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EDUCATORS ME TO YOU ME TO ME FAMILY

Alter the perception 

of big assignments 

and tests.

Balance macro and 

micro lessons to 

become a

better leader.

Release the past and 

future to focus on your 

present.

Identify excessive 

stress and help 

each other cope.

NEXT STEP
Imagine putting together a jigsaw puzzle. You dump all the pieces out on the table. Half of 

them are upside down, and a few fall onto the floor. You start by flipping all the pieces over 
so that you know what you’re looking at. Then you get the edges put together and start 

working, piece by piece.

The same is true in life. Life is all about that next step. That next small action that will set you up for the next 

one, and the next one. Until you get to that final piece. 

The most important step you will ever take towards reaching your goals is the next step. It doesn’t matter if 

you’re on step 15 or if you haven’t even taken a step yet toward the end goal. No matter where you are on the 

present journey, the most important step is the one you are about to take.

The last 15 steps (or lack of steps) don’t matter because that’s in the past. You can’t change anything that 

happened during those steps. If you haven’t even started yet, you can’t go back and start earlier. Those 

moments are gone, and you can’t get them back.

The next 15 steps aren’t that important yet, either. So many things could change between now and then. The 

future is built from the actions you are taking right now, so predicting what steps come after this isn’t very 

helpful. You can plan what you think is going to happen, but you won’t actually know until you’ve put in the 

work to get there, so why borrow trouble early?

Instead of ruminating on the past or trying to predict the future, you should be focusing on the one thing you 

can control: the next step.

C O N T E N T  O V E R V I E W
Next Step
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NEXT STEP: EDUCATORS
We’re tasked with walking our students through some of the most vulnerable and trying times in 

their lives. They don’t need us to make their already stressful circumstances seem like a bigger deal 

than they are.

There is good stress and bad stress, and whether stress is bad or good can change based on 

our perception. As Elizabeth Scott, MS, explains, “Not all forms of bad stress can become good stress, but 

it is possible to change your perception of some of the stressors in your life, and this shift in perception can 

change your experience of stress!”1

We want our students to do well in school, but we have to make sure that we aren’t adding additional bad 

stress in the process. That test coming up that’s 50% of their grade? That’s a big deal. But it’s not the deciding 

factor on whether they become multi-millionaires or end up struggling to pay bills for the rest of their lives after 

high school. It’s one test. It’s one class. It is possible to fail a single test or a single class and still go on to be 

successful.

We want to emphasize the importance of the test (or big project, reading assignment, etc.) without accidentally 

causing them additional stress that will negatively impact their performance. 

We want to be truthful about the impact of their performance on their overall grade, but it needs to be put in 

perspective. We can’t let them fret about it. Instead, we need to help them determine the next step they need 

to take to prepare for it, including helping our students see that big exam or project in a positive light.

THIS WEEK, BE ON THE LOOK OUT FOR 
1. Opportunities to IDENTIFY good stress vs. bad stress: 
Remember that stress is normal for everyone. It has a 

positive biological function, such as helping us avoid hungry 

lions. Stress becomes bad when it is chronic. Psychologists 

call good stress “eustress.” Check out the resources for 

more information on the differences between eustress and 

chronic stress. 

2. Opportunities to HELP students with test anxiety: 
According to Dr. Nathaniel von der Embse, assistant 

professor of school psychology at the University of South 

Florida, there are three phases to test anxiety: Internal and 

external pressure before the test, the actual test, and the 

aftermath of testing.2 Cast a positive light on testing, help 

students prepare for the testing conditions, and explain 

clearly how the results are used aside from assigning a 

letter grade. 

3. Opportunities to GUIDE students to see challenges 
not threats: Acute or chronic anxiety can be mitigated by 

changing perspectives. Instead of the test being a big scary, 

potentially life-altering threat, it can be a positive, exciting 

challenge. Challenges provide an opportunity for students 

to prove to us (and themselves!) that they are capable.

QUOTES OF THE DAY:
MONDAY:
“Keep your eyes on the goal, and just keep taking 

the next step towards completing it.” 

   - John Carmack

 
TUESDAY:
“You cannot change the past. You cannot predict the 

future. All you can control is your next step.” 

