Parent Guide
,
We hope this guide helps with your talks with your tweens and teens about mental wellness. Consider having short
weekly conversations on topics in the film such as stress resilience, emotional agility, and healthy screen habits. Tech Talk
Tuesday (TTT), our weekly blog, has helped thousands of families have such talks. Sign up for it and get other resources
at www.screenagersmovie.com.
Sincerely,
Delaney Ruston, MD & Lisa Tabb

Building Skills for Stress Resilience
Validate Feelings: There is an art to validating our teens' feelings effectively. Work to tell them you see and
appreciate the challenge of what they are feeling, and try not to follow it with statements such as, “Oh don’t
worry, it will get better.”
Empower Problem Solvers: Rather than jump in to try and fix their problems, ask, “Do you have any solutions
in mind?” or “Let me know if you want any input from me.”
Talk About Your Emotions: Let them know about how you work to handle stress and other difficult emotions.
It is not about burdening them, but sharing feelings appropriately.
Support with Resources: If your teen is systematically avoiding the social time, school work, and other
activities due to anxious and/or sad feelings, get support and find resources for help on our website. This
includes learning what you can do at home, such as opposite action, exposure interventions, and behavioral
activation.
Prioritize Sleep: The American Academy of Sleep Medicine recommends 6– 12-year-olds get 9-12 hours of
sleep a night, and 13–18 year-olds get 8–10 hours a night. Keeping phones and other devices out of their room
at night is important. Just having a phone (or other mobile devices in the bedroom) negatively impacts sleep
duration and quality even if teens report not checking them.
Teach the 3 Ex’s of Worry: This is a great skill for both youth and adults regarding everyday worry. “Expect” recognize that worry often arises and practice accepting it; “Externalize” -pull it out and personify it, “Hello
worry”; “Experiment” do the opposite of what the worry demands, -it demands attention. Instead, don’t get
into a discussion with it, but pivot into other activities or thoughts.
Prioritizing Face-to-Face Time: Find more ways teens can have screen-free time with peers, younger kids, and
adults of all ages. Examples include jobs, getting to know their friend’s parents, having neighbors for dinner.

Seeking Support
Unfortunately, “parenting and private” are two words that often go together. We are in a major tech
revolution that warrants open conversations and help-seeking. We agree with the teacher in the film who
says, “The most successful people in life are those that can ask for help.”
• Sharing examples of when and how you have reached out for help is a great way to have discussions and
model this important skill.
• Ask your teens whether they know where to go for support. Also, see if they have a teacher they can talk to
and other adults, such as family or a friend’s parent.
• Get support yourself when you are facing the emotional challenges of your teens or screen time issues.
Offer your insights to others! Our website has resources for support.
• Advocate for More Stress Resiliency Skills in Your School. More and more schools are implementing
programs to build resiliency skills. Parents can make a big difference in organizing together and working
with their schools.
o Social-Emotional Curriculum- Visit our website for the programs in the film and others.
o Wellness Clubs and Peer-to-Peer- Programs where teens, with training, teach others about
safe social media and communication skills are impactful.

Communicating Expectations & Setting Guidelines
In conversation with your teens, determine guidelines for your family. Sometimes you will decide on a rule
that your teens will disagree with—that is OK, but explain your reasoning. For example, let’s take sleep. Share
with them the science of sleep and that you want to parent in line with your values. You value good sleep for
their emotional wellbeing and having tech off and away is essential to achieve that.
Other examples may include …
• Car rides without devices (we allow them for directions and other quick planning issues)
• Phones and other electronics out of the bedroom at night
• Family meals without devices
• Plan ahead for a phone-free meal. For example, consider emailing guests before they come for dinner
that it will be phone-free because you want to ensure everyone gets to have undistracted time together.
• When together out in the world, i.e. doing errands, have phones mostly away

Tech Talk Tuesdays
We have hundreds of blogs, full of relatable stories, examples, and science to help you with all sorts of
parenting issues. We know it is hard to decide what limits are right for your family and hard to see them
through. On the TTT blog there we have many writings on making rules work! Sign up for new weekly blogs:
https://www.screenagersmovie.com/tech-talk-tuesdays.
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Parenting for Prevention:

