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Objectives
◦ Discuss the challenges that families are facing due to the COVID-19 pandemic

◦ Normalize the adjustments that parents are having to make 

◦ Discuss children’s responses to the changes and how to support them

◦ Help parents to understand behaviours that they may be finding challenging

◦ Give parents a simple guideline to follow in responding to the behaviours they find 
challenging 

◦ Help parents to be aware of their own emotional state and discuss 3 strategies to work on 
maintaining their own calm
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PARENT’S 
CHALLENGES
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Does this feel 
familiar?
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CHILDREN’S 
RESPONSES TO THE 

CHANGES

5

The Dandelion and The Orchid:  Why Some Children 
Struggle and How All Can Thrive – W. Thomas Boyce, 
M.D.
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What about the orchids?
◦ Will benefit from gentle reassurance but not TOO much reassurance

◦ Will benefit from acknowledgment of feelings

◦ Will benefit from age-appropriate honesty

◦ May benefit from social stories (email me if you would like me to send some of these)

◦ May need extra cuddles

◦ May show some regressive behaviours e.g. baby talk, refusing to do things that they were 
previously doing independently 
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BEHAVIOURS THAT 
PARENTS MAY FIND 

CHALLENGING
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Challenging Behaviours
◦ Repeated requests

◦ Regressions/not doing things that they are able to do

◦ Annoying behaviours e.g. whining, screaming, demanding, hair and clothing 
chewing

◦ Repetitive noises e.g. humming, throat clearing
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Challenging Behaviours cont. 
◦ Meltdowns

◦ Verbal aggression 

◦ Physical aggression

◦ “Silly/naughty” behaviours e.g. pouring water on the floor, drawing on the table
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Children’s 
Brains are Still 
Developing
◦ Prefrontal cortex is 

responsible for 
behavioural inhibition, 
impulse control, 
emotional regulation

◦ Emotional brain is where 
the thumb is

◦ Once we “flip our lids” 
we can no longer think 
rationally

◦ Your job as parent 
becomes to CALM THE 
STORM
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PREVENTION
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Manage Worry and Stress
◦ Children are often very in tune with their caregivers feelings

◦ Think about what you talk about and how when you are around them (some children 
are more apt to listen when you don’t think they are than others)

◦ Think about what they might see or hear in news reports

◦ More on managing parental stress later…..
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Routines
◦ Many children benefit from routine and predictability but that doesn’t mean that we 

need rigid schedules. 

◦ If a school like schedule works for your family, by all means do it

◦ However if it causes more stress, consider having certain goals for the day or for 
younger children going with the flow

◦ Setting routines to start and end the “school day” can be helpful e.g. O Canada or a 
morning song and then an end of the day song.  
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Screen Time 
◦ Predictability helps i.e. only at certain times of the day

◦ Joining your child at the end of a video/video game and talking about it can help to 
transition them off

◦ Older children can be given a set amount of time and choose when to use it (within 
certain hours)

◦ Be kind to yourself, everyone’s situation is different at the moment

16

School Work
◦ Remember that the K program is a play-based curriculum

◦ Remember that older children are often working in small groups, brainstorming with 
peers

◦ Children often perform better for others e.g. teachers than their parents

◦ Set small goals with associated rewards

◦ Take a problem-solving approach when your child won’t do school work.  What is the 
issue?  Talk about it and try and find some middle ground
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RESPONDING TO 
BEHAVIOURS YOU 

FIND CHALLENGING
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The Traffic Light Model

Praise

Ignore

Intervene
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Specifically praise behaviours you 
want to see more of
◦ Asking nicely
◦Waiting 
◦ Sharing
◦ Doing something when asked or even without being asked
◦Calming down
◦ Persevering (keeping trying)

◦ Try it on your partner too 😉
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Ignore – Annoying Behaviours
◦ Pulling faces
◦ Swearing
◦ Screaming
◦ Chewing clothing and hair
◦ Ignoring you

◦ Act like you didn’t see/hear it
◦ Give back attention as soon as the behavior stops/starts
◦ Praise the opposite
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Intervene – Hurting self, others or 
property, major rule violations
◦ Upstairs brain is offline > your job becomes to calm yourself and them

◦ Move people and property away from them if necessary

◦ Give the message and actions “I am not going to let you hurt me/him”

◦ Get down on their level if they won’t hurt you

◦ What do I want my child to learn, how and when will they best learn it?

◦ Save consequences for after the storm, make them natural if possible 

◦ Problem-solve for future situations
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MANAGING 
PARENTAL STRESS
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Managing Parental Stress
◦ Developing Awareness of your own 

stress response

◦ Where do you hold stress in your body?

◦ Deep breaths / mindfulness.  Calm your 
own stress response

◦ What grates on your nerves and why

◦ Challenging and reframing your 
thinking (internal dialogue) 

◦ Imagine there is a video camera 
watching how you behave
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Enlist Grandparents and Others
◦ Read stories

◦ Play games over video
◦ I spy

◦ Hangman

◦ Draw a picture and have the other one guess what it is
◦ Tell the other one what to draw

◦ 20 questions

◦ Tic-tac-toe
◦ Charades (animal charades for younger children)
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Games to Play While Lying Down
◦ Guess what’s on my bum

◦ Draw me

◦ Paleontologist 

◦ Airplane rides
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Conclusion

◦ Questions?

◦ Email me if you would like copies of children’s stories about COVID-19

◦ Email me for appointments

drjemmahelfman@gmail.com
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