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Welcome

Welcome!
The Kids Have Stress Too!®  Learning Resource was developed to help teachers promote effective 
social-emotional development and stress management in their classrooms. 

Grounded in the science of early childhood and brain development, this resource is sensitive to the 
day-to-day realities of the modern classroom. It is a reflection of consultations with a wide range of 
educators across Grades 1 to 3 who told us they needed practical strategies to help them understand, 
prevent and address stress, not only in their students but also within themselves.

We are pleased to offer this resource for your important work. We hope it will enrich your experience 
and enhance positive outcomes for the students in your classrooms.

 With our best wishes,

The Kids Have Stress Too! Team

Kids Have Stress Too! is a program of the Psychology Foundation of Canada (PFC)



4     Kids Have Stress Too!® Activities for Classrooms Grades 1-3

The Psychology Foundation of Canada  
Mission Statement:
To share sound psychological knowledge to better people’s lives.

For more information about Kids Have Stress Too!®   contact:

The Psychology Foundation of Canada

Tel: (416) 644-4944 

Fax: (416) 513-0348 

email: info@psychologyfoundation.org

ISBN: 978-0-9867192-4-0

© The Psychology Foundation of Canada, 2011. All rights reserved. The Psychology Foundation 
of Canada reserves the right to all training and staff development in the Kids Have Stress Too!®  

Activities for Classrooms Grades 1-3 Program.

www.kidshavestresstoo.org
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About Kids Have Stress Too!

About Kids Have Stress Too!®  

Kids Have Stress Too! Grades 1-3 is a research-based program* designed for children in the  
primary grades. It is built on an experiential learning approach. 

The goals of the KHST! program are:
1. To teach children how to recognize and deal with stress

2. To help teachers create a peaceful environment in their classroom by  
promoting self-regulation in students. 

The resource features 16 skill-based activities that:
help students understand stress and its impact on health and learning

teach students practical techniques for coping with stress

show students how to address the signs of stress before they get overwhelmed by them.

Ranging from 5 to 50 minutes in length, each activity can  
easily be woven into a teacher’s existing curriculum. 

Each activity contains:
a skill-based objective that applies to the classroom and beyond

a list of supplies or materials needed

a step-by-step lesson plan

tips, facts or suggestions on how to extend or modify the activity

photocopy masters (where relevant).

The resource also features:
background information on stress and its impact on health and learning

quick tips for creating a positive classroom environment

please see the website at www.kidshavestresstoo.org for a series of tip and fact sheets, 
sample letters to parents, curriculum connections and other resources.

*For more information about the evidence of effectiveness of the KHST! program, please see our 
website at www.kidshavestresstoo.org

Activity Units

Understanding stress
                            13-16
Calming the body
                            17-22
Understanding and
managing feelings
                            23-27
Thinking skills
                           28-40
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Ways of maximizing the effectiveness of the program

In order for the program to be most effective:
• Children need to learn to internalize the information and strategies and use them 

appropriately at school and at home. The best way of making this happen is to repeat the 
activities, model the strategies and share the information with parents. A sample letter  
to introduce the program to parents, and other program resources designed for parents can be 
found on the website at www.kidshavestresstoo.org.

• The strategies should be introduced sequentially, with each new activity building on 
the last. The sequence we have found works the best starts with stretching or movement-based 
relaxation, moves to breathing, imagination exercises, then problem solving. It’s very difficult for 
them to solve problems if they’re upset or stressed.  

Sequence of activities

Once students have had some success practicing the relaxation activities, it becomes easier to help 
them work through the steps of problem solving.

Mindful breathing
Stretching or  
movement-based  
relaxation

Imagination 
exercises

Problem 
solving
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Frequently Asked Questions

Frequently Asked Questions
Why focus on stress? 
Stress is a normal part of everyday life. And limited amounts of stress can have a positive influence 
on motivation and creativity. But excessive stress can have a dramatic effect on learning and social 
development. It can interfere with executive functions such as attention, memory, organization 
and integration. And, over time, it can damage brain cells and shrink main memory structures. In 
other words, too much stress can:

have a negative effect on a student’s health

interfere with a student’s ability to focus and think 

make it more difficult for students to get along with others.

What is self-regulation?
Self-regulation is a deep, internal mechanism that enables children as well as adults to engage  
in mindful, intentional and thoughtful behaviours. Self-regulation helps students control their 
emotions and behaviour, resist impulses, and exert self-control and self-discipline.

“Children with poor self-regulation can disrupt an entire classroom. They are often impulsive, hypersensitive to transitions, and tend to 
overreact to minor challenges or stressors. They may be inattentive or physically hyperactive. These children benefit from the structure, 
predictability, and enrichment that schools provide.”2

“People often mistake 
the symptoms of 
unmanaged stress.  
Children may be 
reprimanded by 
teachers or parents 
for actions that are 
really stress reactions, 
rather than intentional 
misbehaviour or poor 
cognitive ability.”1
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Why use KHST! in the classroom?
Stress-related problems affect students’ performance in school, and many stressors are related directly 
to the school environment. In order to support students’ learning, topics involving stress and coping 
need to become daily classroom management practices. 

Implementing the activities of the KHST! program can have multiple benefits, including enhanced 
learning outcomes for students, a positive and calm classroom environment, and 
innovative ways of addressing required curriculum. 

The program accomplishes this by:
• Building capacity for self-regulation: By learning age-appropriate strategies for dealing with 

stress, students develop their capacity for self-regulation. This in turn enhances learning, positive 
peer interactions and resiliency. 

• Teaching problem-solving skills: Students learn to set their own goals and think critically and 
constructively, both individually and in groups. 

• Creating a safe and stimulating classroom environment: The program can help you 
create a caring and responsive physical and social classroom.

 According to the Mood Disorders Society of Canada4

5% of Canadian children and youth are affected by mental illness

Anxiety is the most common problem among children and youth

70% of adults with mental illness developed their symptoms in childhood or youth

Cases of child maltreatment have increased by 125% over the last 8 years 

Most common form of maltreatment: neglect.

“Imagine the apprehension developing in your classroom as a particular child once again unsettles your class with 
disruptive behaviour. Children with underdeveloped self-regulation repeatedly exhibit unruly behaviour. Stress levels 
often increase in them, their families, teachers and classmates. Teaching the child to regulate his or her own nervous 
system decreases stress and promotes an overall sense of calm.”3 
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Frequently Asked Questions

What role does the teacher play?
Our brains are “plastic,” and the connections in our brains are changed as a result of our 
experiences. Since students spend a great deal of their day in the classroom, teachers play a  
key role in shaping the neural pathways of the young people in their classrooms. 

Teachers can do many things to promote emotional health and reduce 
stress among students: 
• Form positive, nurturing and specific relationships with individual students 

A student’s relationship with a positive, supportive teacher has a protective effect that  
cannot be overestimated in the life of a child. Even when a child’s home environment is  
less than optimal, a teacher can provide a positive, stabilizing presence. 

• Teach children to recognize the symptoms of stress and the changes they feel  
in themselves 
Help them understand that a rapid heartbeat, sweaty palms, fast breathing, headaches, 
tummy aches, tight, tense muscles, and nervous panicky feelings can be signs of stress.

• Coach students’ emotional responses 
By building an understanding of emotions and demonstrating healthy emotional expression, 
teachers can help students increase their resilience and emotional awareness, a key part of 
building the skills of self-regulation. This can happen during social interactions and during 
activities and routines. 

