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WINTER BREAK LEARNING PACK

Designed for parents & educators Works in home & school settings Use in 10—-20 minute check-ins

Supporting Teens Through Stressful Seasons

Practical ways for families and educators to recognize teen stress, respond with care, and keep academics
manageable, especially around high-pressure times like midterms and holidays.

Why this time of year feels heavier

Teens are juggling grades, social dynamics, changing routines, and constant notifications. Their brains are
still developing skills like planning, organization, and emotional control—so normal stress can feel extra
intense.

1« WHAT TEEN STRESS CAN LOOK LIKE
Common Signs to Notice
e Emotional: easily overwhelmed, irritable, tearful, “shutting down,” feeling numb.
e Academic: missing work, avoiding tasks, suddenly dropping effort in classes they used to
enjoy.
e Physical: headaches, stomachaches, changes in sleep or appetite, low energy.
e Social/behavioral: withdrawing from friends or activities, more conflicts at home or school,
zoning out on screens for long stretches.

IMPORTANT One rough day doesn’t mean a crisis. Look for patterns that
repeat over days or weeks, or changes that feel “not like them.”
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2 « CHECK-IN QUICKLY

Green « Yellow « Red Stress Check
Use this quick traffic-light check with your teen or students:
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Yellow: ® Red:

“I'm not okay. I can’t think
clearly or handle what’s in
front of me right now.”

“I’'m overwhelmed. I can still
function, but it feels like too
much.”

“I’'m okay. I'm stressed, but I
can still think, talk, and get
things done.”
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Response rule of thumb: Green = coach skills. Yellow = reduce load and slow down. Red — focus on safety, calm, and connection first.
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3 « FIRST RESPONSES THAT HELP
How Adults Can Respond in the Moment
When a teen is stressed, the goal is to lower the emotional “volume” before problem-solving:
e Lead with validation: “This really does sound like a lot.”
* Slow the pace: speak a bit more slowly and calmly than usual.
o Offer a small next step: “Let’s just focus on the next 10 minutes.”
* Be specific about support: “Do you want help making a plan, or just someone to listen?

Suggested script for families & educators You doq t have to fix everything rtghtn?lw. Let’s pick one
y small thing we can do together tonight. '
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4 « CONVERSATION OPENERS
Try Saying... Instead of “What’s Wrong?”

Many teens open up more while doing something side-by-side (driving, walking, folding
laundry) rather than face-to-face at a table.

e Option A: “On a 1-10 scale, how heavy does this week feel?”

e Option B: “What part of school or life is taking the most energy right now?”

e Option C: “Would it help to vent, problem-solve, or just have quiet company?”

e Option D: “If we could take one thing off your plate this week, what would it be?”

5« DAILY SUPPORT HABITS
Small Things That Make a Big Difference
These micro-habits can be used at home or woven into the school day:
* Preview the day: “What’s one part of today you’re dreading? One part you're looking
forward to?”
e Set a tiny win: Help them pick one realistic goal (e.g., “Turn in the missing lab,” “Study
10 minutes for math.”).
e Create a landing space: A consistent time and place for a quick check-in after school,
even if it’s just 5-10 minutes.
e Limit “all or nothing” talk: Gently shift “I'm failing everything” to “Let’s look at one
class at a time.”

A 60-second check-in at the start or end of class (“How’s your week on a 1-
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10?”) can surface stress before it becomes a crisis. ;
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6 « ACADEMICS UNDER STRESS

What Helps vs. What Hurts

Once the nervous system is overloaded, executive-function skills (planning, organizing,
remembering steps) go offline. Calm and connection come first; strategy comes next.

-
Helpful ®© Not Helpful
e Breaking large tasks into 10-15 e Lectures during meltdown moments.
minute chunks. e Comparisons to siblings or peers.
e Offering choices: “Do you want to start e “If you cared, you'd just try harder.”
with math or English?” e Overloading with advice when they’re
e Using visual lists so tasks live on clearly exhausted.
paper, not just in their mind.
¢ Allowing brief movement or stretch
breaks between tasks. -

7 « SIMPLE COPING TOOLS TEENS CAN ACTUALLY USE
Build a 3-Tool Coping Toolkit
Invite the teen to pick 2—-3 tools they’re willing to try. Start with small, realistic options:
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3-Minute Reset : Body Break Task Shrink
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Slow breath in for 4, out for 6, Stand, stretch, walk a loop, or Take one assignment and
repeated a few times. Then do 10-20 seconds of shrink it to the first 5-10
name: 3 things you see, 2 movement to shake off minutes only. Decide the next
things you hear, 1 thing you tension before sitting again. step after that small win.

can feel.

Safe Vent Support Text CalmCorner

Schedule a “complain Draft a quick message to a A designated spot with a
window” where they can vent trusted adult or friend: blanket, headphones, or quiet
without interruption or “Today is a lot. Can I talk activity they can go to when
immediate advice. later?” things feel too loud.




8 « WHEN TO SEEK EXTRA SUPPORT
Red-Flag Signs to Pay Attention To

These patterns mean it’s important to loop in additional support (school counselor, mental
health professional, pediatrician, or other trusted support):

e Stress or sadness most days for e Comments about feeling hopeless,
several weeks. like nothing will ever get better.

e Big changes in sleep, appetite, or e Talk of self-harm or wishing they
energy that don’t fade. weren’t here.

e Loss of interest in activities they used ¢ Risky behaviors that feel out of
to enjoy. character or unsafe.

If you are concerned about safety, reach out to a mental health professional or crisis resource in your area
immediately. Trust your instincts.



