
Common Stress Symptoms by Age Level 
Stress symptoms may vary with the developmental stage of the student. Observing typical 
behavior during typical school days will help distinguish between normal developmental 
behaviors and those associated with crisis. 

Stress Symptoms in Elementary Students 

• Nonspecific physical symptoms, aches, and pains 

• Irritability 

• Sadness 

• Heightened fearfulness 

• Anger, aggression, tantrums 

• Increased need for attention 

• Clinginess, whining 

• Poor concentration 

• Withdrawal from friends and activities 

• Sleep difficulties, including nightmares 

• Bed wetting, thumb sucking, baby talk 

• Appetite changes 

Stress Symptoms in Middle and High School Students 

• Physical complaints such as headaches and stomachaches 

• Poor school performance 

• Withdrawal and isolation from friends or an increased interest in being with friends 

• Sleep disturbances 

• Appetite changes 

• Increased anger and conflict with parents and peers 

• Excessive fear and worry 

• Agitation 

• Lack of energy and apathy 

 



• Acting out, irresponsible or delinquent behavior 

• Poor concentration 

• Feelings of helplessness, hopelessness, and disenchantment 

How Adults Can Help When Children Are Stressed 

• Share the facts in a calm and caring manner. 

• Provide a vehicle for expressing fears and anxiety, such as journal writing or drawing. 

• Ensure that the information you give is appropriate to the developmental level and is stated in a 
vocabulary the child(ren) can understand. 

• Clarify misconceptions and restate information as necessary. 

• Allow opportunities to talk about the situation; listen closely to fears and concerns. 

• Control panic among your children by remaining calm yourself. 

• Be flexible and allow time in your routine to address concerns as they arise. 

• Reassure children that their emotions are normal responses to an abnormal situation; to some 
extent, every one of us is afraid; it’s all right to be afraid and to talk about it. 

• Acknowledge that there is some uncertainty about what will happen next, but many adults are 
working together to ensure everyone’s safety. 

• Ask children what they have done in the past to help them through difficult times; list them and 
encourage the use of these strategies. 

• Talk about how children can support one another. 

• Encourage children to make healthy choices in what they eat and drink and to allow more time 
for sleep and relaxation. 

• Tell children that it is okay to turn off the TV or to change the channel so that they don’t 
become overloaded with crisis information. 

• Help children identify any positive outcomes from the crisis (such as school/community 
support or activism). 

• Be alert for children whose reactions seem especially intense or unusual; consult with the 
school counselor if you have concerns or questions. 

• Remind children that teasing and taunting people about the crisis will not be tolerated. 

• Assure children that they will be all right and that life will continue. 