• Model and teach stress reduction and self-management strategies 
Practice breathing and relaxation techniques regularly in your classroom. This helps create a 
calm, safe classroom environment.

• Talk to parents and find out how kids are coping at home 
Parents and teachers can work together to find ways to help children who may be struggling. 
Tell parents what you’re seeing in the classroom, and reinforce the idea that children need lots 
of physical exercise, and healthy eating and sleeping habits. They also need to be listened to 
and taken seriously.

“Caring adults are 
perhaps the most 
important thing in a 
child’s world. Nothing 
beats the feeling that 
a teacher knows you, 
likes you and cares 
about what happens 
to you. It inspires 
trust, confidence and 
courage in children.”5
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What are the signs and symptoms of stress in children?*

BODY (Physical 
Symptoms)

MIND FEELINGS/
EMOTIONS

BEHAVIOURS 

tense muscles, 
headaches, stomach-
aches, rapid heartbeat, 
being cold or hot, 
skin rash, shakiness, 
disturbed sleep,  
fatigue, illness

poor concentration, 
forgetfulness, difficulty 
problem-solving,  
being easily  
distracted, confusion,  
being irrational

fear, anxiety, 
frustration, sadness, 
anger, being 
overwhelmed, panic, 
being overly sensitive, 
irritability, helplessness, 
hopelessness, feeling 
threatened, difficulty 
regulating emotions, 
withdrawing

whining, poor listening, 
crying, nail biting,  
daydreaming, fighting 
with others, being 
overly cautious, 
withdrawing, poor 
school performance, 
lack of appetite, 
eating more or less 
than usual, bullying, 
difficulty calming down, 
not participating or 
cooperating, thumb 
sucking, hair twirling

*This is not a comprehensive list.

Dealing with sensitive topics 
Sometimes talking about issues relating to stress can bring up sensitive topics. Here are a few  
ground rules6 you may find helpful in creating a climate of emotional safety in your classroom. 

 – Encourage all students to participate in discussions, but avoid forcing any student to 
contribute if they are clearly reluctant.

 – Keep discussions moving in a positive direction by questioning or posing hypothetical 
situations that encourage deeper thinking about the topic.

 – In the event that a student confides a personal or family problem (which can and does 
happen in any class), the teacher’s role is to recognize and acknowledge how serious the 
situation is for the student. If the student is seeking someone to talk to, help them identify 
a trusted adult that may be able to help them. If a student has confided a family issue that 
compromises the student’s safety, the issue must be referred to the school counselor or 
administrator. Disclosed information that does not compromise the student’s safety should  
be kept confidential. 

It’s important to be 
on the lookout for 
significant changes 
in a student’s 
behaviour, as these 
shifts can be a sign 
of too much stress. 
Does the student 
seem more anxious 
than usual? Are they 
more withdrawn? 
Are they acting 
out aggressively? 
Remember to “assess 
for stress” and look 
beyond a student’s 
challenging behaviour 
to the factors, such  
as stress, that  
may be underlying 
that behaviour. 
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Unit 1: Understanding stress

Did you know…?
Stress or emotional turmoil 
may be the cause of some 
of the problem behaviours 
you see in your classroom. 
Sometimes children act out at 
school when they are afraid 
of something or are dealing 
with a stressful issue at home. 
School itself can even be the 
cause of stress, especially 
among kids who have trouble 
keeping up with their school 
work or building close 
relationships with peers.

What you’ll need:
Whiteboard or flipchart

Blank paper

Art supplies

Activity 1: Let’s Talk About Stress (15-20 min)

Objective:
To give students an opportunity to express their thoughts and feelings about stress.

Instructions: 
Brainstorming: What is stress?

 – Write the word ‘stress’ on the board. 

 – Ask the students to tell you what the word “stress” means. For example, you could say,  
“We’ve all heard the word ‘stress’ before. What do you think it means?” or “When you hear  
the word stress, what does it make you think of?” or “Everyone has stress. What kinds of  
things make you feel stress?” 

 – Accept several answers. If the students cannot come up with examples, share your own ideas 
about what stress is.

Group activity: Stress and your body
 – Draw a line down the middle of the board. On one side, write: How I Feel. On the other side, 

write: What I Think About.

 – Ask the students how their bodies feel and what they think about when they are stressed. 
Record a few student answers on the board. For example, a student might say they feel like a 
volcano, or that they think about hitting something. If the students cannot express their ideas 
in words, ask them to show you with their bodies and then help them find words to describe 
their feelings and thoughts.

Individual activity: What does stress look like?
 – Give each student a piece of paper and some art supplies.

 – Ask students to draw a picture of themselves feeling stress. Remind them to show where on  
their bodies they feel the signs of stress.

 – With the students’ permission, post their drawings for others to look at. 
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Activity 2: The Stress Stoplight (30 min)

Objective: 
To enhance students’ understanding of the signs and symptoms of stress, and help them learn how to 
take action to move themselves from a highly stressed state to a more relaxed state. 

Instructions: 
Brainstorming: What are the signs of stress?

 – Ask the students how they know when they are feeling stress. For example, you could say,  
“What signs does your body give when you are feeling stress?” Accept several answers.

 – Explain to students that in order to manage our stress, we need to become aware of when  
we are feeling stressed so we can change what we are doing and become more relaxed. 

Class activity: The Stress Stoplight 
 – Hold up the Stress Stoplight and explain that you are going to use it to show them that we 

can change our feelings of stress, just like a stoplight can change from red to yellow to green.  

 – Point to the red light and ask students what “red” means. (If they do not know, tell them it 
means “stop.”) Then explain that when it comes to stress, red means “Stop! And think!” and 
indicates the stress zone, where students under too much stress feel upset or overwhelmed.

 – Ask students to suggest words to describe what feeling “red” is like. (They may say angry, 
frustrated, worried, upset, sad, etc.) Accept several answers.

 – Point to the yellow light and ask students what “yellow” means. (If they do not say “slow 
down” or “change,” tell them what it means.) Explain that when it comes to stress, yellow 
means “Change! Use Your Tools!” and represents an important step in getting from “red” to 

“green.” Explain to students that they can make a decision to do something to make 
themselves feel better.

 – Tell students that when feeling “yellow” they can take action to help them calm down and 
feel better. Ask students to suggest favourite activities they could do to lift them out of a 
stressed state. (If they cannot answer, suggest some “yellow” activities: visiting the quiet 
corner, talking to a friend, running, cuddling with a stuffed animal, etc.)

 – Point to the green light and ask students what “green” means. (If they do not say “go,”  
tell them.) Ask students what the green light makes them think of when it comes to stress. 
(They may say “I can do it” or “I can handle this.”) 

 – Explain that when they are “green” inside they feel calmer and better able to cope. They have 
natural energy and good spirits. At the green light, they are better able to learn and flourish.  
It is a comfortable place to be.

What you’ll need:
Materials to make your own 
Stress Stoplight:

Flipchart or whiteboard

Coloured construction paper

Tape

Markers

The Stress Stoplight 
is a key concept 
that can help foster 
communication for 
students, teachers and 
parents. It provides a 
simple way for  
children to describe 
how they’re feeling, 
talk about what they 
need and make positive 
choices. For more 
examples of the Stress 
Stoplight in action, 
please see the website.
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Unit 1: Understanding stress

An example of the Stress Stoplight exercise in action
“We’re going to play a game now!” said Mr. Singh, motioning his class to stand up.  
“Okay, everybody, I want you to clench your fists, and make the rest of your body tense too – 
your arms, legs, shoulders, even your butt!” The class laughed. 

