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Helping Children and Parents Cope in 
a Time of Social Distancing

Webinar Presenters

Sheri Madigan, PhD, R.Psych, is an Associate 
Professor and the Canada Research Chair in 
Determinants of Child Development in the 
Faculty of Arts and the Owerko Centre at the 
Alberta Children’s Hospital Research Institute.

Nicole Racine, PhD, R.Psych, is an Alberta 
Innovates Postdoctoral Fellow and Clinical 
Supervisor in the Department of Psychology at 
the University of Calgary and the Alberta 
Children’s Hospital Research Institute.
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Webinar Objectives

The Science of Stress

Strategies for Coping 
with COVID19

iCOPE with COVID19 

Stress and COVID-19

Disruptions in routine

School/Child 

Care Closure

Reduced Social 
Interaction

Fear & Anxiety 

Financial Stress
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The Science of Stress

Seyle, 1993

DEMANDS

RESOURCES

• Stress alerts us to two things:
• We need to reduce demands
• We need to increase our resources

The Science of Stress

Seyle, 1993

DEMANDS

RESOURCES
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Types of Stress

COVID-19

Source: Harvard Centre for the Developing Child, 2020

SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS OF 
STRESS IN CHILDREN
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Signs + Symptoms 
of Stress in Young Children (0-5yrs)

• Disruptions in sleep or bad 
dreams

• Increased need for closeness
• Fear of being alone
• Disruptive behaviour (e.g., 

anger)
• Emotionally sensitive, more 

crying than usual 

Signs + Symptoms 
of Stress in Children (6-12 years)

• Shifts in sleep or nightmares
• Physical symptoms (e.g., 

headaches, stomach-aches)
• Withdrawal from family or friends
• Difficulties paying attention or 

focusing
• Emotionally sensitive, easily upset
• Regressing to bed wetting or baby 

talk
• Irritability
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Signs + Symptoms 
of Stress in Teens (13-17 years)

• Physical symptoms (e.g. headaches)

• Changes in sleep or appetite

• Agitation, irritability

• Decreases in energy

• Isolating from peers, withdrawal

Strategies for Talking to 
Kids about COVID19
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Q: How should parents talk 
to their kids about 

COVID19?

Answer: 
In children ~3-6

“There’s a germ going around, 
which is making people sick. 

We know that the best way to 
keep people safe from the 

sickness is to wash our hands a 
lot, and guess what, the 

doctors say we should sing 
some songs while we do that!”
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Answer: 
Older Children and Teens

Have more in-depth 
discussions about why it’s 

important to wash our 
hands and to avoid touching 

our face. 
Explain that the virus lives 
on surfaces and is easily 

passed to others. It has the 
potential to make us sick, 
and others around us sick. 

Q: Will talking 
about COVID-19 

increase my 
child’s anxiety?
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Answer: “Name it to 
tame it” 

Once worries are 
identified and discussed 

(i.e. named) and a 
concrete coping plan is 
devised, worries tend to 
decrease versus increase 

(i.e. tamed).

Q: How can I help 
reduce my children’s 
anxiety and worry 
about COVID-19?
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Answer: Encourage 
parents to:

Use age appropriate 
language - “a new germ 
that we don’t know very 

much about”

Use coping focused
language - “we are doing 
everything we can to keep 

from getting sick”

Answer: Encourage 
parents to:

Avoid voicing emotional 
alarm in front of children

Avoid exposing children to 
alarming news coverage
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Answer: Encourage 
parents to:

Talk about the family’s plans 
to stay healthy (e.g., 

washing hands, avoiding 
large groups) 

Reassure them that very few 
children have been sick 

and if they have been, their 
symptoms have been mild.

Answer: Encourage 
parents to:

Stick to regular 
activities and routines

for things like meals, 
naps, baths and 

bedtime. This increases 
much needed 

predictability for kids.
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Promoting Resilience 
in Children and Teens

Resilience: Adaptation in the face of 
adversity. It is not an individual trait or 
characteristic but rather reflects "the 
capacity of an individual to adapt to 
challenges based on their connections to 
other people and systems around them." 
-Ann Masten 2018

Source: Alberta Family Wellness Initiative 

Positive Supports
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HOW CAN WE HELP KIDS BE RESILIENT?

