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VisIoN: “Making every child’s potential a reality.”
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a Washington State PTA parent involvement publication I?TA o

A A powerful voice for all children,
Washi ngton State PTA A A relevant resource for families and communities, and
A A strong advocate for the well-being and education of every child.
2003 65th Avenue West The Washington State PTA accomplishes the mission of PTA by
Tacoma, WA 98466-6215 A Speaking on t_)eha]f of children and_yguth in thg schoc_)ls, |n'the community, and before governmental bodies
and other organizations that make decisions affecting children;
Website: www.wastatepta.org A Supporting parents* in developing skills to raise, protect and advocate for their children;
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A Promoting opportunities for positive outcomes for children; and
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best practices and values its members and employees.

Email: wapta@wastatepta.org
Phone: (253) 565-2153 or
1-800-562-3804

*Parent may include adults who play an important role in a childs family life since other adults (grandparents,
Fax: (253) 565-7753

aunts, uncles, or guardians) may carry the primary responsibility for a child’s health, welfare, education and safety.
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The teenage years are a time that kids naturally desire more freedom
from their parents, are often moody, and more likely to engage in risk-
taking activities. However today’s rapidly changing culture makes our kids
more at-risk than ever before. Consider how much has changed since we
were kids:

A Increase in technology. Many of our kids need to use computers

*

and the Internet to access online textbooks and do their homework. It
is virtually impossible for parents to keep track of what their children
are doing on the computer all the time. Even without intending to,
our children can stumble across inappropriate information and im-
ages.

In addition, cell phones make it easier for parents to reach their chil-

dren, but more difficult to know where they actually are. It used to be
the parents could call their home phone and know that their kids are

at home. This isn't the case anymore.

These technological advances also bring new pitfalls, such as online
predators, increases in identity theft, and cyberbullying.

Increase in availability of drugs. Students who want to abuse
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drugs can do so with products already available in their own house-
holds. The abuse of inhalants is on the rise, as well as the abuse of
prescription drugs. In fact, there is a growing trend in parties where
teens bring whatever prescription drugs they can find at home and
put them in a pile and the party-goers just take whatever they want,
often without even knowing what they are taking.

In addition to drugs being increasingly available, marketing messages
have helped spread the idea that if you have any sort of problem,
there is a medication or a product that can fix it. In fact, some per-
formance boosting energy drinks are even marketed directly to young
people by sponsoring some sporting events.

Changing social norms. Many music lyrics, movies and television
shows in recent years are more provocative and have helped loosen
our culturefs moral code. Since many kids listen to music on their
ipods, parents may not even be aware of the nature of the lyrics their
children are listening to.

Additionally, parents used to be able to prevent their children from
watching movies or television shows that they didn't find appropriate,
but now kids can access a wide variety of shows and movies at any



time through websites their parents may have never even heard of.

Increased competition. There is a lot of pressure for our kids
to stand out academically, athletically and through other activities so
that they might be accepted to a college of their choices. The level of
competition is greater than what many of us experienced as teenagers.

>

A Decreased sense of safety and security. The increase of
school shootings, domestic terrorism, and media attention to violence
against children by once respected figures have also made many of
our children feel more anxious and insecure.

What Parents Can Do

Talk to your children about personal responsibility. Tell them that you
know that it is possible for them to access inappropriate websites, or
listen to music with disturbing lyrics, but you hope that they would not.
Explain that the problem with allowing disturbing and vulgar images
and lyrics into their brains is that it desensitizes them to these things
and can actually alter the way they think and view the world. Once they
have viewed inappopriate images, it's something that children can never
take back. Talk to your children about your family’s moral code and why
you believe the way you do. Encourage them to stand up for what they
believe.

Have conversations with your children about drugs, sex, anxiety, depres-
sion, and body image. These are all things your children may face as
teenagers and they need to hear you break the ice on these important
topics. Acknowledge that growing up today is difficult and that you want
to help them, even if you don't really understand all that they are going
through. Be careful not to be too harsh or critical towards your kids.
Encourage them to not be in a hurry to grow up too fast.

