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ABSTRACT

Children’s experiences of stress and coping have been underexplored in
comparison to studies with adults and adolescents. Of those studies that have been
conducted on children, many have utilised checklists originally developed by and for
adults or adolescents or developed for children without consulting with them. It is only
relatively recently that children have begun to be consulted about issues that concern
them. While there have been studies exploring specific aspects of children’s lives, there
is no evidence of a study that has asked children, living around a country, not in known
stressful situations, to talk about their stress and coping. There has been no prior

research of this nature undertaken in New Zealand.

This study explores New Zealand/Aotearoa® children’s experiences of stress and
coping in their lives. A total number of 171 children, aged 8 to 12, from 29 schools
throughout the country, were invited to take part in the study. There were two phases of
data collection and the second phase included the administration of a coping checklist
which was developed out of the data from Phase One. Overall 62 participants engaged
in an individual interview and the rest took part in focus groups of primarily four children
each. Discussion was facilitated using informal guidelines and all the individual
interviews and focus groups were audio-taped, transcribed and analysed using a

Constructivist Grounded Theory methodology.

Four categories of stress and 29 stressors were identified, the majority of which
cluster around children’s two primary contexts, the school and family. The results
demonstrate that many of the challenges children identify are linked to the stress
experienced by the significant adults in their lives including their teachers but primarily,
their parents. While they could identify what their parents and other significant adults in

their lives find stressful, they were unsure, and in some cases doubtful, that adults were

! Aotearoa — Maori word for ‘New Zealand’



aware of what children find stressful or if they could identify the signs that a child was
experiencing stress. The 20 coping strategies that were identified were ordered into four
categories of coping with the primary modality being internal behavioural or cognitive

strategies.

Children have explicit and articulate views on what they experience as stressful;
how they are vicariously affected by global stressors and what they perceive the
significant adults in their lives experience as stressful. Most children have a broad
range of coping strategies that they can utilise and most identified their mother as part
of their support system. There are challenges however, when stressors are experienced
in the family and children have to rely heavily on their internal coping strategies. The
small number of children, who could not identify a close family member or a member of

the school personnel as support, were noticeable in their vulnerability.

The participants provide valuable insight into the world of childhood and inform
us as to what is needed to ensure as strong a mental health foundation as possible so
that they emerge into adolescence and adulthood able to participate as fully and

effectively as possible.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION 1

CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW 7
Introduction 7
Why should we be concerned about stress and coping in children’s lives? 9
Resilience 12
Children’s mental health in context 14
The connection between stressful life events, coping and mental health 15
Stress and coping 19
Studies on stress and coping 22
Studies with children 24
Studies with children on stress 26
Studies with children on coping 36
The impact of stress on children 41
Why this study? 42
What is this study then? 43

CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY 45
Introduction 45
The postmodernist position of the researcher in a Constructivist study 46
The needs of the respondents 48
The journey towards a methodology 51

The choice of Constructivist Grounded Theory as methodology 52

CHAPTER FOUR



METHODS 56
Introduction 56
Research design 56
- Information sheets 57
- Consent and Assent forms 58
Participation selection processes common to both phases of the study 59
- Schools 59
- Principals and Boards of Trustees 65
Data collection processes common to both phases of the study 69
Data collection tools common to both phases of the study 72
PHASE1l 72
Research settings 73
Participant demographics 74
Participant cultural demographics 75
Data collection processes and tools 76
Data analysis 77
PHASE2 78
Research settings 78
Participant demographics 79
Participant cultural demographics 80
Data collection processes and tools 81
Data analysis 82
Overall school and participant demographics 82
Overall participant cultural demographics 83

Summary 83

CHAPTER FIVE
RESULTS — WHAT CHILDREN FIND STRESSFUL 85
Introduction 85
Initial definitions of stress 85

i. Emotions connected to stress 86



li.  Causes of stress and the emotional effects 86

lil.  Outcomes of stress 87

Iv.  Physical locations and manifestations of stress 88

v. Coping with stress 88

vi.  Metaphors for stress 88

Common stressors 89
1. School stressors 90

Bullying 90
Anxiety about schoolwork 95
When teachers are stressed and unavailable 98
Giving speeches at school 100
Homework 100

2. Interpersonal stressors 102
Feeling like you can'’t trust your friends 103
Being left out 104
Fear of punishment 105
Being confused by what adults say and what they do 108
When your opinion isn’t important 110