“Is everybody good and tense?” Mr. Singh continued. “Now make a mad face – the maddest 
one you can make. Good. Now, look at each other.” The class looked at each other.

“Now everybody relax, but keep thinking about how tense and upset everybody looked.  
Let’s think about something else for a minute. What does a red light mean?” 

“Stop!” shouted everybody. 

“Exactly!” said Mr. Singh. “Keep thinking about the angry faces again and the red light. 
When we have an angry, upset face and we feel really tense we need to…”

“Stop,” Li called out. 

“Yes!” said Mr. Singh. “But why? Why are we at the red light when we’re angry?” 

“Because we might hurt somebody or say bad words?” ventured Jason. 

“Sure,” said Mr. Singh. “Why else?” 

“When I’m mad nothing is any fun and everybody else gets mad at me,” said Fatima.

“Yes,” said Mr. Singh. “Sometimes I actually feel hot when I’m angry. Now, do you want  
to stay feeling like that?” 

The students all shook their heads.  

“Right,” said Mr. Singh. “That’s why we need to stop so we can get back to the green light, 
which is what?” 

“Feeling good?” said Jason.

“Yes,” said Mr. Singh. “We can change. We can help ourselves to stop feeling angry.  
But usually it doesn’t happen just like that.” Mr. Singh snapped his fingers. “In order to get 
from red to green, usually we have to get to the yellow light first. That’s the light that helps 
us get from red to green. How can we do that? How can we help ourselves get from the red 
light to the yellow light?”

“Go off by yourself for a few minutes?” ventured Sammie.

“That’s one way,” said Mr. Singh. “What are some others?” 

The class then launched into a discussion of ways to help themselves recover from anger  
or distress.

For more examples of the Stress 
Stoplight in action, please see 
the website at  
www.kidshavestresstoo. 
org
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Looking At Our Thinking

Other ways to introduce the concept of stress  
• Bring mirrors to class and ask students to look at themselves making a mad face,  

a sad face or a worried face. Have them create self-portraits capturing themselves  
expressing different emotions. 

• Start a list of favourite activities that can help students turn their attention away from 
something that is causing them stress. Post the list on a wall so that you or the students can 
continue to add to it over time. This will help students make connections between feeling upset, 
stressed or mad and doing something to make themselves feel better. 

Did you know…?
Stress triggers many hormones. Three important hormones: adrenaline, cortisol and dopamine.

Adrenaline is a fast-acting hormone that prepares the body for quick response. It releases chemicals 
that give an energy surge, sending extra strength to the muscles of the arms and legs, and increasing 
heart rate, blood pressure and oxygen content. Adrenaline acts quickly and is dissipated quickly.

Cortisol is another hormone secreted by the adrenal glands in response to stress. It acts in 
conjunction with adrenaline to mobilize energy stores, but is longer-lasting, and allows the body 
to remain alert for minutes, hours or even days. When stress continues and cortisol levels remain 
elevated, there can be long-term effects: the body and mind experience exhaustion, including a 
suppressed immune system, increased muscle tension and reduced concentration.

In a stressful situation, the level of dopamine increases in the pre-frontal cortex of the brain and  
can interfere with its executive functions, such as planning, problem solving, focusing, reasoning  
and self-control.

Note: Some children  
need a quiet retreat 
where they can go 
and calm down   
before returning to  
the group. Set aside  
a comfortable corner 
of the classroom 
where students  
can go to relax  
and de-stress.



17

Unit 2: Calming the body

Did you know…?
The body tenses when 
experiencing anxiety, 
pressure and stress. Muscles 
become contracted and tight, 
breathing becomes shallow, 
and a number of chemical  
and hormonal changes take 
place. When the body is  
tense, it is important to take 
action to return the body to  
its normal state.

Activity 3: Stretching (5-10 min)

Objective: 
To introduce stretching as a helpful relaxation strategy.

Instructions: 
Getting ready: Finding a space

 – Direct students to an open area where they can each swing their arms without touching  
one another.

Group activity: Cloud push
 – Ask students to imagine that a great cloud is floating down on top of them, and that they  

have to push it back up to the sky.

 – Demonstrate what you want them to do by standing tall, placing one hand on your hip, and 
stretching the other one straight up. Then let your arm fall slowly to your side and bring your  
other arm up to “push the cloud away.”

 – After a few minutes of stretching, lift both arms up and ask students to follow you as you 
clasp hands together, turn your palms up, and “bounce the cloud.” Then, slowly let your arms 
float gently back to your sides and ask students to return to their seats.

Note: Many basic yoga poses can be great child-friendly stretches, and can be adapted to suit children 
of all ages and abilities. It’s ideal for school-aged kids because it combines a variety of stress-busting 
poses with activities children love in other contexts – game playing, singing, storytelling. For more 
information on yoga for the classroom, visit www.yoga4kids.org.

Note: Leading students through a few stretches can be a good warm-up activity before trying the breathing exercises.  
Please see www.kidshavestresstoo.org for more stretching activities.

What you’ll need:
An area large enough for  
all students to stretch out  
without touching
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Activity 4: Progressive Muscle Relaxation6 (10 min)

Objective: 
To increase students’ awareness of the difference between “tense” and “relaxed” muscles. 

Instructions: 
Getting ready: Finding a space

 – Direct students to an open area where they can each lie down without touching one another.

Group activity:
 – Tell students: Sometimes when our minds are stressed, our bodies get tense. If we can learn 

to relax our tense bodies, then our minds may relax too. But we need to practice what it feels 
like to have tense and relaxed muscles.

 – Ask students to lie down and bend their legs at the knees so their feet are flat on the ground.

 – Say, “close your eyes and pretend you are at the beach, lying on the sand.”

 – Ask students to pretend they hear the water lapping against the shore.

 – Ask them to imagine that it’s a beautiful, sunny day. The sun feels warm against their skin.  
The sand is warm underneath them.

 – Have them take a few deep breaths as they “watch the waves go in and out”.

 – Now ask them to squeeze the sand between their toes – squeeze hard! Inhale, hold  
(count 5 seconds), exhale, relax.

 – Now squeeze both feet! Feel how tight that muscle is. Inhale, hold, exhale, relax.

 – Say, “Do you feel the difference when you are relaxed?”

 – Now ask them to tighten their legs. Inhale, hold, exhale, relax.

 – Now their “middle” – their bottom, tummy and chest. Inhale, hold, exhale, relax.

 – Now their hands and arms. Remind them to “squeeze sand in between your fingers.”

 – Then their shoulders and neck. Inhale, hold, exhale, relax.

 – And then the face. Sometimes children don’t know how to tense up their face. You may need  
to say something like: “Squeeze your eyes and mouth tight!” Inhale, hold, exhale, relax.

 – Finally, have them squeeze their whole body – hold, exhale, relax.

 – Ask them to take a few more deep breaths.

 – Remind them to feel the warm sun and sand. Hear the water lap against the shore.

 – Ask them to open their eyes.

 – When you are done, you can re-emphasize that when we notice our body is tense, we can 
“squeeze and relax” to help our body and mind relax.