Sometimes our kids are not able to cope with all the pressures they face
and develop self-destructive habits, such as cutting, eating disorders, or
substance abuse. Following is a summary of what parents need to know
to recognize these problems, so parents can make appointments with

their children’s doctors for further assistance if problems are suspected.

Cutting

Cutting is a form of self-injury that an increasing number of kids are
using as a way to cope with extreme mental or emotional pain or anxiety.
It isn't usually a means for getting attention as often kids hide their cut-
ting habits. Parents who discover signs of cutting should be loving and
withhold criticism, but should make it known that they need for their
children to get help from trained medical professionals to learn positive
coping mechanisms.

Eating Disorders

Recognizing the signs of eating disorders is important because early de-
tection is often the key for positive results. People with eating disorders
are often very good at hiding this from their families. Anorexia is an in-
tense fear of being fat that causes people to severely restrict the amount
of food they eat. Bulimia is binge eating, followed by purging of some
sort, such as vomiting, use of laxatives, diuretics or excessive exercise.
Bulimics can be of normal weight. If your children lose a lot of weight
or are underweight, or often say that they have already eaten or that they
are not hungry, often go to the bathroom after meals, or develop unusual
eating habits, then an eating problem might be present.

Substance Abuse

If students experience a sudden drop in their grades, lose interests in
sports and extra-curricular activities, exhibit a significant change of
behavior, suddenly have a new set of friends who are not interested in
being introduced to you, or suddenly seems uninterested in their appear-
ance or style of dress, parents should pay attention. Look for possible
signs of substance abuse by talking to their friends and teachers, check-
ing their rooms and pockets for any drugs or items that can be used for
inhalants, and paying attention to smells on their clothes.

Finally, if your student takes medications, make sure you keep those
medications away from other members of your family who may be
tempted to try them for other purposes. When pain medications are
prescribed, discard any unused pills after the treatment of the injury. A

Teaching Kids Stress Management Skills

Our body’s natural “fight or flight” response to stressful moments
can help us to perform better on tasks, but when these feelings last
too long or are present in situations where they aren't needed, our
body’s stress response can be damaging to our health and well-being.

Teaching kids to cope with stress is one of the most important life
skills parents can pass along to their kids:

A Avoid overscheduling. When your kids are overscheduled, they
are often anxious and have a harder time concentrating on homework,
winding down to sleep at night, and staying focused at school.

A Encourage healthy eating and sleeping habits. Healthy habits
helps regulate moods and increase positive attitudes.

A For stressful situations, such as tests or performances, teach your
children relaxation techniques, such as deep breathing, or relaxing
their muscles. Remind them that no matter what happens, you will
love them and they will be ok.

A To manage heavy workloads at school, encourage your children to
make a manageable plan of action and a list of all the things they need
to do and when they will complete these tasks.

A Finally, for students who are stressed out about friends, problems,
or conflicts, suggest that they write about worries in a journal or
encourage them to talk to you about things that are causing stress. A

4 a Washington State PTA parent involvement magazine



Depression
and Our
Youth:

What Every Parent
Needs to Know

Depression is a real threat to our children. It interferes with their rela-
tionships with others, their ability to do well in school, and to partici-
pate in activities. If left unchecked, it can alter what they ultimately do
with their lives. Teenagers can at times be very moody and insecure, but
if you notice a sustained pattern for two or more weeks that is character-
ized by: reduced concentration at school, decreased interest in friends

or activities, reduced self-confidence, changes in sleeping and eating
patterns, feelings of hopelessness or inadequacy, or a pervading feeling
of sadness, then you should discuss your concerns with your children
and possibly make an appointment with their physician. There are many
avenues for wellness that could involve therapy or even medications if
needed and your child’s doctor will be able to help determine what's best
for your child’s situation.

In addition to seeking help for a child showing signs of depression, par-
ents can offer to listen to what’s troubling them. Tell them that you won't
lecture or try to solve their problems, criticize them or trivialize their
problems, but encourage them to talk to you about what they are feeling
and the kinds of difficulties they are facing with friends, school, and
other issues. Sometimes just talking can provide some relief to depressed
individuals. Provide encouragement to your children and loving support.
Love your children as they are, even when they make mistakes or fail at
things.