   - Coach Mackey

WEDNESDAY:
“We have to do with the past only as we can make 

it useful to the present and the future.” 

   - Frederick Douglass

THURSDAY:
“I try to have a very steppingstone mentality, 

where as soon as you make one step, you visualize 

the next step, not five steps ahead.” - Taylor Swift

FRIDAY:
“Every day is a new opportunity. You can build on 

yesterday’s success or put its failures behind and 

start over again.” - Bob Feller

Next Step
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NEXT STEP: ME TO YOU
Life requires balance between being all in on the next step (the micro lesson), and being able to 

maintain the big picture perspective (the macro success). The balance is important to find the 
way forward instead of future-tripping yourself out of success. All the micro lessons in everything 

you do are building to something great.

Here are 4 benefits of zeroing on the next step and a few corresponding microlessons: 

Perspective. When you focus on the next step, you can learn from your past, without letting it 

define you. Mistakes and failures are opportunities for learning and growth. If you bomb a test, your 
perspective determines if you learn from the questions you missed or if you repeat the failure next 

time.

Priority. You get your priorities in order. When you’re focused on the next step, you gain a much 

clearer view of what actually matters in life, instead of being distracted by the minor things. Let the 

things you say are priorities be evident in your 

actions. If you’re all in on chess club, why would 

you skip a practice?

Relationships. You reconnect with your people. 

When you’re not distracted by the past or the 

future, you are more available for those around 

you. Your family, friends and pets deserve to be 

priorities in your life, and you have the opportunity 

to strengthen your relationships with them every 

day.

Leadership. You lead more effectively. When you 

can put things in perspective, prioritize, and focus 

on your relationships, that allows you to become 

the kind of leader that people will want to follow. 

Are you setting an example that others can follow 

with your actions and words? 

To get the full benefit from each micro lesson, 
you have to go all in on that next step and make 

completing it to the best of your ability the primary 

focus. 

///  ME TO YOU EXERCISE  ///
“LEADERS ALWAYS LEAD”

Think of a group that you belong to such 

as debate team, drama club, or scouts: 

What is the group’s overall goal for this 

year?

What is the next step you (and the group) 

have to take to reach that goal?

Why is that next step more important than 

any other right now?

How does that next step directly impact 

the group’s ability to achieve the overall 

goal? (Hint: think about the 4 benefits 
above and what impact they would have)

How can you maintain a balance between 

focusing on the next step and keeping the 

overall goal in mind? List specific actions.

Next Step
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NEXT STEP: ME TO ME
The present slips by so quickly that you may not realize how fast it’s passing. The past and 

the future are constantly trying to fight for your attention, but if you let them win, you won’t 
move forward toward achieving your goals. You need to pause, breathe, and focus on 

taking the next step on your path without worrying about what happened before or what 

may happen later.

It’s easy to get trapped in a negative mindset due to past mistakes, whether the mistakes just happened a 

second ago or happened months or even years ago. Memories of past failures or embarrassing moments 

can be tough to let go, but you don’t have to let those memories hold you back. You can’t control that it 

happened or if something similar will happen again, but you can control whether or not you choose to focus 

on those memories or focus on what’s right in front of you.

Similarly, trying to grab at the future will keep you from moving forward to it. When you focus too much on 

what could happen, you start future-tripping, worrying that a mistake today could create a domino effect that 

will impact your life 30 years down the road. That negative energy, worrying about things you can’t control, 

can keep you from focusing on the present.

It’s pretty easy to say “let it go,” but the actual action of letting those things slip away can be more difficult 
because you have a drive to do well in the future. The future will come at some point, but worrying about it 

now to the point where you aren’t focused on the present just causes more problems. You want to shift the 

mindset from reaching for that imagined future to working on the things you need to do in the present to 

reach your actual future.

Exercises:
1. What thoughts cause you to get stuck on the past or the future? What are some things you’re 

holding onto that keep you from focusing on the here and now? What are some things you’re 

worried could happen in the future that keep you from focusing on the present?

2. What do you think causes the stuck moments? For example, fear, anxiety, or embarrassment 

could all contribute.