What you’ll need:
An area large enough for  
all students to lie down 
without touching

Note: For a simplified  
version of this activity 
for younger children, 
please see “Go Tight, 
Go Loose” on the 
KHST! website.
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Unit 2: Calming the body

Did you know…?
Learning to counteract the 
stress response by using 
relaxation strategies is a 
valuable skill that students  
can learn and practice 
throughout their lives.  
Calming the body also helps  
to calm the mind.

 Activity 5: Mindful Breathing7 (10 min)

Objective: 
To introduce mindful breathing as an effective relaxation strategy. 

Instructions: 
Getting ready: Finding a relaxed position 

 – Ask students to sit with you in a circle on a carpet or blanket, facing toward the centre, with 
legs crossed and their hands clasped and resting in their lap. If there is enough space in your 
classroom, you can ask students to lie down. If the group is calm, try turning off the lights.

Group activity: Mindful breathing
 – Tell the students you are going to teach them a special way of breathing that can help them 

relax when they are upset or stressed. 

 – Explain the deep breathing technique by saying, “We are going to breathe in and out 
slowly and evenly, like a little puppy does while taking a nap. On the first count we breathe 
in (model the “in” breath), and on the second count we breathe out (model the “out” 
breath). Let’s all try the even breathing now.” 

 – Let the students try three sets of evenly spaced in-and-out breathing.

 – Explain to students that even breathing can calm them down when they are stressed 
or angry, and that no one else will even know what they are doing. Tell them the deep 
breathing technique is like having their own first aid kit for regaining calm and feeling in 
control.

 – Continue the exercise until all students have been quiet and relaxed for a few minutes.

 – When the group begins to stir, ask everyone to follow you by taking a deep breath in, 
letting it out, standing up and stretching. 

 – Ask students to try out the breathing exercises at home. Brainstorm with them about good 
times to use it (e.g., before they go to sleep) and ask them to report back about how it 
worked. Remind the students that they can use deep breathing anytime they need to calm 
down or de-stress.

 – Remind students to breathe out as slowly as they breathe in. Breathing in deeply without 
relaxed, slow exhalation can lead to dizziness or hyperventilation.

Note: Some calming breathing exercises involve a three-part breath (e.g., breathe in to a count of 4, hold the breath for 4 counts, and 
exhale slowly and steadily on a count of 4. Rest, then repeat). This kind of breathing helps to fill the lungs completely and provides more 
oxygenation to the body.

What you’ll need:
A space large enough  
for students to sit down  
in a circle
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Activity 6: Relaxation Meditation8 (10-20 min)

Objective: 
To give students’ minds and bodies time to relax and centre, and to promote relaxation as a way  
of improving concentration and focus.

Instructions: 
Getting ready: Sitting in a relaxed position  

 – Ask students to sit with you in a circle on a carpet or blanket, facing toward the centre,  
with legs crossed and their hands clasped and resting in their lap.

Group activity: Relaxing “at the beach”
 – Explain to the students that you are going to show them how meditation can help them relax 

when stressed. While nature teaches us at birth how to relax and rest at a deep level (think  
about a sleeping baby), over time we develop habits that can interfere with our ability to 
experience peace of mind and body, and we become so busy that we do not hear our minds  
and bodies tell us to take a break.   

 – For example, you could say, “Relaxation meditation is a time to rest your body and mind. 
When your body is fully resting and you are breathing evenly and regularly, it is easier for you 
to work out solutions to problems you may be having at home, school, or with friends.”

 – Ask students to lie back with their toes pointing into the centre of the circle. Then instruct 
them to close their eyes, let their legs rest about a foot apart, and let their arms rest 
alongside their bodies, but without touching. Next, tell them to pretend they are lying in 
warm sand at the beach and feeling very comfortable.

 – Instruct students to slowly clench and then relax their muscles, beginning with their toes 
and moving on to their legs, tummy and arms. Next, tell them to squeeze their face into the 
expression of “something icky” and then relax it once again. 

 – Ask students to roll their head to the right, left and back to centre, and then stay still.

 – Turn on the music player to allow soft music or sounds to soothe students while they are lying 
still and resting for a few minutes. 

 – Ask students to use this quiet time to think about a kind act they could do for someone after  
the meditation session is over.

Teacher tip
Encourage young 
students to use relaxation 
meditation whenever 
they feel stressed and 
need a break, or need 
uninterrupted quiet time to 
work out solutions to  
a problem.

What you’ll need:
An area large enough  
for all students to 
lie down comfortably  
without touching

A music player and CD  
of soothing music

Note: For a list of suggestions of relaxing music, please see www.kidshavestresstoo.org
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Unit 2: Calming the body

Closing: Following up on kind thoughts
 – Ask the students to open their eyes, stretch out, sit up, stand up, and plan a few acts of 

kindness they can do throughout their day. 

 – Remind students that they can do this kind of meditation during other moments when they 
need to calm down or need some quiet time to work out any problems they may be having at 
home, school or with others.

The Walking Way – A variation on relaxation meditation
Breathing links the mind and body. So, when a person is upset or stressed they can simply combine regular breathing and walking  
in order to calm the mind. 

Here’s how to do it

Tell students that breathing evenly while walking can help them improve their concentration. Explain that taking a brisk walk 
sends more oxygen to all parts of your body and helps you feel fresh and relaxed.

Show students how to coordinate breathing with the walking rhythm. Begin by saying, “Take 2 walking steps for every breath in, 
and 2 walking steps for every breath out.”

When the students are in rhythm, say, “Now, let your arms swing at your sides in the pattern called opposition. This means as  
the right foot steps forward, the left arm swings forward. And, as the left foot steps forward, the right arm swings forward.”

Practice this pattern of regulated breathing with arms swinging in opposition for a few minutes while the group remains silent  
and concentrates on making the pattern second nature.

When ready, instruct the students to maintain their pace but turn their thoughts to how to show more care with family and friends 
at home and school. 

Ask students to think about one way they could perform a helpful task after the meditation. 

Ask students to use the rest of the walk for quiet time while keeping up the pace they have established.

Finish the walking meditation by sitting down in a circle and giving each person a turn to share a way they thought of to be 
helpful or kind.
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Activity 7: Imagination Exercise (10 min)

Objective: 
To promote relaxation through the use of imagination and visualization.

Instructions: 
Getting ready: Sitting in a relaxed position  

 – Ask students to sit with you in a circle on a carpet or blanket, facing toward the centre, with 
legs crossed and their hands clasped and resting in their lap. Then ask them to relax for a few 
moments by taking some slow, deep breaths. Try turning off overhead lights to help students 
become more relaxed. Tell students they can close their eyes if they wish to.

Group activity: Using your imagination
 – Tell students they are going to do an imagination activity, and explain that imaginative 

thinking can be used to reduce stress and increase creativity. 

 – Remind them that anywhere they go in their mind they are safe and in control.

 – Say to the students, “I want you to go to a very special place. This place is any garden you 
wish it to be. In this garden the air is fresh and clean. The garden is bathed in warm sunlight. 
Lie down on the soft, cool grass. Feel the grass sink softly as you lie down. Notice how the 
grass feels cool and the blades tickle your hands.”

 – Pause momentarily before going on to say, “Smell the sweetness of the grass and flowers 
that surround you. Slowly breathe in the fragrance of the flowers.”