Anxiety

Not All Anxiety is Bad
All children experience anxiety. Anxiety is a normal response to a new,
difficult, or stressful situation. Many common childhood fears or worries are
developmentally appropriate and emerge during different life stages.
Developmentally appropriate fears or worries subside over time.
Infants & Todlers

2-3 years
4-5 years
5-7
7-12

TYPICAL FEARS BY AGE
Separation from caregivers, strangers, loud noises
Animals, darkness, thunder & lightning, fire, water
Bugs, getting lost, monsters, death
Germs/illness, natural disasters, school
Performance anxiety, social situations, burglars, war

Parents and other caring adults can help a child manage his/her anxiety by
acknowledging the specific fear (dogs, catching the flu, math tests) to better
understand situations that are worrisome to the child. Do not pressure a child
to feel a certain way – children need to be able to express their true emotions.
Other ways adults can help a child:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The goal isn’t to eliminate anxiety, but to help a child manage it
Don’t avoid things just because they make a child anxious
Express positive—but realistic—expectations
Respect her feelings, but don’t empower them
Don’t ask leading questions
Don’t reinforce the child’s fears
Encourage the child to tolerate her anxiety
Try to keep the anticipatory period short
Think things through with the child
Try to model healthy ways of handling anxiety

What Parents Need to Know

TERMINOLOGY

Stress is a normal brain chemistry
reaction to a challenging situation
and can make us feel nervous or
frustrated. Stress can have a positive
effect by motivating us to work hard
at something, but if stress becomes
overwhelming, it can have negative
physical and emotional effects.
Stress …
•
•
•

Anxiety is a normal reaction to stress.
The body’s automatic fight-or-flight
response is activated when we feel
pressure, danger, or risk. Anxiety is
expressed emotionally and
physically and is not uncommon
among children and adolescents. If
anxiety becomes a persistent,
excessive fear or worry about
situations that are not threatening,
it can interfere with daily activities
and relationships. Anxiety …
•
•

Why the increase in child and teen anxiety?
While every family’s experiences and circumstances s are unique, societal and cultural shifts
over the past few decades - and parent responses to these global shifts - have been cited as
possible contributors to the rise in childhood stress. Our culture’s emphasis on happiness
sends the message to children & teens that it is not OK to feel sad or upset. Parents rush in
to make their child feel happy at all times and do not allow for a healthy expression of
emotion. Likewise, our obsession with competition and excellence often result in parents
giving their child unrealistic praise (“You’re the best on your team!”), leading a child to fear
rejection if they do not live up to that reality. A fear of failure can prompt parents to
protect their child at all times, thus not giving their child the opportunity to learn from
mistakes, manage disappointment, or develop appropriate coping skills. While challenging,
parents can help their child navigate the world by encouraging him/her to take positive risks;
offer support and encouragement; provide a space for your child to talk about their fears or
concerns; and allow for mistakes and the opportunity to learn and grow from them.

can makes us feel nervous,
frustrated, angry
can be motivating to help us
prepare for a challenge
can be overwhelming and over
the long-term affect our health

•

is often out of proportion to the
real or imagined “threat”
can make children feel that
something bad will happen to
them and they will not be able
to handle it
can be about something specific
or a general sense of uneasiness

How to Recognize Anxiety & When to Seek Support
In moderation, anxiety is not inevitably a bad thing - it protects and prepares children. However,
developmentally appropriate worry or fears can become problematic if they inhibit a child’s day-to-day
functioning or do not diminish over time. Parents can watch for these common physical, emotional, and
behavioral signs of anxiety. Many signs of anxiety are common among children of all ages, however there
are age-specific signs of anxiety that parents can watch for.

