Stress Management Curriculum

Lesson 1

What Is Stress?

Purposes: 1. What is stress?



2. Causes of stress



3. Relaxation technique – stretching exercise

Content

What is Stress?

Teacher begins the class by describing to the students the following picture. "You are walking down a dark alley at night, all alone, and you forget your glasses. On the half way, you spot a big figure carrying a club and straddling your path. What do you feel?"

When we encounter a threat, our heart beats faster and our body prepares itself to handle the situation either stand ground and fight or run away. Walter Cannon described this as the "fight-or-flight response", which is our physiological response to stress.

McNerney (1974) stated that "stress is your body's physical, mental and chemical reactions to circumstances that frighten, exercise, confuse, endanger or irritate you." (p.2)

Hans Selye specified the changes in the body physiological that resulted from stress. In his book "The Stress of Life", he summarized stress reactivity as a three-phase process which is called the general adaptation syndrome:

(1) Alarm Reaction

This is the first reaction when body deals with stress. There is intense mobilization of biochemical resources (a readiness and call-to-arms of the body systems) on recognition of stressor. If the stressor is sufficiently strong, death may result when the body resistance diminishes.

(2) Stage of Resistance

Resistance ensues if continued exposure to the stressor is compatible with adaptation. The bodily signs characteristic of the alarm reaction have virtually disappeared and resistance rises above normal. If we are continually exposed to stress, body resistance will follow and make adaptation. Eventually, resistance rises above normal and the bodily signs of the alarm reaction disappear.

(3) Stage of Exhaustion

The body has adjusted to the stressor when we are exposed to prolonged stress. However, if the stressor is too strong, death may result.

Causes of Stress

An event or condition that triggers a stress reaction is called stressor. It can be:

(1) Biological: e.g. heat, cold, hunger, tiredness.

(2) Psychological: e.g. depression, threatened, negative self-esteem.

(3) Developmental: e.g. entering school, searching jobs, getting married, death of significant others.

(4) Environmental, e.g. noise and air pollution, lack of resources, lack of space

(5) Interpersonal: e.g. poor relationship with friends or teachers, changes of social relationship.

(6) Sociological: e.g. cultural gap, role expectation, and changes of social value or economic status.

(7) Philosophical: e.g. use of time, purpose of life.

Relaxation Technique – Stretching Exercise

Teacher can introduce a relaxation technique – stretching exercise to students, starting with the head, the neck, the back, the shoulders and then the legs. It can be accompanied with soft music.

Activities
1. Students fill out the 'You and your mental stress questionnaire' to assess their stress level.

2. Teacher explains the scoring system and its relationship with stress.

3. Teacher explains the meaning of stress.

4. Students can write down five personal stressors, discuss them on the class.

5. Teachers can summarize the students' sources of stress.

6. Practise stretching exercise.

Teaching Materials

1. You and your mental stress questionnaire

2. Literature: Common stressors faced by Hong Kong Students

3. Illustrated pictures: full index, 1-4, 22

Lesson 2

Stress Psychophysiology

Purposes: 1. Influences of stress on biological changes



2. Stress and illness

        3. Relaxation technique: deep breathing

Content

Influences of Stress on Biological Changes

When we are dealing with stress, we have several biological changes, e.g. the autonomic nervous system and adrenal cortex system will increase secretion, heart rate and blood pressure will increase, pupils will dilate, muscles will become tense and perspiration will increase, the rate of breathing and metabolism will increase, glucose will increase, etc.

Stress and Illness

Stress can lead to the following illnesses: hypertension, coronary heart disease, ulcers, rheumatoid, etc. It can increase blood pressure and serum cholesterol. Moreover, stress can decrease the effectiveness of immunlogical system. Furthermore, stress can increase muscle tension and bracing, and thus causing headaches, backaches, neck and shoulder pain.

Relaxation Technique -- Deep Breathing

Before practising deep breathing, we have to ensure that the environment is quiet, the temperature and the light are suitable. We have to sit or lie on a comfortable position, turn off our mobile phone and pager, and then close our eyes.

Teacher and students can lie on the floor or sit in the chair, inhale a deep breath of air, hold it, and then use their mouth and nose to exhale the air slowly. Practise it for several times.

Activities

1. Two or three students can be divided into groups and discuss their biological reactions when they are under stressful situations.

2. Teacher explains the influences of stress on biological changes.

3. Teacher explains the illnesses caused by stress.

4. Practise deep breathing.

Teaching Materials

1. Literature: Stress Psychophysiology

2. Literature: Deep Breathing

3. Illustrated pictures: full index, 5-6

Lesson 3

Stress Intervention : Intrapersonal

Purposes: 1. Stress intervention: intrapersonal

         2. Positive and negative reactions towards stress

         3. Relaxation techniques: progressive relaxation technique

Content

Stress Intervention: Intrapersonal
First of all, we have to identify our personal stressors to be either routine stressors (experienced often) or unique stressors (seldom encountered). Then, eliminate unnecessary stressors. Reduce the noise level of the environment is also a way to reduce stress level.