 – Pause again before continuing with, “As you lie comfortably in the grass, I want you to look 
up. You are lying beneath a large tree. The leaves are emerald green. Look deeply into the 
layers and layers of leaves. The leaves sway slowly in the breeze. The breeze brushes across 
your face and feels like cool silk.”

 – Pause once more before describing the last scenario: “Listen carefully. A bird sings 
somewhere in the tree. In the distance you hear puppies barking as they play. You hear 
distant voices of children playing. They are having fun. You can feel their happiness as they 
play. You feel happy too.”

Got time to spare?
Have a follow-up discussion about the health and stress-management benefits of fun, safe physical activities.  
Here are some guiding questions: 

What are your favourite physical activities? How do you feel after doing these activities?

How does it feel to be tense / frustrated / stressed? Where in your body do you feel tension or stress? 

How does it feel to be relaxed and calm? How does your body feel when you are relaxed and calm? 

What you’ll need:
An area large enough for 
students to sit comfortably 
in a circle
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Unit 3: Understanding and managing feelings

Activity 8: Emotional Vocabulary (20-30 min)

Objective: 
To increase students’ ability to verbally express their emotions.

Instructions: 
Brainstorming: How can we describe our emotions?

 – On the board or flipchart paper, create four columns labeled, “SAD”, “MAD”, “GLAD” and 
“BAD.”  (Tip: If you choose flipchart paper, you can keep it for future use.) 

 – Ask students to come up with words that might mean the same thing as each of the terms on 
the board. (For example, feeling bad could mean feeling “lonely” or “excluded.”) If desired, 
help students get started by providing your own words.

 – Write the students’ answers on the board until the chart is filled in. (If students are having  
trouble coming up with words, borrow some words from the chart below.)

Class activity: Sharing circle
 – Ask students to move toward an open area and sit on the floor in a circle. 

 – Tell students you are going to start an emotion sentence that you would like them to finish.  
Start by saying, “I feel sad when…” and throwing a soft ball to another student in the circle  
so they can finish the sentence. After the student finishes the sentence, instruct them to start  
a new emotion sentence and toss the ball to another student. 

 – Continue until all of the students have had a chance to start and end a sentence.

SAD MAD GLAD BAD*
Disappointed Frightened Happy Anxious

Discouraged Angry Joyful Tense

Unhappy Tense Calm Nervous

Confused Nervous Content Dumb

Lonely Defiant Confident Excluded

Hurt Jumpy Satisfied Guilty

Ashamed Worked Up Excited Resentful

Helpless Cross Loving Lonely

Depressed Furious Eager Upset

*In this context “bad” doesn’t refer to naughty or badly behaved but a way students sometimes describe their feelings.

Did you know…?
Children who can  
recognize, acknowledge 
and express their feelings 
appropriately tend to cope 
better with stress.

What you’ll need:
Whiteboard or flipchart

An area large enough for 
students to sit in a circle

A soft ball or object
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Activity 9: How Do I Feel?9 (40-50 min)

Objective: 
To help students recognize and identify different feelings, and think about the verbal and nonverbal 
ways people express their feelings. 

Instructions: 
Brainstorming: What does your body language say about the  
way you feel?  

 – Ask students to call out some of the feelings people can have (e.g., happy, sad, excited, nervous).

 – Explain that sometimes people talk about how they are feeling, and other times they might 
not say anything, but their faces and movements show how they are feeling anyway.

Class activity: Body language game
 – Ask students to stand up and find a place in the room where they have enough room to move 

around without bumping into another person. 

 – Tell students that you are going to turn out the lights and call out different feelings, and that 
their job is to show this feeling with their facial expressions and movements when the lights 
go back on. Remind students they are to use their bodies, not their voices. 

 – Turn off the lights and say, “Show how you look and how you move when you’re happy.” 
Then, when you turn the lights on again, make a happy face and move around in a happy 
way without talking, demonstrating what you want students to do.

 – Turn the lights off again and name another feeling, turning the light back on again to see 
how the students demonstrate this feeling with their bodies. 

 – Continue calling and acting out feelings for a few minutes.

 – Keep the lights on to indicate the game is over and ask students what they noticed about  
the way their bodies moved when they acted out different feelings. For example, you could 
say, “What is the difference between the way you walked when you were happy and when 
you were sad?”

 – Ask students to consider what kinds of things make them feel certain feelings. To get them 
started, share your own stories about things that make you experience certain feelings. 

Individual activity: Using art to show your feelings
 – Give each student an “I Feel…” handout and some art supplies. Instruct them to think about 

a feeling, write it down to complete the sentence, and draw a picture of what they think they 
look like when they feel that way. Ask students to discuss their drawings with the class when 
they have finished.

What you’ll need:
An area large enough for  
all students to walk around

Copies of the “I Feel…”  
handout (see next page)

Art supplies (e.g., markers, 
coloured pencils, glue,  
scissors and magazines

List of emotions from the 
previous activity



Handout - How Do I Feel?
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Handout – How Do I Feel?

I feel            .
And this is what I look like when I feel this way!
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Activity 10: How Would You Feel If… (30 min)

Objective: 
To help students develop an awareness of other people’s feelings through role playing.

Instructions: 
Brainstorming: What is empathy?  

 – Ask students if they have ever heard of the word “empathy” or the expression “to walk in 
someone else’s shoes.” If not, briefly explain that it means imagining how other people might  
be feeling about a situation they are in. 

 – Ask students to guess why empathy is important when it comes to getting along with other 
people. If they cannot answer, explain that getting along with other people involves thinking 
about how they are feeling. You could say, “When something happens, thinking about how  
you would feel in that situation can give you an idea about how someone else might feel. 
Imagining how they might feel can give you ideas about what you could say and do to make 
them feel better.”

 – Remind students that people can have different reactions and that they may have to imagine  
more than one way to think about something.

Small group activity: Role playing
 – Tell students they are going to do an imagination activity, and explain that  

imaginative thinking helps us become better problem solvers.

 – Break the class into groups of two or three students.

 – Give each group a Scenarios Handout and tell them to take turns acting out them out, ticking 
off each one with a pencil when finished.

 – Encourage students to use their body, facial expressions, and tone of voice to show how the 
child in the scenario might feel. (Note: You may need to help them get started by doing some 
of the role playing with them.)

 – Remind students that there is no right or wrong way to act out these situations, and that the 
goal is to help them practice thinking about and expressing emotions.

 – If time permits, have each group demonstrate a scenario to the class.

Tip: If you have extra time, get groups to brainstorm a list of scenarios for another group to act  
them out.

What you’ll need:
An area large enough for  
all students to walk around

Copies of sample scenarios 
(see next page)

Teacher tip
Read books to students that 
describe, demonstrate and 
value empathy. Please see 
www.kidshavestresstoo.
org for a list of  
recommended books.  
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Handout – Sample Scenarios

Sc
en

ar
io

s

You just learned  
that you are  
going to have  
a baby brother  
or sister in a  
few months.

You just found out 
that your family is 
moving at the end 
of the school year.

You see your friend 
in the schoolyard and 
when you walk over, 
he/she runs away.

You have just  
finished a drawing 
that you worked 
very hard on, and 
another student 
spills paint on it  
by accident.

You have to say 
good-bye to your 
parent who is  
leaving on a trip  
for a week.

Choose your own 
scenario.

You just got back 
from vacation and 
you realize that  
you lost one of  
your favourite toys.

