[image: image1.jpg]ASU 101





Stress Management Introduction: Karen Moses
Welcome to the ASU:101 Stress Management module.  The purpose of this module is to promote ASU students’ well-being and academic success.  Through this module, you will have the opportunity to describe what stress is, recognize your own stress symptoms and responses, and identify some new ways to prevent overload and manage stress.

This module is designed as an introduction, and going through this brief presentation will not by itself prevent overload or manage stress for you.  For the concepts in this course to become effective, you will need to assess the role of stress for you in your life, commit to addressing stress in your life, and practice the techniques presented in this module.

My name is Karen Moses, and I am the Director of Wellness and Health Promotion located on the Tempe campus.  I will be your instructor for the first part of this course.

To begin, most individuals have experienced stress within their lives.  However, if asked to define stress, it may be challenging to find the most appropriate words.  It is important to understand that stress is a natural and manageable part of life.  The word stress is derived from the Latin word strictus, meaning hardship, adversity, or affliction.  It later evolved into estress in Old French, and stresse, with an E at the end, in Middle English.


Stress is the way in which we react physically, mentally, and/or emotionally to various conditions, changes, and demands of life.  Walter Buchanan, a physiologist at Harvard, began the groundwork for the modern meaning of stress, and in 1932, defined it as the fight or flight syndrome.  The stress we experience is rooted in the fight or flight response, during which our bodies undergo physical changes that prepare us to respond to an exciting or dangerous situation.  Once the situation has passed or is under control, our stress response subsides, allowing us to relax.  However, the constant demands of academic or personal life can prevent us from becoming fully relaxed and can lead to stress overload.

Hun Salie, the first major researcher of stress, described stress as a non-specific response of the body to any demand made upon it, whether it was caused by, or results in, pleasant or unpleasant conditions.  

The concept of stress gained further understanding through Hun Salie’s work with the general adaptation syndrome, or GAS.  The general adaptation syndrome has three stage: the alarm stage, resistant stage, and exhaustion stage.  For more information about the general adaptation syndrome, please open up the Notes section located to the right of the screen.

Stress can also be described through other definitions.  For example, stress is the physiological and psychological state of disruption caused by the presence of an unanticipated, disruptive, or stimulating event, or, in more simple terms, stress is when you do not have the ability or skills to deal with things that you see as frightening or unpleasant; for example, taking a test that you did not study for.

Stress can result from positive or negative situations.  Hun Salie discovered that the same arousal response, also known as the stress response, can be evoked by either type of situation.  Distress is a type of stress that results from unpleasant events or conditions.  The word distress comes from the Latin dis, meaning bad, such as in the word displeasure.  An example of distress is failing a test in a class, whereas eustress is the type of stress that results from pleasant events or conditions.  The word eustress comes from the Latin eu, meaning good, such as in the word euphoria.  An example of eustress is planning and preparing to go home for a holiday.  Both of these types of situations place extra demands on the body, and your body will respond to those changes, whether they are from positive or negative experiences.

It is important to pay attention to how our bodies respond when presented with stressful situations.  When we are stressed, our bodies respond in specific ways.  Initially, it is the physical response that you typically experience when you encounter stressors, but a broader understanding of the stress response includes the physical, cognitive, or thinking, emotional, or feeling, and behavioral, or acting, responses to stress.

As mentioned earlier, Walter Buchanan, at the turn of the century, was the first to describe the fight or flight response.  When presented with a stressful situation, the body responds with many physiological changes, collectively termed the fight or flight response.  In evolutionary terms, the symptoms are an indication that the body is getting ready to meet a perceived physical threat, and must react immediately to the danger by either fighting it off or fleeing from the situation.

In prehistoric times, for example, the best response to seeing a large animal coming your way would be to either fight the animal or to run away from it.  In modern times, the same type of stress response exists, only we are responding to modern threats or dangers, known as stressors.  The body’s immediate reaction is the same, whether it is responding to a distress or eustress situation.

Take a moment and think about the following.  What do you notice going on in your body physically when something startles you?  Do you notice an increase in your heart rate, in your blood pressure, a tightening of the muscles, a headache, rapid breathing, or hyperventilation, increased perspiration, cold hands or feet, feelings of nausea, like butterflies in your stomach?