Enjoy life together. Too much of our childrenis lives are about perform-
ing and competing. Spend time as a family doing non-competitive
things, such as talking the dog for a walk, going for a hike, or watching
a movie. Many times, we are too busy for these simple pleasures, but
they are important for a balanced lifestyle. These unstructured moments
can also provide an opportunity for meaningful conversations with our
children.

Any child can develop depression, however most at risk are students with
a history of depression in their family, or those who have had signifi-
cant losses or changes in their lives, such as a divorce, a loss of a close
friendship or a recent move. Also more at risk are students with learn-
ing difficulties or those who have difficulties making and maintaining
friendships. It is also not at all unusual for students to become depressed
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after an illness, when they face returning to school and are behind in all
their classes.

Of special concern is when a depressed individual begins to exhibit
warning signs that indicate suicidal tendencies. Recent studies have esti-
mated that around 19 percent of teenagers have considered suicide.

In addition to depression, some other warning signs may include: giving
away prized possessions, dropping hints of suicidal thoughts either in
person or on social networking sites, writing a suicide note, saying good-
bye to people, taking unnecessary risks, writing about suicide or death, or
isolating themselves from others. However, it is important to note that
only 75% of teens who attempt suicide exhibit any warning signs other
than being depressed.

This is why parents with teenagers struggling with depression need to
gently address the topic of suicide with their teenagers, even if no other
warning signs are present. There is no evidence to suggest that by discuss-
ing this topic with your teenagers that parents somehow introduce the
idea to them.

One way to discuss this topic is to tell your child you are concerned
about his depression and are wondering if suicide is something he has
ever thought about. If he indicates it’s something he’s considered, then
ask him how seriously he has considered this.

Find out if there are some specific things in your child’s life that is caus-
ing her to feel this way, such as problems with schoolwork, friends, family
members, school bullies. Take measures that might help relieve these
pressures right away.

Seek help from a suicide hotline for advice on what to do and make an
appointment with your child’s therapist or medical doctor.

Take any reference to suicide seriously. Make sure you pay close attention
to your child, especially at night when it is easy to feel alone and in de-
spair. Remove medicines and poisons from your home, and other means
he may use to harm himself.

Encourage your child to come to you any time of the day or night if she
feels overwhelmed by feelings of hopelessness. A



How to Help Your Child Handle
Strong Emotions

Courtesy of Childhaven

Editor’s Note: The following article was provided by
Chidlhaven, a Seattle based nonproyt.. Since 1909, Child-
haven has been a safe and caring place for babies, toddlers
and preschoolers. Today, the Seattle-based nonproyt orga-
nization has four King County branches and is a commu-
nity leader, statewide advocate and national model in the
treatment and prevention of child abuse and neglect. For
more information, go to www.childhaven.org.

Young children experience the same fierce emotions that adults
do, but unlike adults, they often can't identify, much less appropriately
express, their anger, grief, sadness, fear, frustration, jealousy and disap-
pointment.

Young children need to be taught through patient coaching and positive
adult role modeling how to manage these often overwhelming feelings
and get along in the world. This critical life skill sets them up to adapt
to new people and situations, do well in school and on the job, and
become effective parents to their own children some day.

We start out in life vulnerable. We have little to no self control. A baby
will cry until Mom or Dad picks her up, holds and comforts her and
gives her what she needs. That dynamic and very powerful action-reac-
tion helps babies feel safe, builds trust and lays down the foundation for
all their future relationships.

By the time they hit toddlerhood, children are asserting their inde-

pendence. “No!” becomes a favorite response and tempers flare into
tantrums as toddlers test their limits.

This can be a frustrating and turbulent time, both for you and your
child. But you can help your little one feel more in control by establish-
ing daily routines, giving him choices where appropriate, and putting
words to his actions and feelings — while staying calm yourself;

A 0l can see that youire angry, but hitting is not okay. Give your child
words to use: Say, \When youire done, Iid like a turni 6

A ol know youire very upset about (blank). lill wait here with you
while you calm down.

Here’s where it comes in handy to have an established “cool-down
corner” or box filled with things your child finds soothing. Once they've
calmed down, you can talk to them about what happened and give them
some words to use for the next time they feel that way.