Signs of Anxiety in Young Children
Physical Signs of Anxiety
• Frequent complaints of headaches/stomachaches, with no medical cause
• Refuses to eat snacks or lunch at school
• Won’t use restrooms, except at home
• Can become restless, fidgety, hyperactive or distracted
• Has trouble falling or staying asleep
Emotional Signs of Anxiety
• Cries often, acts extremely sensitive, has tantrums
• Becomes grouchy or angry without any clear reason
• Afraid of making even minor mistakes, has extreme test anxiety
• Has panic attacks (or is afraid to), phobias, or exaggerated fears
• Worries about things that are far in the future
• Has obsessive thoughts about things that might cause harm
• Has obsessive thoughts/compulsive behaviors (finger tapping, hand washing, etc.)
Behavioral Signs of Anxiety
• Asks “what if?” constantly. (“What if a tornado happened?”)
• Avoids social situations with peers outside of school
• Becomes emotional or angry when separating from parents or loved ones
• Constantly seeks approval from parents, teachers, and friends
• Refuses to go to school/avoids participation in school discussions or activities
• Has compulsive behaviors (finger tapping, hand washing, etc.)

Additional Signs of Anxiety in Teens & Tweens
Physical Signs of Anxiety
• Refuses to eat in the cafeteria/public places, changes eating habits suddenly
Emotional Signs of Anxiety
• Cries often, becomes cranky or angry for no clear reason
• Doubts one’s own skills and abilities, even when there’s no reason to
• Cannot handle any criticism, no matter how constructive
Behavioral Signs of Anxiety
• Begins to have explosive outbursts
• Starts withdrawing from activities that were once loved
• Avoids participating in class activities, remains silent, or preoccupied when expected to work with others.

When to Seek Support

Many children will exhibit signs of anxiety occasionally, but if signs persist, become more intense, or are coupled with these risk factors, do
not hesitate to reach out to your child’s doctor.

RESOURCES

~ When anxiety disrupts your child’s daily functioning
~ If your child exhibits self-harm behaviors, such as cutting or talking about suicide

~ When anxiety does not dissipate over time
~ If there is a family history of mental health issues

AETNA: Health Guide – Kids & Anxiety
https://www.aetna.com/health-guide/kids-anxiety-whats-normal-seek-help
American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry
https://www.aacap.org/aacap/families_and_youth/resource_centers/anxiety_disorder_resource_center/home.aspx
National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI)
https://www.nami.org
Psychology Today: Reasons Teens Have so Much Anxiety Today
https://www.psychologytoday.com/10-reasons-teens-have-so-much-anxiety-today
Portions of this tip sheet were adapted from the listed resources

Parenting for Prevention is a Decisions at Every Turn Coalition educational series for parents and other caring adults to increase awareness and knowledge
about important youth issues and to encourage dialogue about making healthy choices.
Please visit http://www.AshlandDecisions.org/parent-tip-sheets.html for our complete library of tip sheets.
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Parenting for Prevention:

Depression
Understanding the Differences between
Sadness and Depression
Emotions are part of the human experience. When we experience joy, pride, excitement, or
other positive emotions it makes us feel happy. When we experience loss, stress,
disappointment, or other negative emotions, it can make us feel sad. We all experience
sadness from time to time. Sadness is a temporary condition and healthy reaction to a
specific event, such as the loss of a loved one, the breakup of a relationship, or even a movie
that tugs at our heartstrings.
There is a difference between healthy sadness and the debilitating symptoms of depression.
Depression is a serious mental health condition that causes a persistent feeling of sadness
and loss of interest in activities. It affects how we think, feel, and behave. A person who is
depressed may withdraw from others, have difficulty sleeping, be irritable or angry without
cause, or have thoughts of death or suicide. Symptoms of depression affect the ability to
function day-to-day, are pervasive, and last for more than two weeks. Depression does not
have a single cause - it can be brought on by a specific event or occur spontaneously.

TERMINOLOGY
Sadness is a normal human emotion
often triggered by a difficult,
challenging, or disappointing situation.
We are sad about something. Sadness
is temporary – as the situation
changes, we cope, adjust, or adapt.
Depression is an abnormal emotional
state that pervades our thinking,
perceptions, and behaviors in
debilitating and chronic ways. When
we are depressed, we are sad about
everything. It does not require a
specific loss or traumatic event as a
trigger.