Besides, we have to eat a balanced diet that provides a variety of nutrients (proteins, carbohydrates, fats, minerals, vitamins and water). We have to avoid the intake of pseudo stressors or sympathominetics, i.e. the food substances that can produce a stresslike response, e.g. tea, coffee, cola and chocolate. We have to limit the amount of saturated fats and alcohol; increase the amount of fiber and vegetables in our diet. We have to be more realistic about our weight because anorexia nervosa and bulimia may result from obsessive weight control. We have to add supplementary vitamins B and C during particular stressful situation.

Positive and Negative Reactions Towards Stress

We have to deal with stress positively -- be optimistic, handle the problem directly, are willing to solve it, search for new solution or seek help from others, do more exercise and take more rest in order to replenish yourself, and learn from failure. Conversely, we have to avoid negative reaction towards stress -- be pessimistic, be trapped by the problem, do not seek new solution or help, smoke, drink alcohol, drug abuse, and become depressed due to failure.

Relaxation Technique -- Progressive Relaxation Technique

When practising progressive relaxation, the environment should be free of noise, dime light and in room temperature. Switch off our mobile phone and pager, lie down or sit in a comfortable position, and then close our eyes. Students firstly contract a muscle group, feel the tension, and then relax that muscle group and feel the relaxation. They can follow the order of arms, faces, neck, shoulders, upper chest, stomach, lower back, hips, thighs and calves muscles.

Activities

1. Students can describe their methods of handling stress.

2. Teacher introduces intrapersonal stress intervention and the relationship between stress and nutrition.

3. Teacher introduces the positive and negative reactions towards stress.

4. Practise progressive relaxation technique.

Teaching Materials

1. Literature: Stress Intervention -- Intrapersonal

2. Literature: Attitudes in Dealing with Stress

3. Literature: Relaxation Technique -- Progressive Relaxation Technique

4. Illustrated pictures: full index, 7-21, 26-28

Lesson 4

Stress and Performance &

Stress Intervention -- Interpersonal

Purposes: 1. The relationship between stress and performance

        2. Stress intervention -- interpersonal

        3. Time management

        4. Relaxation technique -- progressive relaxation technique (revision)

Content

The Relationship between Stress and Performance

According to the inverted U theory, an individual will have an optimal performance under optimal level of arousal. The greater the arousal, the greater the deterioration of the performance. Teacher can use daily examples such as, examinations, sports competitions, and making a public speech to explain this relationship.

Stress Intervention -- Interpersonal

(1) Asserting yourself

It is important for us to express ourselves and have the courage to say no when we should, yes when we want to. Discuss with the students the basic human rights and the traditional incorrect assumptions.

(2) Resolve conflicts

We can easily resolve conflicts if we take time to listen to others, demonstrate an understanding of the person with whom we are in conflict, and try to work out alternative solutions.

(3) Communication

Communication skills will help people get along better with family, friends and co-workers with the result of being less stressful. To improve communication skills, we need to pay attention to both nonverbal and verbal communication.

(4) Social support networking

Social support is a sense of belonging, being accepted, being loved or being needed. Social support can be provided by family members, friends, lovers and or anyone. Social support can help protect an individual from the negative consequences of stress.

(5) Perception intervention:

It is important to be positive and change the negative self-talks to the positive one. In addition, if we have negative thoughts, we need to use thought stopping to reorganize our thinking.

Time Management

If we can manage our time well, it can eliminate putting ourselves in stressful situations. The following is some time management skills:

(1) Asserting how you spend your time -- find out how you spend your time and identify the time wasters, e.g. telephone calls, socializing meetings, indecision, lack of planning, worrying, watching television.

(2) Setting goals -- set the long term and short term goals, so that you have a clear sense of where to go. This will maximize the chance of achieving the goals.

(3) Prioritizing -- you can develop ABC lists to prioritize the activities.

A -- must be done

B -- like to do and need to be done

C -- like to do if you get all A & B lists' activities done

(4) Scheduling – after you prioritized the activities, you can then schedule them into the daily and weekly timetable.

(5) Saying “NO” – in order to prevent work overload, do not feel guilty to say “no” if necessary.

(6) Delegating – do not hesitate to seek help when you are short on time and overloaded, you may get others to do those things that do not need your personal attention but need to be done.

(7) Limiting interruptions – try to minimize interruptions such as telephone calls, visitors. Stick to your schedule as much as you can.

Relaxation Technique -- Progressive Relaxation Technique

(revision)

Activities
1. Teacher explains the relationship between stress and performance

2. Teacher introduces interpersonal stress intervention

3. Teacher introduces time management

4. Practise progressive relaxation technique

Teaching Materials

1. Literature: Stress and Performance

2. Literature: Stress Intervention – Interpersonal

3. Literature: Relaxation Technique – Progressive Relaxation Technique

4. Illustrated pictures: full index, 23-25

