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We might not be in the 

same boat, but we are

in the same storm.
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Survey Themes

• Why is my student/family struggling?

• How do I help my student struggling with this kind of  learning?

• How do I help my family with the changes (social-emotional aspect) of  this 

year?
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Overview

• PART I:

• Understanding Sources of  Stress (sources of  struggle)

• PART II:

• Navigating Unique Learning Demands (learning-related struggles)

• PART III:

• Promoting Psychological Flexibility (managing change/social-emotional needs)

4



Disclaimers

• This presentation is for informational purposes to support your own decision-
making.  It is an incomplete overview, and does not constitute a guarantee of  
outcome.

• My role as presenter does not constitute a clinical relationship or obligation.  It is 
not intended to provide psychiatric, psychological, or medical advice, diagnosis, or 
treatment.

• I am not being compensated for this presentation.
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Part I

Understanding Sources of  Stress
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Life Includes Stress

CONTINUUM OF MENTAL HEALTH

Mental Health Disorder Resilience and Thriving
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Stress is NOT inherently bad –
it is part of  life and necessary to growth and 

development



Stress Can Be Additive
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Personal threshold for 

getting overwhelmed
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Implication: The intensity of  a response 

to a stressor may be more about all of  the 

added stressors if  it’s the one that crosses 

the threshold



Stress Comes From Multiple Sources 
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Bronfenbrenner’s 

Ecological Theory



Change & Uncertainty

• Change (even “good” change) alters routines 

• Uncertainty complicates our feelings of  security and predictability (as well 

as our ability to anticipate, plan, and develop a course of  action until we adjust)

• People adjust to change and uncertainty on different timelines and in 

different ways
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• Based on work of Judith Bardwick (1991)

• Image from https://positivepsychology.com/comfort-zone/

Growing & 

Learning
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Social-Emotional Development

• Social focus: 

• Natural transition from balance of  time with peers and parents to preponderance of  

time/interest in peers

• Emotional readiness for tasks: 

• Strong emotion more easily overrides decision-making process
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Unique Learning Demands

• It is different – both in terms of  benefits and possible challenges

• Chance for enhanced flexibility

• Some expectations are adjusted to decrease stress (pace and amount of  content)

• Inherently, there is a greater expectation for student engagement and self-management

• Multi-modal learning is possible, but may require more support at home to 

allow for tangible, hands-on experiences
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Cognitive Development
Executive functioning takes a long, long time to develop
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When executive 

functioning is 

overwhelmed, it’s 

like a “curious 

dissociation 

between knowing 

and doing” 

(Teuber, 1964)



Executive Functioning, 1

Cognitive Regulation

• Initiation

• Working Memory 

• Planning/Organizing

• Task Monitoring

• Attention (initiation, shifting, 
maintenance)

• Using organizational systems

• Multi-tasking

• Starting work individually

• Sticking with work (regardless of  

interest level)
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Sources of  Tension



Executive Functioning, 2

Behavioral Regulation

• Inhibition

• Self-Monitoring

Sources of  Tension

• Doing work over available 

preferred activities and distractors

• Doing work even if  can get away 

with not doing work
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Executive Functioning, 3

Emotional Regulation

• Flexibility

• Emotional Control

Sources of  Tension

• Tolerating new experiences (like 
being on camera)

• Tolerating new expectations

• Tolerating not knowing and 
technology glitches

• Staying motivated even when 
frustrated
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Part II

Navigating Unique Learning Demands
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A quick note…

• Remediate is different than accommodate

• Remediate is most like “fixing” through growth, skill development, and change

• Accommodate is more like making adjustments to mitigate the impact of  a 
concern/challenge/gap

• Use tools that compensate

• Scaffold/support (adult management)

19



Support Strategies Can be Additive
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Goal: Back off  tension 

to below threshold, to 

manageable level
Amount of  Stress

In
te

n
si

ty
 o

f 
R

e
sp

o
n

se

(function of  both intensity and 

number of  stressors)



Cognitive Regulation Strategies

• Teach how to use agenda and task lists (prioritizing important first)

• Increase intentionality by getting clear on rationale for doing an activity

• Simplify

• Limit directions to three or fewer parts/components

• Chunk large tasks into smaller parts

• Have organized spaces
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Behavioral Regulation Strategies

• Help them think/anticipate ahead of  time

• Routines are important to staying organized and on-task

• In times of  stress, research suggests kids need about four episodes of  

meaningful praise for every one correction
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Emotional Regulation Strategies

• Be flexible when you can (give choice and control when you can)

• Help your child set meaningful, personal goals

• Promote a growth mindset

• What seems like a minor adjustment to you may be a major adjustment to 

them – over-communicate about shifts/changes and their rationale

• Bolster psychological flexibility (see Part III)
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Part III

Promoting Psychological Flexibility
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What is “psychological flexibility”?