Patience, tolerance, 
reassurance

Supportive discussions

Maintain routines,
Structure, and limits

Engaging, 
calming 

activities

Reduce Media Exposure

• Social connection with friends and family through 
video-chat or phone calls

• Outdoor time (e.g., walking)
• Brainstorm ideas for activities, routines, projects 
• Explore online resources (e.g. meditation, skill 

learning) 
• Practice gratitude and mindfulness
• Become “helpers” and engage in the 

“caremongering” movement

Strategies to Help Kids Reduce Stress 
and Promote Coping
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Specific Strategies for 
Teens

Development 
of executive 

functions

Identity 
formation

Reliance on 
PeersInfallibility

Differentiation 

Adolescent Development
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Strategies for Helping Teens Cope

(1)Empathize  
(2)Express concern
(3)Use data and emphasize impact on others
(4)Foster autonomy “what’s your plan”?
(5)Support brainstorming and idea generation

?
QUESTIONS
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Parental Stress and Mental 
Illness
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Factors that Promote Coping in Parents

Parent

Coping

Maintain 
Your 

Routines

Self-
Compassion

Realistic 
expectations

Social 
Support

Set Time 
Aside for 
Yourself

Identifying effective 
self-care 
strategies
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?
QUESTIONS
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Child and Adolescent Mental 
Health During COVID-19 

Golberstein et al., 2020; JAMA Pediatrics; Lee, 2020; Lancet

83% of children/youth reported worsened conditions

26% unable to access mental health support

iCOPE with COVID-19: 
Meeting a Community Need
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iCOPE with COVID-
19: Key Elements

• Targets anxiety and emotional distress 
due to COVID-19

• Ages 7-17 years
• Incorporates CBT, ACT, and DBT 

strategies
• “The Coping Toolbox”

• Relaxation Tools, Thinking Tools, 
Action/Emotion Tools

• Weekly homepractice
• Child and Therapist manuals 
• 4 PhD student therapists, weekly group 

supervision

iCOPE with COVID-19: 3 
Modules

Session 1: Psychoeducation, Introduce Coping 
Tool-Box, Relaxation Tools, Goal Setting, 
Homepractice

Session 2: Thinking Tools (e.g., Switch that 
thought, challenging worry thoughts), 
Homepractice

Session 3: Emotion and Action Tools (e.g., Riding 
the rollercoaster, distraction, emotion regulation), 
Review, Coping Card
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iCOPE with 
COVID-19: Session 
1

• Psychoeducation about 
COVID-19

• Introduce Coping Toolbox
• What tools do they 

already have?
• Teach belly 

breathing/diaphragmatic 
breathing

• Goal Setting
• Homepractice

iCOPE with COVID-19: Session 1

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gLbK0o9Bk7Q

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gLbK0o9Bk7Q
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4f49jCdKTWc

iCOPE with COVID-
19: Session 2
• Review Homepractice
• Relaxation Tools (e.g., PMR, guided 

imagery)
• Action Tools (e.g., fun activities, 

good sleep)
• Thinking Tools

• Switch That Thought!
• Name It To Tame It!
• Externalize the Thought (e.g. 

COVID Bully)
• Homepractice

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4f49jCdKTWc
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iCOPE with COVID-19: 
Session 3

• Review Homepractice
• Emotion Tools
• Use Your 5 Senses
• The worry rollercoaster
• DISTACT Tools
• “Act As If” and “Be a Reporter”
• Do good, feel good
• My Bubble of Control

• Coping Card and Plan for Future

iCOPE with COVID-19: Next 
Steps

• Currently undergoing research evaluation 
• Pre- and Post evaluation measures for parents and 

children
• Scale and share intervention where possible
• PsyClinic@ucalgary.ca

mailto:PsyClinic@ucalgary.ca?subject=UCalgary%20Psychology%20Clinic%20Inquiry
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Concluding Messages

• Children can experience stress related 
to changes and shifts in their 
environment as a result of COVID-19. 

• Coping strategies and support from 
parents can help buffer these impacts.

• Parent stress reduction and self-care 
are important priorities

• “iCOPE with COVID19” can help 
children adapt and cope

?
QUESTIONS