These and other responses make up your fight or flight response.  For other possible physiological responses, please open up the Notes section located to the right of the screen.

Next, we will discuss the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses to stress.  As depicted in the triangle, thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are interrelated.  It is important to understand how they interact.  

What is a thought?  A thought is what you think, a cognition.  Thoughts can be past, present, or future focused.  Thoughts not only influence your feelings and behaviors, but they also are influenced by feelings, behaviors, and other thoughts.

What is a feeling?  A feeling is what you experience in your body, an emotion.  Often, thoughts are confused with feelings.  Feelings are always in the present.  Most feelings can fit into one of the following four categories: glad, mad, sad, or bad.  Feelings not only influence your thoughts and behaviors, but are also influenced by your thoughts, behaviors, and other feelings.

What is a behavior?  A behavior is what you do, an action.  Behaviors not only influence feelings and thoughts, but are also influenced by feelings, thoughts, and other behaviors.

Take a moment and think about the following.  What do you notice going on emotionally when you experience stress?  How does this affect your thoughts?  You may have identified any and all of the following, which are potential emotional or psychological responses to an acute stress.  For example, having difficulty focusing and concentrating; increased anxiety; frustration; short temper; feeling angry; general irritability; feeling out of control or overwhelmed; or restlessness, for example.

A range of stress-related symptoms, from stress to distress, is very common, and likely will be experienced by many students.  Most ASU students experience stress-related symptoms, such as feeling overwhelmed, feeling exhausted, not from physical activity, and feeling very sad.  Such feelings are common in college life, and many students are able to manage their stress and reduce these stress symptoms.

This graph illustrates the percentage of ASU students who experience symptoms along the continuum from stress to distress.  The maroon area represents students who have reported feeling a particular symptom in the last school year, and the gold area represents students who have reported feeling a particular symptom more than ten times in the last school year.  What you’ll notice is that most students’ symptoms are on the stress side of the continuum.

Some students struggle more with stress and experience feelings of distress, such as feeling so depressed, it is difficult to function, and some students may seriously consider and/or attempt suicide.  These feelings are not common, and are an indication that the student is in need of support and assistance from friends, family, and from professional staff.  For more information about the American College Health Association’s National College Health Assessment, please open up the Notes section located to the right of the screen.

Next, I will discuss the body’s relaxation response.  Basically, when your body’s relaxed, it reverses the effects of the stress response.  Sleep is one of the body’s main relaxation mechanisms to bring the body back into homeostasis, or its state of balance.  It serves two functions: conservation of energy and restoration of energy.  Most adults require seven to nine hours of sleep per night.  When sleep is disturbed, we are not able to conserve and restore energy efficiently.  Therefore, it can exacerbate or intensify the stress response.  

It is important to note that the quality of sleep has an influence on the physical, emotional, intellectual, and social well-being of a person.  You might be interested in learning how ASU students rate their quality of sleep.  Only 27.6 percent of ASU students reported that they got enough sleep so that they felt rested when they woke up in the morning on at least five days of the previous week, and 40.5 percent woke up feeling rested on only two or fewer days of the previous week.  In other words, most students did not get enough sleep.

Poor sleep quality can have a negative influence on academic performance.  61.4 percent of ASU students reported experiencing sleep difficulties during the last school year, and of these students, 40 percent reported that sleep difficulties impeded their academic performance.

Stress that is continuous, or builds up over time and is not managed effectively, can have serious consequences to your health and overall quality of life.  If not managed effectively, stress has the potential to result in chronic physiological responses.  For many people, stress manifests as chronic pain or tightness of the upper or lower back muscles.  For others, it produces a change in appetite; for example, eating too much, or not having much of an appetite.  For others, stress produces a change in sleep pattern; for example, sleeping too much or having difficulty falling asleep or staying asleep.  