Also, lead by example. How we, as parents, handle our own emotions
and treat others is the best lesson of all for our children. To quote
Dorothy Law Nolte's famous poem, Children Learn What They Live:
“If children live with hostility, they learn to fight... If children live with
kindness and consideration, they learn respect.”

Being a good emotional role model also means taking time for yourself
when you're feeling stressed and overwhelmed. You'll be teaching your
child a valuable lesson in self-control when you acknowledge your emo-
tions and take your own “time out” when needed.

Here are some other tips to help you both through the rough spots;
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A 1f you or your child is having trouble putting words to feelings, use
books. Your local public library can guide you to age-appropriate books
for whatever you may be struggling with, from every-day frustrations to
a death in the family. Reading together is comforting.

A Emotions arenit 0goodd or obadé. They are just part of being
human. Make sure your child knows that it's okay to feel and express
strong emotions. How we express them is key to our health and well-
being. Some positive outlets include art, writing, exercise, punching a
pillow or pounding bread dough.

A Give your child phrases to use when difficult situations arise: ol

don't like it when...” “It's not okay to...” Practice by role playing dif-
ferent scenarios.

A If the emotional issues you and/or your child are experiencing

last beyond a few weeks or are seriously affecting school and family life,
consult with your doctor and/or a mental health professional. If you
need to speak to someone right away, call the Crisis Clinic’s 24-hour line
at 866-4CRISIS (866-427-4747).

A And, always remember to breathe! Inhale through your nose and
exhale out of your mouth. That deep breath or two can give you the
moment you need to calm yourself down. A

Overcoming Social Difficulties

So much of our children’s lives center around social situations.
There are some children who naturally blend in and thrive in
these situations and others who struggle.

Experts agree that as much as 70% of communication is in the
form of nonverbal communication. Individuals offer very subtle
cues when they are getting bored with a conversation, such as
looking off in another direction, shifting their body weight from
one foot to another or folding their arms. Some children have
difficulties interpreting these social cues, and as a result are left
feeling lonely and confused.

Other children may struggle because they may have had a bad
social experience in the past and social situations cause a lot of
anxiety. Their nervousness may inhibit their ability to relax in
social settings.

Still others may simply be naturally introverted individuals who
are slower to warm up in social situations. WWhatever the reason
for your children’s difficulties in social situations, parents can take
some steps to help their children blend in better.

A Accept your children for who they are. Point out that people
have different temperaments and different strengths and there is
nothing wrong with that. Some people need to learn how to handle
social situations, and it comes naturally to others. Everyone can learn,
even those with disabilities that make social situations more difficult.

>

Practice at home. Spend some time with your children, either
with puppets, dolls or acting out different social scenarios.

>

Be a good example. Model good communication habits, includ-
ing how to carry on a conversation and how to handle social situa-
tions, such as meeting people, introducing people, asking for another
person’s opinion, and so on. Paint out the natural give and take in
conversations and how one person doesn't monopolize the conversa-
tion. Talk about the natural flow of a conversation and when it is
appropriate to join in to make a comment. For example, when there
is a natural pause in the conversation, it is appropriate to join in, but
not when someone else is speaking. Point out that people politely
listen when another person talks, even if they would rather be the one
talking.

A Be yexible. If your children are slow to warm up in social situa-
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tions, allow them to watch the interactions before they join in.

Talk about personal space. Challenge your child to imagine
that there is an invisible bubble around everyone that people don't
step into.

>

Play games with your children to help guess what a person is feel-
ing based on facial expressions and gestures without saying anything.

>

Read books with your children on topics related to friendships and
how to make friend and keep them. Discuss what you have learned
from the book afterward. Help your child come up with some ideas
of what he can do based on what he’s learned.

>

Use teachable moments. Discuss any relevant issues after watch-
ing a television show or movie.

>

>

Seek medical help from a pediatrician if you suspect there may
be medical reasons for your childs social difficulties.

If your child continues to have social difpculties, make an
appointment with your childis teachers. Sometimes special classes are
offered at school to help in this area. A

>