Risk Factors for Depression
• Having issues that negatively impact self-esteem, such as peer problems or bullying
• Having been the victim or witness of physical, emotional or sexual abuse
• Other mental health conditions, such as bipolar disorder, an anxiety disorder, a
personality disorder, anorexia or bulimia
• Having a learning disability or attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)
• Ongoing pain or a chronic physical illness such as cancer, diabetes or asthma
• Certain personality traits, such as low self-esteem, or being highly self-critical
• Family history of depression, bipolar disorder, or alcohol use disorders; a family
member who dies by suicide; history of family conflict or dysfunction; or experiencing a
recent stressful life event, such as parental divorce, parental military service or the
death of a loved one
• Having a hard-wired temperament that is more prone to negative thinking
• Abusing alcohol, nicotine, or other drugs
• Being gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender in an unsupportive environment
• Being a girl - Compared to boys, after puberty, twice as many girls have depression
and are more likely to stay depressed longer.

How Parents Can Support Children & Teens
While there is no way to prevent depression, if your child is at risk, you notice some of the
warning signs & symptoms (refer to the back), or your child is diagnosed with depression,
these are some helpful ways to support your child.
Encourage social connection – Look for ways to keep your teen involved with others. Make
face-time a priority to combat social isolation. Keep your teen actively involved in caring and
supportive relationships. Use family dinners, after-school check-ins, or weekend activities to
keep your child engaged.
Make physical health a priority – Exercise is essential to mental health. Exercise can treat
mild to moderate depression by promoting positive changes in the brain by releasing
endorphins that make us feel good, and by encouraging neural growth and new activity
patterns that promote feelings of calm and well-being.
Diet, sleep, and screen time count too – Provide nutritious meals, encourage plenty of
sleep, and set limits on screen time to help your teen maintain balance in their overall health,
which can help to lessen symptoms associated with depression.

FAST FACTS
•
•

Depression is common
Depression is treatable

•

Depression can present in
different physical, social, and
emotional ways, and is
characterized by changes that last
for more than two weeks.

•

Depression can happen at any
age, but signs and symptoms
often emerge in the teens, early
20s, or 30s.
In depressed teens, irritability,
anger, and agitation are often the
most prominent symptoms – not
sadness.

•

•

Depression can co-occur with
other mental health conditions
and/or substance use.

•

Untreated depressive episodes put
a child at risk for more depressive
episodes in the future

Warning Signs of Depression: What to Look For
The signs and symptoms of depression include a change in previous attitudes and behaviors that can cause significant distress and
problems at school or home, in social activities, or in other areas of life. Consider how long the symptoms have been going on, how
severe they are, and how different your child is acting from their usual self.
Signs of Depression in Preschool
• Seems to have lost learned skills; regresses to baby talk or resumes thumb sucking
• Has returned to having separation anxiety
• Has become more aggressive.
• No longer enjoys play; withdraws during playdates
• Abandons a regular sleep schedule; starts napping at odd hours; is sluggish throughout the day.
• Is losing weight; losing interest in snacks or meals
Signs of Depression in Grade School
• Frequently complains about aches and pains, without medical cause
• Develops a negative outlook
• Talks often about feeling lonely, despite having friends; social withdrawal, talks about being bullied when there are no signs of it.
• Feelings of sadness and hopelessness that don’t get better over time
• Frequent bouts of yelling or crying; irritability or anger
• Decrease in academic or athletic performance; no longer cares about doing well in anything; loses interest in daily activities
• Changes in appetite or sleep patterns; low energy over several weeks; trouble with concentration
• Trouble functioning the way she/he normally does at home, with friends, or in school
• Feeling worthless, guilty or easily rejected
• Talking or thinking about death or suicide
Signs of Depression in Tweens and Teens
• Seems distant or emotionally closed off to family and friends, spends a lot of time behind closed doors.
• Seems uncharacteristically irritable or sad; often lashes out in anger
• Changes in appetite or sleep
• Talks about feeling stupid, worthless or hopeless; obsesses about shortcomings
• Has had dramatic changes in daily habits.
• Loss of interest in hobbies and activities that used to provide pleasure
• Is acting out with risky behavior, such as substance use or sexually promiscuous behavior
• Trouble with concentration
• Talking or thinking about death or suicide
Teens have a lot going on. Peer pressure, academic expectations, daily stress, and hormones contribute a lot to typical teen behavior. It can be
difficult for parents to know whether their teen is experiencing the normal fluctuations of adolescence or if these behaviors are indicative of
something more serious.
If you are concerned about your child, the first step is to talk with them. Find a time and place where they are comfortable and willing to talk
with you. Bring up your concerns in a gentle, non-judgmental way. Let them know which specific depression symptoms you have noticed and
explain why they worry you. Allow your child to share what he or she is going through and be ready to listen. Refrain from asking a lot of
questions, but be clear that you are there to support whatever they need.

