas for you below:  please feel free to email me with any 
questions or thoughts. 
 

The Happiness Myth?? 
 
We tend to think that being happy is normal, and being unhappy, worried or stressed is abnormal or somehow 
wrong.  The truth is that struggling with feelings of sadness, worry and stress is VERY normal for humans.  Some 
research has found that about 30% of people at any one time will be feeling really sad, worried or stressed.   
When this happens to you – please remind yourself that you are not alone, you are not crazy and there is nothing 
necessarily “wrong” with you – having hard times is just part of being human.   
 

Understand what your brain does when stressed/sad/mad. 
 

Our brains have instinctive reactions to times of stress or sadness, worry or frustration.  For example, whenever 
our brain detects any danger it automatically goes into freeze, fight or flight mode. This means a whole lot of 
adrenalin gets released into our bodies, our heart rate speeds up, our breathing gets quicker and our muscles 
tense.  This response meant that in more primitive times (when our dangers were likely to be tigers and wars) 
we were more likely to be physically equipped to fight, take flight or freeze – and therefore survive. 
 
Another thing our brain does when we are sad is to become super-alert to anything in life that might go wrong, 
or has gone wrong.  Our brains will interpret everything around us negatively. If you are having a tough time, 
your mind is probably throwing a whole lot of negative stuff at you like:  “you’re gonna fail, you’re never gonna 
get this done in time, no-one really likes you, things will never change, it’s all too hard, argh!”  In particular, 
when we are stressed, upset, mad or sad our brains will do lots of catastrophising, mind reading, black and 
white thinking and future predicting.  This is our brain just doing the job it was designed to do in more primitive 
times:  if you think bad things might happen you were more likely to tell yourself to stay in the cave and stay 
safe – which would mean you were more likely to survive. 
 
Another thing our brain does in hard times is make us want to withdraw from people or avoid difficult, scary 
things.  Our brain is just trying to keep us safe here – our primitive brain learnt the best way to stay safe was to 
stay in the cave.  So our very strong instinct is to stop talking, and stop doing.  We kind of want to just stay under 
the covers. 
 

Recognise what your brain/body does in times of stress  -  

then take control of your actions 
 

Just because our brains have these instincts doesn’t mean we have to do exactly what they say.  Fight or flight, 
negative interpretations/evaluations and withdraw/avoiding generally doesn’t help us in today’s world.  
Instead, we should recognise these instincts, not blame ourselves for them – but then try to also go on and do 
some different things.  For example: 
 

BREATHE.  SLOWLY.  To kick your body out of flight or flight response – slow and deepen your 

breathing.  Practise breathing slowly (less than 12 breaths per minute) and from your diaphragm.  In other 



words, imagine a balloon in your stomach – as you breathe in – blow the balloon up, as you breathe out – let 
the balloon deflate.  Do this several times a day, and whenever you feel irritated, stressed or worried. 
 

PAY LESS ATTENTION TO UPSETTING THOUGHTS You can learn to switch your 

attention away from your distressing thoughts.  Write our your depressing/upsetting thoughts and label them 
as catastrophising, mind reading, black and white thinking or future predicting.  Then remember that you are 
not seeing the whole picture - your brain is designed to try to make you focus on the negatve.  So consciously 
and deliberately, add in some positive and realistic thoughts with sentences that start like:  it’s not the end of 
the world if…………… I can survive it if………… the good thing about this is……….. I am capable of….. and so on.  
Write these things down.  You don't have to believe them 100% for them to help you feel a little better.   

 

KEEP TALKING AND DOING.  Don’t obey those withdraw and avoid instincts.  Keep doing things 

that you used to care about, even if you don’t care about them as much anymore.  Keep talking to people.  Ask 
for help from teachers.  Tell parents what you need.  Go see a counsellor if you need to.  Stay connected with 
people, even if it feels pointless right now.  The more active you can be in doing important stuff, and the more 
conversations you have – usually the better you feel. 

 

LOOK AFTER YOURSELF.  Your brain can’t cope with managing your mood unless you have the basics 

in check:  Sleep, Nutrition and Exercise. Get as much sleep as you can, especially in times of stress…your body 
will use your sleeping time to manufacture some more “good” neurochemicals and help you feel calmer.  
Nutrition:  Don’t diet.  Just eat healthily.  Eat foods without wrappers.  Check you are getting enough iron and 
calcium (many teenagers are not getting enough).  Exercise:  get a little bit more than usual...exercise also 
produces endorphins – kind of a morphine – which makes you feel more relaxed.  It also helps you feel better 
about yourself.    
 

I hope some of these things help you manage the stress and tough times in your life. 
Please let me know if I can help. 

 
Best wishes, 

 
 

Kirrilie Smout 

 

(email: kirriliesmout@developingminds.net.au, web: www.developingminds.net.au, phone: 83571711) 
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