3. Family stressors 112
When parents are stressed 113
Adults fighting and arguing 115
Worrying about separation and divorce 119
Parents separating/divorced 121
Not being able to talk to parents 123
Not enough time with parents 125
Not being listened to 127
When parents expect too much 129
Parents treating children differently/unfairness 130
Problems with siblings 131
Death of family members 134
Death of apet 136



Moving 138

4. Intrapersonal stressors 139

Having no-one to talk to

Fear of being alone 141

140

When nobody tells you what’s happening 142

Worrying about what’s going on in the world 143
147

Worrying about my future

Feeling stressed and not knowing the reason 148

Summary statement 149

CHAPTER SIX

RESULTS — HOW CHILDREN COPE WITH STRESS

Introduction 151
Identifying coping strategies 152
Exploring the coping strategies 153

- Talking as a coping strategy 154

- A combination of external and internal coping strategies

External coping strategies 159

- Family 159

- Friends 164

- Teachers 165

- Other adults 167
Internal coping strategies 168

- Cognitive 168

- Behavioural 171
Without any strategies 174
The question of effectiveness 176

Concluding statement 177

CHAPTER SEVEN
DISCUSSION, STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS

178

151

156

Vil



Introduction 178

School 178

Interpersonal 183

Family 186

Intrapersonal 197

Coping 200

Strengths of the study 207
Limitations of the study 213
Opportunities for further analysis 215
Summary statements 216

CHAPTER EIGHT
RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 217
Introduction 217

Children 218

Adults in general 219

Family 221

School personnel 223

The school 224

Teacher education 224
Community 227

Ministries and policy makers 228
Research 230

Overall conclusions 233

Concluding comments from children 235

APPENDICES 236

REFERENCES 250

viii



LIST OF APPENDICES

APPENDIX A

Information sheet for school principals and Boards of Trustees............................. 236
APPENDIX B

Information sheet for parents and caregivers of children asked to take

part in the study (FOCUS Group). .. ..o 237
APPENDIX C

Information sheet for parents and caregivers of children asked to take

part in the sStudy (INTEIVIEW). ... ... 238
APPENDIX D

Information sheet for children (fOCUS group)..........ooevuiiiiiiiiii e 239
APPENDIX E

Information sheet for children (interview)............ccooiiiiii e, 240
APPENDIX F

Consent form for school principals and/or Boards of Trustees.....................coeeee. 241
APPENDIX G

Consent form for parentS/Car€giVers. ........c.oueirieii e, 242
APPENDIX H

Assent form for Children........ ... 243
APPENDIX |

Sticker for envelope containing information, consent and assent forms.................. 244
APPENDIX J

Request t0 CONAUCT FE€SEArCh. ..o e, 245
APPENDIX K

Covering explanatory letter from school to parents/caregivers.............................. 246
APPENDIX L

Discussion guidelines for fOCUS QroUPS........civiniiiiii e 247
APPENDIX M

Discussion guidelines for INtervieWs. ... ..o 248



APPENDIX N
‘When life is stressful...” checklist



LIST OF TABLES

3.1 Examples of children’s Needs.........ccoeiiiiiiii e 50
4.1 Response to request to conduct research in schools......................ooin 65
4.2  Phase 1 Research setting demographiCs.............ocoiiiiiiiiiiiiiiees 73
4.3 Phase 1 Participant demographicCs............ccooiiiiiii i 74
4.4  Phase 1 Participant cultural demographics.............c.oiiiiiiiiiic 75/76
4.5 Phase 2 Research setting demographiCs...........ccoiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeas 78
4.6 Phase 2 Participant demographiCs...........ovoiiiiiiii 79
4.7  Phase 2 Participant cultural demographics...........c.c.ooiiiiiiiiiiiii 80/81
4.8 Overall school and participant demographics............ccccoovviiiiiiiiiiiiiiienn, 82
4.9  Overall participant cultural demographics............ccoiiiiiiiiiii i, 83
6.1  Participant coping strategies.........cccvuiiiiii i 152/153
6.2  SUPPOrt frOM ParENtS. ... 162

LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 1 Map of New Zealand — Localities of schools in study.............................. 62

The four pages of art are copies of paintings by 9 and 10-year old students from a local

primary school. They were asked to paint what they thought stress looked like.

Xi