3.  How is choosing to stay stuck in the past hindering your ability to become the best version 

of yourself? How can you let go of the things that have happened or the things that might 

happen?

4. How would choosing only to focus on the next step allow you to not only achieve your goals, 

but help others achieve theirs, too?

5.  What is the next right thing you can do in this moment? Why is the next thing you do the only 

thing you can truly control?

Next Step



2 W o r d s  C h a r a c t e r  D e v e l o p m e n t  •  Y e a r  1  •  W e e k  2

02
W E E K

FA M I LY

NEXT STEP: FAMILY
According to psychologist Thomas Armstrong, “The adolescent brain is extraordinarily 

sensitive to its surroundings and more susceptible to stress than the brains of either children 

or adults.” (1) 

We know that high school can be rough and that our kids are under a lot of pressure. Yet, with our own 

work and social pressures, we may not always appreciate how much daily stress can impact our kids.

We know our kids better than anybody, so we’re more likely to notice changes in their behavior that could 

point to a stress-related problem. But how good are we at recognizing when our teens’ perfectly normal 

and understandable stress turns into something unhealthy?

Here are four things we can do to recognize stress in our teens and help them cope with it in a healthy 

way:

Identify signs of stress: Have you noticed personal hygiene starting to slip? Are they withdrawing or 

disengaging from people they used to be close with? Licensed clinical social worker Amy Morin has 

compiled a list of 10 signs of excessive stress in teens, including sleep issues, educational problems, and 

frequent illness.2

Talk about their stress: The American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychology offers this advice: 

“Without discounting his feelings, help him understand that increased feelings of uneasiness about his 

body, performance, and peer acceptance and 

a general uncertainty are all natural parts of 

adolescence.”3

Remind them they’re in control: Encourage them 

to verbalize their stress and what they think might 

be causing it, so you can work toward a solution 

together. Let them make decisions and prioritize 

activities to gain a sense of control over their lives.

Explain healthy ways of coping: Deep breathing, 

exercise, and talking it out are all healthy ways of 

coping with stress. Escapism, avoidance, and self-

harm are unhealthy ways of coping with stress.

We lead hectic lives, but there’s always time to help 

our kids learn how to cope with stress.

///  BEST 5  ///
THE BEST FIVE MINUTES OF THE WEEK

Think of the last time you were under a lot of 

pressure or stress, what symptoms did you notice 

that were caused by your stress?

Is it easy or difficult for you to talk to others about 
stress in your life? Why?

Sometimes stress comes from feeling as if your life 

is out of your control. Make a list of things that are 

in your control to keep yourself grounded.

How do you cope with stress? Is your answer a 

healthy or unhealthy coping mechanism? Why?

Discuss ways to help each other handle stress. 

Make a family pledge to watch out for each other’s 

stress levels and use those methods in the future.

Next Step
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MORE RESOURCES
Video: Stress at School | Carley Rogers | TEDxYouth@ParkCity

Podcast: Stress: How Much is Too Much & How to Deal With It with Dr. Jeff Bostic

Book: Fighting Invisible Tigers: Stress Management for Teens

Article: Teens’ Stress is Higher Than Ever

Hotline: Teenline

Other: Reaching Teens: Strength-based communication strategies to build resilience and support 
healthy adolescent development, American Academy of Pediatrics 
https://ebooks.aappublications.org/content/reaching-teens-strength-based-communication-
strategies-to-build-resilience-and- support-healthy-adolescent-development

End Notes:

EDUCATORS:
1 ”When Stress is Actually Good for You” by Elizabeth Scott, M.S. https://www.verywellmind.com/what-kind-
of-stress-is-good-for-you-3145055

2 ”Helping Students with Test Anxiety” by Perri Klass, M.D., NY Times Article https://www.nytimes.

com/2019/06/24/well/family/helping-students-with-test-anxiety.html

FAMILY:
1 Thomas Armstrong, “The Power of the Adolescent Brain.” Book excerpt: http://www.institute4learning.
com/resources/articles/the-power-of-the-adolescent-brain/
2 Amy Morin, LCSW “10 Signs Your Teen is Stressed Out.” June 2019. https://www.verywellmind.com/signs-
your-teen-is-stressed-out-2611336