For others, stress produces a weakened immune system, which can result in frequent colds, flu, or other illnesses.  Aches and pains, such as tension or migraine headaches, can also be the result of stress, and stress can increase risk for certain diseases and conditions, like asthma, hypertension, ulcers, coronary heart disease, rheumatoid arthritis, or temporal mandibular joint syndrome, known as TMJ.  This condition affects the jaw joint.  Unmanaged stress can lead individuals to clench or grind their teeth, either during the day or at night during sleep.  This can cause pressure on the muscle tissues and other structures that surround the jaw, which can result in popping sounds in the jaw, inability to fully open the mouth, and jaw pain.  This, in turn, can lead to headaches, toothaches, or other types of facial pain.

If not managed effectively, stress also has the potential to result in chronic psychological or emotional responses.  Individuals may have difficulty focusing and concentrating on the task at hand, be it an assignment for a class or studying for an exam.  Individuals may experience mood changes, anxiety, or panic attacks, and unmanaged stress may lead to depression, and possibly to suicidal thoughts.

So how does stress affect you in college?  Survey results show that 80.8 percent of ASU students experiences stress during the last school year, and of these, 39 percent reported stress had impeded their academic performance.  Overall, almost 32 percent of ASU students reported that stress impeded their academic performance, either by receiving a lower grade on an exam or important project, receiving a lower grade in the course, or by receiving an incomplete or having to drop the course.  

Although not all students reported that stress affected their academic performance, stress-related behaviors and conditions are in the top ten of 32 health conditions reported by ASU students as factors impeding their academic performance.  These factors include being over-committed; sleep difficulties; concern for a troubled friend or family member; relationship difficulties; depression; anxiety, seasonal affective disorder; and financial concerns.

To view the actual percentages of students that reported each of these factors, please view the Notes section to the right of the screen.

ASU survey results are consistent with national data that indicate 32 percent of American college students experienced stress as an academic impediment within the last school year.  The ranking of stress as one of the top health issues affecting academic performance has also been consistent over time.  ASU students have ranked stress at the top since the Year 2000.  The percentage has also increased over time, from 27.2 percent in the Year 2000, to almost 32 percent in 2006.  

Thirty-five percent of ASU students also report that being over-committed affected their academic performance, and when asked how over-committed affected their stress levels, about 35 percent reported that being over-committed had a high effect on their stress levels.

What stresses college students?  Stressors are the things that make us stressed.  They are the demands from the internal and external environment that have the potential to produce stress.  Stressors are factors or events, real or imagined, that elicit a state of stress.  Both real and imagined situation can trigger the same stress response.

Stressors are generally divided into two classes.  First are discrete major stressful life events, such as being in a car accident, and second are ongoing, everyday, chronic stressors, such as having to study for an exam, having to look for a job to pay for tuition, while also preparing for an upcoming camping weekend.  Some types of stressors are the kind we can do very little to prevent, such as illness or the death of a friend or family member, for example.  When we encounter these stressors, it is very helpful to already have good practice using effective stress management tools.  It makes coping with hard times more manageable.

Many sources of stress for students fall under the following headings: school, time, money, and relationships.  Additional sources include leaving home and balancing different roles.  

Examples of school as a source of stress include experiencing test anxiety before exams, deciding what path to follow scholastically, choosing a major, or focusing on grades.  An example of time as a source of stress includes not having enough time to complete all the things that you want to or have to get done.  

Examples of money as a source of stress include searching for a job to help pay bills, having to work a lot of hours to pay for everyday expenses, or worrying about how to pay tuition each semester.  Examples of relationships as a source of stress include learning how to live with a new roommate or engaging in a new or existing relationship with a significant other.  

Additional sources of stress may include leaving home and balancing different roles.  Examples of leaving home as a source of stress include feeling homesick for a home-cooked meal or sleeping in your own bed, or missing friends, family, and pets from home.

Examples of balancing different roles as source of stress include balancing different roles as an employee or a supervisor at work, being a brother or sister to siblings at home, being a child to your parents, being a friend to others, and being a student at school.  

Most common stressors that ASU students reported as having high or very high effect on their stress level within the last year include academic responsibilities, being over-committed, financial concerns, romantic relationships, and work commitments.  You may view the actual percentages of students that reported each of these factors in the Notes section.