Focus on listening, not lecturing

Be gentle but persistent

Acknowledge their feelings

Trust your instincts

When to Seek Support

RESOURCES

~ When symptoms disrupt your child’s daily functioning
~ When symptoms last more than 2 weeks
~ If your child asks for help
~ If your child also exhibits risks factors for depression
~ If your child exhibits self-harm behaviors, such as cutting or talking about suicide
Bradley Hospital Parent Guide
https://www.bradleyhospital.org/emotional-and-behavioral-health

Mayo Clinic
https://www.mayoclinic.org/teen-depression/symptoms-causes

National Alliance on Mental Illness
National Institute of Mental Health
www.nami.org
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/teen-depression
Psychology Today: Important Difference between Sadness & Depression
https://www.psychologytoday.com/the-important-difference-between-sadness-and-depression
Portions of this tip sheet were adapted from some of the resources listed above .

Parenting for Prevention is a Decisions at Every Turn Coalition educational series for parents and other caring adults to increase awareness and knowledge
about important youth issues and to encourage dialogue about making healthy choices.
Please visit http://www.AshlandDecisions.org/parent-tip-sheets.html for our complete library of tip sheets.
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Parenting for Prevention:

Teens & Stress

About Teen Stress
School is the top source of stress for teens.
Teens experience both emotional and physical symptoms of stress, including
feeling nervous or anxious, feeling tired, procrastinating or neglecting
responsibilities, feeling overwhelmed, having negative thoughts and experiencing
changes in sleeping habits.
Experiencing occasional stress is normal. However, if stress persists at high
levels for a long time, it can have lasting negative effects on health. Chronic
(long-term) stress can cause anxiety, high blood pressure, or a weakened immune
system, and can contribute to diseases such as depression, obesity and heart
disease.
Not all stress is negative. Some stress promotes positive behaviors, such as
motivation for studying extra hard for a test, working to overcome a challenge or
alerting us to remove ourselves from an unsafe situation.
Balance is important for teen health and well-being. School is important, but
once the homework and studying is done, teens need to have time to have fun
with friends, relax with family, or focus on a hobby or activity.

FAST FACTS
Stress has been called “the silent
killer” and can lead to heart
disease, high blood pressure, chest
pain, and an irregular heartbeat.
Laughing lowers
stress hormones
(cortisol,
epinephrine, &
adrenaline) and
strengthens the
immune system
by releasing
health-enhancing
hormones.

Managing daily stress can lead to a more overall positive outlook on your life and
well-being.
Teens experiencing uncontrolled stress may be more likely to use illegal drugs or
engage in underage drinking, especially when not monitored.

Girls experience
stress differently than boys. Girls
tend to keep their stress hidden,

What Parents Need to Know - Resilience
Resilience is the capacity to withstand stress or catastrophe and allows us to
adapt and overcome risk or adversity. Resilience develops over time as we learn
more effective life-skills. Supportive relationships with parents, peers & others,
as well as cultural beliefs and traditions that help us cope with life’s challenges all
inform a teen’s resilience. The best part? Resilience can be learned.
Teens can work on developing these attitudes and behaviors to build
resilience that can help influence their ability to manage stress:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Think of change as a challenging and normal part of life.
See setbacks and problems as temporary and solvable.
Believe that you will succeed if you keep working toward your goals.
Take action to solve problems that crop up.
Build strong relationships and keep commitments to family and friends.
Have a support system and ask for help.
Participate regularly in activities for relaxation and fun.

whereas boys
express stress more directly.
Children learn how to regulate
their own emotional behaviors,
including stress, by watching their
parent(s). Modeling healthy
responses to stressful situations
can teach adolescents how to
reduce and manage stress in
appropriate ways.