You open up a  
birthday present  
from your  
grandmother and  
it’s something that  
you don’t like.
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On gratitude
Gratitude figures prominently in many world religions, including Judaism, Christianity and Islam. It has also been a subject of 
concern among famous thinkers and scholars. Roman philosopher Cicero argued, for example, that “gratitude is not only the 
greatest of the virtues but the parent of all others.”  

(adapted from Wikipedia)

Activity 11: I Am Thankful For… (20-30 min)

Objective: 
To help students recognize the people, events, objects and other areas of their lives that make them 
feel thankful and happy.

Instructions: 
Brainstorming: What is gratitude?

 – Ask students if they know what the word “gratitude” means. If not, explain that it means 
feeling thankful for the people and things you have in your life.

 – Ask students to think of something they are thankful for and express how they feel when 
they are thinking about it (e.g., happy, relaxed, excited).

 – Explain to students that writing down or drawing pictures of the things they are thankful for  
in their lives is one way they can make themselves feel better, especially when they have had  
a rough day. It can make them focus on the good things that happen during their day. It can  
also help them develop a more positive attitude, which can help them deal more effectively  
with problems.

Individual activity: Creating and keeping a gratitude journal
 – Give each student a plain notebook and art supplies and ask them to decorate it to become  

a one-of-a-kind, personalized journal.

 – When they are finished decorating, ask them to write about or draw pictures of three good 
things that happened that day.

 – Try to make time each week for students to write in their gratitude journal. Encourage them 
to take it home and show it to their parents.

What you’ll need:
Plain notebooks

Art supplies
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Unit 4: Thinking skills to cope with stress and promote resilience

Nine Temperment TraitsActivity 12: What Am I Like? (30 min)

Objective: 
To help students become more aware of their own traits and preferences.

Instructions: 
Brainstorming: What makes a person unique?

 – Ask students what makes people different from one another. If they cannot answer,  
give them hints such as appearance, hobbies, personality, etc.

 – Explain that some things that make a person who they are involve their outsides  
(e.g., appearance) and other things involve their insides (e.g., personality and  
temperament). Tell them that today they are going to focus on exploring their insides.

 – Remind students that everyone is unique and has particular strengths and gifts, and that  
there are many different types of “smarts”, but no one has them all. 

 – Ask students to think about the kinds of activities they are involved in and what they  
think they’re good at. Ask them what they admire about other people and why.

Pair activity: Information sharing
 – Ask students to pick a partner (or assign partners).

 – Give each student a “What Am I Like?” handout and ask them to take turns answering  
the questions.

Group activity: Group sharing
 – Have students move their desks to form a circle, or sit in a circle on the carpet.

 – Ask students to take turns sharing with the class one or two facts they can remember about  
their partner. 

Note: Instead of a pair activity, you could have students write out and/or draw their answers on paper.

It helps to remember that we each have our own temperament and style and are therefore similar in our differences.  
Or, as Margaret Mead puts it, “Always remember that you are absolutely unique. Just like everyone else.”

Did you know…?
Children as young as four years 
old can begin to understand 
their own temperament and the 
way they tend to react to the 
world. They can also observe 
and begin to understand the 
temperament of the important 
people in their lives – parents, 
teachers, caregivers and friends.

What you’ll need:
Copies of the “What Am  
I Like?” handout  
(see next page)
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 Handout – What Am I Like?

What am I like?

What are some things I like about me? 

What are my favourite things to do? 

What makes me feel really happy?

What kinds of things bug me?

What do I worry about?
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Unit 4: Thinking skills to cope with stress and promote resilience

Activity 13: Flexible Thinking10 (30 min)

Objective: 
To show students how flexible thinking can help them come up with creative solutions to problems.

Instructions: 
Brainstorming: What is flexible thinking?

 – Ask students if they know what “flexible” means. If they cannot come up with an answer,  
explain that it means being movable or bendable, like your body when you’re stretching.

 – Ask students what being a flexible thinker might mean. If they cannot answer, explain that  
it refers to someone who can make their brain move around a problem and think of different 
solutions. It also means considering the feelings of others when working out a problem.

 – Ask students if they can come up with an example of flexible thinking. If not, try this 
example: If the recess bell rings and it is time to go in, a flexible thinker would think,  

“I wanted to play some more, but I can play again next recess.”

 – A flexible thinker does not get “stuck” on only one idea or way of doing things.

Class activity: Flexible thinking versus rock thinking
 – Pass around the soft object for all the students to feel. Ask them how they like the feel of the 

object. Make sure they get a chance to squeeze the item. Then pass around the rock. Ask the 
students to squeeze it. Then ask, “Can you move it?” or “Is it flexible?”

 – Explain that a “rock thinker” is unable to make their brain move around a problem. They only 
think of themselves and are not good at thinking about other people’s perspectives too.

 – Ask the students which item would be more fun to play with. If needed, point out that you 
can play games with the flexible object such as tossing it, playing hot potato, or using it as  
a stress-reliever. In contrast, the rock would not be good for these things because if tossed  
at someone it could hurt the person. Similarly, a rock thinker can easily hurt others’ feelings.

What you’ll need:
A flexible object such as a  
soft foam ball

A medium-sized rock 
(i.e., easy for small hands  
to pass to others)

 *Optional: Puppets  
   (preferably people puppets)

“With the capacity to put a moment between a feeling and an action, the child can take time to think, plan and usually come up with an 
appropriate response to the current challenge.”11
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Situations 

Joseph is playing basketball at recess. Ryan wants to play so he takes the ball away from Joseph.

Lilly and Penny are colouring a picture. Lilly decides she wants to use the colour red, but Penny is using it. 

Helen and Danielle are supposed to line up to go to lunch. Helen gets there first and Danielle gets mad because she 
wanted to be first. Danielle pushes Helen out of the way and takes her place.

Ling and Brian are asked to work together on a project. Ling doesn’t like Brian and so he gets upset and yells,  
“I don’t want to work with him!”

Samantha forgets that it is library day. She left her book at home and becomes very upset that she doesn’t have her 
book. She gets upset and starts crying.

Class activity: Moving from rock thinking to flexible thinking
 – Referring to the Situations box below, have different sets of student volunteers come to the 

front of the class to act out each scenario (or do it yourself using puppets).

 – After demonstrating each situation, ask the “audience” to tell you if the main student (or 
puppet) was being a flexible thinker or a rock thinker. If they say “rock thinker,” ask the 
audience to help the student (or puppet) be a flexible thinker by giving some alternate 
solutions to the problem. Then, have the students (or puppets) act out the situation again 
while trying out the class’s ideas. 

Note: If the students come up with an idea that you know will not work, let them try it anyway.  
This way they can see the results of that choice.
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Unit 4: Thinking skills to cope with stress and promote resilience

Activity 14: The Voice in Our Head (30-40 min)

Objective: 
To encourage students to look at their thinking patterns, reframe their thoughts and put the stress 
they are experiencing into perspective.

Instructions: 
Getting started: Using our imagination to understand our mind

 – Tell students to close their eyes (if they feel comfortable doing this) and listen as you give 
them some mental pictures that will help them understand their mind. 

 – Explain to students that we all talk to ourselves inside our head, and that we all have 
positive and negative ways of talking to ourselves. Sometimes the negative, “bully” voice 
speaks louder than the positive, “buddy” voice, but we can change that and turn up the 
volume on the positive, encouraging voice, and that will help us deal better with stress.