Prior to engaging in this module, you were asked to complete the college student’s stressful event checklist.  Please have this in front of you.  Please review the items you identified experiencing within the last year, as well as your overall score.  Was your score less than 100, between 100 and 200, greater than 300?  Holmes and Ray, the researchers and authors of this checklist, found that the higher the stress score, the more likely one was to experience illness within the upcoming year.  For example, someone with a stress score of 300 or greater was almost certain to have an illness requiring time off from work or school within the next year.

Your score, or how many stressors you’ve experienced alone, do not indicate whether you will have an illness.  A person that has a high stress score, but has learned to manage his or her stress responses, will be less likely to experience an illness, compared to someone who has not yet learned to manage stress levels effectively.

This activity is meant to help you identify your stressors and to become more aware of the role that stress plays in your life.

Believe it or not, stress can be good for you.  Stress can be looked at on a continuum, from very low stress to very high stress.  As with any things, the extremes are the unhealthy experiences.  High stress can be described as too much stress, or a stress overload, and may be indicated by irritability, feeling overwhelmed, feeling burned out, and perhaps by an illness.  Moderate stress can be described as balanced stress, or just the right amount of stress, and may be indicated by productivity, energy, happiness, creativity, and health.  Low stress can be described as too little stress, and indicated by boredom, tiredness, unhappiness, restlessness, and potential illness.

Sometimes, we get used to being under a lot of stress.  In this case, the threshold for stress inches up and up until it seems that feeling overwhelmed or exhausted is normal.

The Yerkes-Dodson law specifies that too little or too much stress is not helpful, but a moderate level of stress encourages peak performance.  Stress can be motivating and energizing.  For example, stress about school can motivate you to study to achieve the grades you desire.  Being strapped for money can motivate you to work harder to get a promotion to a better-paying job.  Experienced conflict in a relationship can motivate you to develop better communication skills.  Having a busy schedule can motivate you to prioritize and clear up your calendar for the important things in life.

The next step in this course is for you to discover your stress symptoms so that you will be able to prepare for stressful times and learn to manage stress through various strategies.  How do you know you are stressed?  Stress affects many areas of health and well-being.  

We have already discussed the effects of stress on the body.  Stress also impacts the mind and spirit.  A stress trigger is anything that causes any part of the stress response.  Stress cues are your first warning that a stress reaction is occurring, or is about to occur.  It is important for everyone to be able to identify common stress triggers, or stress-causing situations, the cues to the stress reaction, and measures to prevent the stress reaction or to manage the stress reaction.

The following activity is designed to help you identify your stress cues.  How do you know you’re under stress?  Are you managing stress well, or can you identify areas you would like to improve?  Please complete the Identify Your Stress Cues worksheet.  This worksheet is available as an attachment in this module.  Please pause the audio and print it, if you have not done so already.  Once you have printed, please press Play and complete the following steps.


Step one, circle the symptoms you usually notice when you are under a lot of stress.  Step two, think about the following questions.  Do you experience stress more through your mental, physical, or spiritual or emotional side?  Is there a progression from one cue area to another?  Are most of your cues concentrated in one area, or spread across two or three of these areas?

Step three, put a star next to the symptoms you have noticed over the last one or two weeks.  Step four, think about the following questions.  Have you experienced a great deal of stress symptoms in the last two weeks?  What could you do to relieve your current stress load so that you can be your very best?  Is there anything that surprised you in completing this activity?

Once you know what your stress symptoms are, you have identified your cues to action.  For example, perhaps your stress threshold is at its maximum.  You wake up in the middle of the night, finding yourself grinding your teeth.  This serves as a reminder to ask yourself what do I need to change to reduce my stress levels, or what could I do to manage my stress better?  It’s a problem-solving cue.  Your stress symptoms are your cues to action.

Your stress symptoms can cue you in to the fact that you are stressed, and help you to determine whether you’re handling stress well.  Knowing how you react to stress can help you find the appropriate stress management technique more quickly.

Part 2 of the Stress Management module will provide you with specific ways to apply your understanding of stress.  Please continue by opening up Part 2, ASU:101 Stress Management module.

[End of Audio]
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