3 AACAP “Your Adolescent—Anxiety and Avoidant Disorders.” https://www.aacap.org/aacap/families_and_
youth/resource_centers/anxiety_disorder_resource_center/your_adolescent_anxiety_and_avoidant_disor-
ders.aspx

Next Step

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dbic3JCX1jo
https://www.podbean.com/media/share/pb-pwifu-6a24cc
https://www.amazon.com/Fighting-Invisible-Tigers-Stress-Management/dp/1575422824
http://www.childrensresourcegroup.com/crg-newsletter/stress-anxiety/teens-stress-higher-ever/
https://teenlineonline.org/talk-now/
https://ebooks.aappublications.org/content/reaching-teens-strength-based-communication-strategies-to-build-resilience-and-support-healthy-adolescent-development
https://ebooks.aappublications.org/content/reaching-teens-strength-based-communication-strategies-to-build-resilience-and-support-healthy-adolescent-development
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-kind-of-stress-is-good-for-you-3145055
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-kind-of-stress-is-good-for-you-3145055
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/06/24/well/family/helping-students-with-test-anxiety.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/06/24/well/family/helping-students-with-test-anxiety.html
http://www.institute4learning.com/resources/articles/the-power-of-the-adolescent-brain/
http://www.institute4learning.com/resources/articles/the-power-of-the-adolescent-brain/
https://www.verywellmind.com/signs-your-teen-is-stressed-out-2611336
https://www.verywellmind.com/signs-your-teen-is-stressed-out-2611336
https://www.aacap.org/aacap/families_and_youth/resource_centers/anxiety_disorder_resource_center/your_adolescent_anxiety_and_avoidant_disorders.aspx
https://www.aacap.org/aacap/families_and_youth/resource_centers/anxiety_disorder_resource_center/your_adolescent_anxiety_and_avoidant_disorders.aspx
https://www.aacap.org/aacap/families_and_youth/resource_centers/anxiety_disorder_resource_center/your_adolescent_anxiety_and_avoidant_disorders.aspx


2 W o r d s  C h a r a c t e r  D e v e l o p m e n t  •  Y e a r  1  •  W e e k  2

S L E E P  FA C T S

Summary
Stress is a physical response to changes in our internal or external environment. 

It’s a natural process, but it can have negative, unnatural consequences if stress is 

prolonged or overwhelming. Students experience stress at home, of course, but 

some potential school stressors include: wanting to perform well, pressure to fit in 
socially, and difficulty adjusting to a new setting (when transitioning schools). 

Educators can help students deal with stress by being available to talk, making it 

clear that students can speak to a school counselor about stress whenever they 

need it, and maintaining clear, reasonable expectations for student behavior 

and performance. In a video from the Hampden District Attorney’s office in 
Massachusetts,¹ teens discuss how school officials can help them cope with stress, 
and the first and most consistent answer students gave was: Be available for them 
to talk it out.

Statistics
The American Psychological Association (APA) conducted the poll Stress in 

America™: Are Teens Adopting Adults’ Stress Habits? in 2014.² Teens self-

reported average stress levels of 5.8 on a scale of 1-10 during the school 

year, as opposed to adults who self-reported an average stress level of 5.1 in 

general. For an additional point of comparison, the perceived healthy level of 

stress averaged 3.9 on a scale of 1-10.

In addition, 31% of teens who took the poll reported feeling overwhelmed and 

23% admitted to skipping a meal due to stress. In a class of 30 students, that 

would be nine overwhelmed students and seven students who have been so 

stressed they’ve skipped eating at some point.

Signs of Excessive Stress

• Frequent illness

• Fatigue or trouble staying awake

• Difficulty concentrating
• Negative behavioral changes

• Doing poorly in school

Remember:
If you believe a student is suffering from excessive stress or another mental 

health issue, contact your school counselor and administrator.

Resources:
¹ “Recognizing and Managing Teen Stress” Hampden District Attorney (YouTube)

² “Teen Stress Rivals that of Adults” by Sophie Bethume, from the American Psychological 
Association
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=urNAa5EXxus
https://www.apa.org/monitor/2014/04/teen-stress