 – Explain that when we speak harshly or critically to ourselves, like saying “I’m stupid” or 
“I’m always wrong”, we make ourselves feel like we mess up all the time, and we can’t do 
anything right. These feelings slow us down and make us less able to cope. 

Class activity: Helpful and harmful self-talk
 – Instruct students to close their eyes again and imagine that they have two little people, one  

on each shoulder, who talk to them all the time, and that one is saying nice things while 
the other is saying mean things. For example, you could say: “Imagine you have on your 
shoulder a friendly little buddy who cheers for you, says good things about you and sticks 
up for you. And on the other shoulder is a mean, critical bully who points out all your 
mistakes and calls you nasty names.“

 – Ask the class to “turn up the volume” on the friendly buddy’s voice, listen carefully and 
repeat the words out loud. 

 – Next ask them to turn down the volume and listen. Tell them that if they hear mean things,  
such as “you’re stupid” or “you’re bad at drawing,” they should choose to disagree with 
the voice and say aloud, “No, that’s not right!”

Did you know…?
Everyone has an inner voice 
that sends positive and 
negative messages. Often the 
negative messages are louder. 
When negative thoughts occur 
too frequently, we can become 
discouraged and feel helpless.

What you’ll need:
Whiteboard or flipchart 
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Other ways to demonstrate self-talk

Use puppets. Have children use puppets (one with a “negative” voice, and the other with a “positive” voice) to role 
play different scenarios. One child could pick a problem, and two others could act out the situation, using the positive and 
negative voices with their corresponding puppets.

Mount pieces of paper on the wall, and ask students to name the things they think make a “good classmate”, like 
sharing, returning borrowed items, being kind and helpful, listening respectfully, etc. This can be an art activity – have 
students make posters, or a writing assignment, and can be tied into values already established in character education.

Role model positive self-talk by starting the class with a positive announcement such as “I’m going to enjoy the day”  
or “I feel great today.” This can be done before a test, by introducing a few moments of breathing and guiding meditation: 
“My mind is clear and I’ll do / try my best.”

Help students make “I can” booklets, with words or drawings. For example, a child might fill a blank notebook with  
“I can run,” “I can jump,” “I can dance,” etc.  

Remind students often to be their own best friend. Remind them that best friends are kind. Best friends are 
understanding. Best friends encourage us when we have disappointments. Best friends help us celebrate our successes,  
and so on.

Class activity: Who’s talking?
 – Draw a line down the centre of the board and put a happy face on the top of one column 

and a sad face on the top of the other.

 – Give students an example of a common everyday scenario that all students can relate to  
(e.g., a friend does not want to play at recess because they are playing with another child) 
and ask them to provide examples of what the negative and positive voices might say. 

 – Write their answers on the board (or get the students to write them on the board 
themselves). If the students cannot think of anything, help them get started. For example,  
for the negative voice you could write: “He doesn’t like me. He doesn’t want to play with me.”  
For the positive voice you could write: “That’s okay, I can find another friend to play with.” 

 – Remind students that both voices can be heard in one person’s head, and that they can  
learn to quickly identify and turn down the volume on their negative voice. They can do  
this by stopping to listen to what their voice is saying during situations when they are  
feeling stressed.

 
 



Kids Have Stress Too!® Grade 1-3 ClassroomsKids Have Stress Too!® Grade 1-3 Classrooms

35

Unit 4: Thinking skills to cope with stress and promote resilience

Activity 15: “What If?” (30 min)

Objective: 
To introduce some of the steps involved in flexible thinking and effective problem solving.

Instructions: 
Brainstorming: What do you need for problem solving?

 – Ask students what kinds of things they can do to solve problems.

 – Write their answers on the board. If they cannot come up with any answers, give them  
clues to get started (e.g., break the problem down into smaller parts, ask for help, etc.)

 – Explain that creative, flexible thinking is the foundation for problem-solving skills. From  
a very early age, children can learn to use their creativity to find solutions to difficulties  
that arise.

Small group activity: “What If?” game
 – Divide class into small groups and give each one a set of “What If?” cards,  

facing down on the desk or table.

 – Instruct students to take turns picking up a card and asking the others a  
“What If ?” question.

 – Remind students that there are no wrong answers (within reason).

Tip: For younger students, make your own set of cards using pictures instead of words.

Teacher Tip
Regardless of the problem  
or the possible solutions,  
talking it out will help  
increase a child’s ability to  
solve problems independently.  
Asking open-ended questions 
will get them thinking, using 
their analytical skills to come  
up with creative solutions.

Life is problems. Being able to problem solve is probably the most important skill you can teach a child.

What you’ll need:
Whiteboard or flipchart

“What If?” handout, cut into 
strips (see next page) 
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 Handout – What If...?

What If...?
What if your brother changes the TV channel when you are watching your  
favourite program?

What if your little sister pushes over the tower you have been building?

What if you break someone else’s toy?

What if someone tells you your jacket is ugly?

What if someone pushes you in the school playground?

What if you answer the front door to a stranger? 

What if you forgot your lunch at home? 

What if you could choose what you have for dinner tonight? 

What if you get a school test back from the teacher and you didn’t do very well? 

What if you are shopping with your mom and you can’t find her?

What if you miss the school bus?
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Unit 4: Thinking skills to cope with stress and promote resilience

Teacher tip
You can modify this 
activity and use it  
one-on-one with a child 
who is experiencing 
difficulty. Pick a time 
when the student is calm, 
relaxed and not rushed. 
(Use a relaxation strategy 
like deep breathing first,  
if necessary.) Ask 
questions to help the 
student think through  
the problem.

Allow the student  
to come up with  
possible solutions. 

(Some might seem 
reasonable, others silly.)

Encourage the student 
to find as many solutions 
as possible. Listen very 
carefully to what the 
student says and  
observe how they feel.

Activity 16: Problem-Solving Steps (30-40 min)

Objective: 
To help students develop the skills and attitudes they need to solve problems effectively.

Instructions: 
Getting started: Setting the tone and mood

 – Tell students that the activity they are about to do requires them to be calm and relaxed,  
so they will be starting with some stretching and deep breathing.

 – Model stretching and deep breathing techniques, and ask students to follow your lead.

Small group activity: Breaking down and solving problems
 – Explain that problems are easier to understand and manage when they are broken down 

into pieces or steps. Ask students to brainstorm a few problems that they face, and practice 
working through the problem-solving steps (see next page) with them as a group.

 – Break class into small groups, and give each one a “Steps to Problem Solving” handout.

 – Instruct the students to take turns using the steps to help one another solve a problem they 
have at home, school or elsewhere. Ask one person in each group to start the process by 
volunteering a problem, while the others take turns asking the questions linked to each step.  
Suggest a typical ‘child-sized’ problem if they get stuck.

 – Remind students that the problem does not have to be big or serious or something they do 
not want to talk about, and that it can even be made up. If desired, give students a “Child-
Size Problems” handout instead and have them work through fictional problems.

 – Remind them that there are no wrong answers and that the purpose of the exercise is 
to learn how to use the steps.

 – Offer suggestions if students are stuck and cannot think of any solutions.

What you’ll need:
Copies of the Steps to 
problem solving handout  
(see next page) 

*Optional: “Child-Size 
Problems” handout (see  
next page)
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 Handout – Steps to Problem Solving

What is the problem? Name it. Clarify it. 