• Basic idea: 

• Be authentic - acknowledge the frustration, but don’t get stuck in it 

• “Going with the good” while managing challenge

• Combination of  persisting and changing

• “Grit,” “perseverance,” “adapting,” and “resilience” are consistent with this 

concept
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Psychological Flexibility Overcomes 

Experiential Avoidance

• Concept: The Career Psychologist
Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C-ZuqeyxULM&feature=youtu.be

Away Towards 
Doubt

Uncertainty

Anxiety

Experiential Avoidance

-Develop willingness to endure discomfort 

through psychological flexibility

-Cultivate ability to tolerate the hard in the service 

of  what matters most to us
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-Develop willingness to endure discomfort 

through psychological flexibility

-Cultivate ability to tolerate the hard in the service 

of  what matters most to us



A Note for Caregivers/Families

• Sometimes we do the best we can and have to let go of  how things “usually 

look” 

• Give yourself  permission for the best attempt to be enough

• Be realistic about the art of  the possible right now

• Presume best intent and effort

• Adult language and behavior can be a helpful model in the home
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Notice the Good

• Take advantage of  increased opportunity for sleep

• Enjoy unique seating arrangements

• Get outdoors more

• Work on at-home projects

• Use time to develop new skills
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Use Values As a Guide

• A clear sense of  what matters most can anchor our thoughts and 

behaviors

• You might adjust focus when health and safety need to be prioritized

• Give this period purpose

• This is an actual year – it is not fake, and it does matter
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A Flexible Mindset

• Control what you can

• Take preventative actions where possible

• Let go of  feeling you should be able to control anything more
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Grit through Language

• “Too hard,” “impossible,” “I can’t”  “this will take time,” “this is 

challenging, but doable,” “It is not the same – it is different – and that’s 

going to be okay”

• Reframe:

• You are not preventing challenge– that’s unreasonable

• You are learning how to respond to your non-preferred situation or outcome

• You are working to learn from your errors

• You are putting it in context (how big of  a deal is this moment)
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Staying Connected

• First: Determine the function of  your student’s typical social interactions

• Then: Find ways to stay connected that try to serve that same function

• A note on safety: have frank, but basic, discussions about the measures to 

mitigate risk
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Staying Connected in Action

• A giving function: Practice random acts of  kindness, make gifts for friends

• A communication function: Pen pal, text, Facetime

• A joining function: Joint activities on social platforms or in environments 

allowing for appropriate mitigations

• A becoming function: Share pictures of  hairstyles, fun socks, items created 

or found, music discovered
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Avoid Burnout

• Have routine…but not monotony

• Create calendar of  things to look forward to

• Recognize milestones

• Encourage them to reference what they learn in school (Sources of  Strength, 

health class stress management techniques)
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Engage Your Child’s Problem-Solving

• Define problems at most specific level possible (ask at leave five times/ways)

• Discuss why that problem is challenging (what does it disrupt, what does it 

cause, why is it impactful)

• Activate/allow for creativity - look for “solutions,” realizing you might not 

be able to remediate and might need to accommodate 
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Some Tangible Examples, 1

• Scheduling and routines

• Use the Premack principle (non-preferred before preferred; remove access to preferred 

until it is allowed)

• Block off  time for screen time and have list of  other activities with materials available

• Making information organized

• Use color-coded charts and folders (each class has its own color)

• Concern in using the camera 

• Hoodies, focus of  the camera, avatar
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• Energy needs

• Alternate seating approaches, standing desk approaches

• Physical activity during breaks (make social, where possible)

• Containing frustration

• Have a guide for how many times (or minutes) student tries on own before getting parent or 
other adult help – and have a plan for how that help is accessed

• Learning difficulties

• Tutoring

• Supplement (Khan Academy)

Some Tangible Examples, 2
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Wrapping Up
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A Note on Higher Levels of  Concern

CONTINUUM OF MENTAL HEALTH

Mental Health Disorder Resilience and Thriving
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Some possible (but not exhaustive) list of  signs more help is indicated:

Significant change in sleep and/or eating patterns, great variability and/or intensity in mood, risk-taking behavior, 

withdrawn and/or unmotivated to do even preferred activities, repeated episodes of  panic, language or actions 

about wanting to harm self



Resources

• Via LCPS: https://www.lcps.org/domain/31226

• National websites

• Example: National Child Traumatic Stress Network (https://www.nctsn.org/what-is-child-trauma/trauma-
types/disasters/pandemic-resources)

• Pediatrician

• Local counselor or therapist

• Tutoring – formal/informal, paid/volunteer/peer-based

• Possible funding options: FEEA (https://feea.org/our-programs/tutoring/)

• Local mental health crisis support: In Loudoun, you can contact the Crisis Intervention Team at 
703-777-0320
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Questions & Comments
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