Warning Signs of Stress: What to Look For
Teens may experience various levels of stress throughout adolescence. Some experts say that unlike previous
generations, teens today may be experiencing more intense levels of stress than adults. Stress can come from various
sources: school, parents, friends or even themselves. Teens may also struggle with figuring out how to be independent,
social pressures, or thinking about the future. Often, teens do not even realize that certain behaviors may be associated
with the stress they are feeling. These may be signs that your teen is feeling stress. If you notice these behaviors, talk
with your teen, teach them stress-reduction strategies, and seek outside support if necessary.
Grades are dropping
Expresses worry frequently
Is moody or angry
Feels tired all the time
Experiences frequent headaches, dizziness, chest pain, or stomach pain
Feels sad or hopeless
Feels bored all the time
Is less interested in being with friends
Thinks about, talks about, or uses alcohol or drugs to try to feel better
Talks about hurting or injuring themselves
Uses unhealthy coping strategies

American Academy of Child & Adolescent
Psychiatry: Helping Teenagers with Stress
www.aacap.org/AACAP/Families_and_Youth/Fact
s_for_Families/Facts_for_families_Pages/Helping_
Teenagers_With_Stress_66.aspx

RESOURCES

American Psychological Association: Talking to
Teens about Stress
www.apa.org/helpcenter/stress-talk.aspx
Fostering Resilience: A Teen’s Personal Guide for
Managing Stress
www.fosteringresilience.com/what_is_stress.php
Grown & Flown –Teen Stress: What Parents Need
to Know
http://grownandflown.com/teen -stress/
KidsHealth: Helping Kids Cope with Stress
http://kidshealth.org/teen/your_mind/emotions/st
ress.html#
TeensHealth: Stress
http://kidshealth.org/teen/your_mind/emot
ions/stress.html #
The Learning Community – Tips for Parents:
Teenage Stress
www.thelearningcommunity.us/resources by-format/tips-for-parents/teenagestress.aspx
Portions of this tip sheet were adapted from some of the
resources listed above.

Talking Tips: Stress-reduction
Behaviors & Techniques
There are simple steps your teen can take that promote relaxation
and reduce stress. Share these tips and encourage your teen to
identify techniques that work for him or her.
• Exercise and eat nutritious food regularly. Teens need plenty of
both for a foundation of good physical and mental health.
• Avoid excess caffeine intake. Caffeine can increase feelings of
anxiety and agitation.
Develop routines. Having a reliable schedule or set of rituals can
be comforting during stressful times.
Practice relaxation exercises. Slow, deep breathing and
intentional relaxation of muscles helps ease tension and feelings
of anxiety.
Learn practical coping skills. Break large tasks into smaller steps.
Make a to-do list. Keep a journal.
Decrease negative self-talk. Instead, reframe damaging
thoughts into hopeful statements, such as “This is a tough week,
but I’m prepared for my exams and if I need help, I know I can ask
for support.”
Take a break from stressful situations. Make time for activities
such as listening to music, talking with friends, creative writing, or
taking a walk to clear your mind.
Build a network of friends who can provide positive support.
Chances are they are experiencing many of the same stressors.
Share ideas for working through the tough times together.

Parenting for Prevention is a Decisions at Every Turn Coalition educational series for parents and other caring adults to increase awareness and knowledge
about important youth issues and to encourage dialogue about making healthy choices.
Please visit http://www.AshlandDecisions.org/parent-tip-sheets.html for our complete library of tip sheets.

Decisions at Every Turn Coalition • 65 East Union Street, Ashland MA 01721
www.AshlandDecisions.org • CoalitionInfo@AshlandDecisions.org • 508.881.0177 x8284