ASK: What happened? What are you doing about it? Is it working?

How big a problem is it? Assign a number  
to the problem. 

ASK: On a scale of 1 to 5, how big a problem is it? 1 = small 5 = huge

What could you do? 

ASK: What could you do to solve the problem? What else could 
you do? What other ideas might work?

What would you like to try doing? 

ASK: Which idea will you choose? What might happen if you choose  
to do it? Will it make things better or worse for you?

How well did the solution work? 

ASK: What happened? Was the problem solved? If not, what 
else can you do?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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 Handout – Child-Size problems

Child-Size Problems:
Susie’s Problem: Susie is eight years old and in grade three. She is crying because she says some of 
her friends were invited to a birthday party and she was not invited.

Remy’s Problem: Remy is seven years old and is having a hard time. The teacher notices that she is 
having a harder time paying attention these days and seems to get angry at other kids in the class for 
no reason at all. The teacher asks her what is wrong, and after a while Remy admits that she doesn’t 
understand her homework. She says she’s “stupid and will never be able to understand it.”

Sanjeeve’s Problem: Sanjeeve is nine years old and looks very sad. He needs to work on a group 
project for his next assignment with a partner. However, no one asked to be his partner and he has no 
one to work with. He thinks he is going to do very badly in school.

Kasha’s Problem: Kasha is six years old and has told her teacher she does not want to come to 
school anymore. She starts crying and tells the teacher that no one at school likes her. “The girls pick 
on me and call me names and they won’t play with me. They run away when I try to play with them.”

Michael’s Problem: Michael is six years old and doesn’t want to talk. He has been crying because 
his new jeans are ripped. The teacher asks him what happened and he bursts into tears and yells,  

“I got pushed against the fence at school and my jeans are ruined!”
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Problem-Solving Box 
Another way to practice using the 5-step model

Have the class work together to decorate a box with a slot at the top to keep in  
the classroom. 

Ask the class to brainstorm to create a list of 10-15 problems relevant to their particular 
age group, and have one or more students write the problems or stressors down on the 
board or on flipchart paper. Examples could include: having difficulties with friends, getting 
a bad mark on a math test and not being able to find a library book. 

Leave the list posted in the classroom for the remainder of the week and encourage 
students to write down a solution to any of the problems and place their notes in the box. 

At the end of the week, the class can have a small celebration, and the teacher can read 
the solutions aloud with the class and send the notes home to share with parents.

Teacher tip
Keep a list of  

“Class Stressors” up 
on the wall and post 
it next to examples 
of  “problems solved”, 
so that parents can see 
them as they come into 
the classroom. Provide 
parents with copies of 
the “Steps to Problem 
Solving” handout  
to take home.

Post a large chart 
with the steps in the 
classroom to refer to.
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Teacher Tips: Reducing Your Own Stress

Teacher tips:  
Reducing your own stress
• Be a lifelong learner. Taking the time to learn through pursuing courses in professional 

development or personal interest can reduce stress and build confidence. 

• Take a break. Make sure to take time for yourself during the day, to listen to music, take a few 
deep breaths, meditate, write in a gratitude journal, do a few stretches, take a brisk walk or do 
some other activity that helps you feel restored. Try to incorporate these rejuvenating breaks into 
every day to restore your energy reserves. 

• Make time to meet with colleagues, not just for debriefing, but also to have a chance  
(on a regular basis) to discuss individual students who may be challenging, or to share fun  
activities together.

• Shift your perspective. When you feel yourself becoming stressed in the classroom, try to 
think of the situation as a challenge. Keep a positive attitude and realize that you cannot control 
everything that happens in your classroom, but you can react to situations proactively. Students 
will eventually follow your lead when they are in your classroom.

• Aim to get seven to nine hours of sleep each night. Research has shown that getting 
five hours or less of sleep a night can create health problems. Getting enough sleep also helps 
you to better deal with the stresses of everyday life. 

• Prioritize so that you don’t feel overwhelmed. Regularly review and analyze the tasks 
that you perform at work and at home and try to determine which ones are necessary and which 
ones can be eliminated, reserved for a later date, or even delegated to someone else. Learn to 
say no when you have enough on your plate.

• If you regularly commute long periods of time to work and back, try to reduce 
your stress levels on the road. You might try leaving a bit earlier and taking the back roads 
to enjoy the scenery or avoid traffic, listening to your favourite music, carpooling with others, or 
taking public transit so that you don’t always have to drive. Keep a healthy snack in your bag or 
car so that you can refuel easily.

• Take care of your physical well-being. Eat well to stay strong and healthy. Doing 
so fuels you with the needed energy for life’s everyday challenges. Consider decreasing or 
discontinuing your caffeine intake. Caffeine is a drug that creates a stress reaction in your body 
and can cause you to feel nervous or have problems sleeping. Exercise regularly (at least 30-60 
minutes three times per week). Endorphin production following physical activity is nature’s gift 
to you for stress management!
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• Utilize all of your vacation time and use it effectively. Everyone needs some time off to 
de-compress. Even if you are not going away, try packing a picnic lunch by the water, setting up a 
hammock in a shady spot in your backyard to read, or visiting a spa for the day. If you do go away, 
try coming back a day early so that you have time to get organized and unpacked before you start 
work again. Try not to overload yourself with “things to do” on your vacation time. Allow yourself 
enough time to just do nothing, relax and enjoy the time away from your job.

• If you get sick, stay home. Take the time you need to get better.

• Plan ahead. It can go a long way towards reducing stress and anxiety. For example: plan your 
menu for the week or make some of your meals for the week on the weekend and freeze them; 
or, write down your tasks for the next day, the day before; or, keep your financial life on track, by 
deciding what you want for you and your family, and planning for the unexpected.

• Set firm boundaries between your work and non-work time. You can choose not to 
or when to respond to that email you received in the early hours of the morning! Build in a time 
buffer within your work and/or home schedule on a regular basis where you schedule NOTHING. 
You can use this time to regroup, relax or take care of unexpected things.

• Write down three things you are thankful for each week, even if you find it hard.  
It will help you focus on the positive instead of the negative. In other words, count your blessings, 
not your troubles. If you can manage it, volunteer in your community for an organization or people 
in need. It may help you to put things in perspective when you see how others can have even 
more stress in their lives.

• Create a strong support system. Develop meaningful relationships with co-workers, your 
family, your friends and your higher power. Discuss stress-management techniques with your loved 
ones or co-workers. Start a yoga group, get a speedwalking partner or make use of the gym in 
your school. Use the resources around you to make your workplace more enjoyable. 

• List your stressors. Take inventory of the things that make you feel pressured or upset and 
then decide on a plan to address them in a realistic and timely manner. Decide what you can and 
cannot change and choose coping strategies that help for each situation. 

• Limit the time you spend with “stressed out” people. Anxiety and stress are contagious 
because of “mirror neurons” in your brain. Remember that your students can also suffer the 
effects of second-hand stress from teachers who are stressed.

Everyone can benefit by reducing stress!



 Handout - What am I like?
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Handout – Tips to Help Teachers Reduce Their Own Stress

Personal Reflection Exercise
Take some time to reflect. What are your 3 S’s? List them in the categories below.

My Stressors:

My Symptoms:

My Strategies:

Set a goal for this week. Choose one of the tips from the list and put it into action!  
Then, try setting a new goal each week.

This week, I will reduce my stress by:
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