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INTRODUCTION
The Cortisol Conundrum
Imagine it’s a perfect playground day. Your 7-year-old—let’s call him 
Jake—is pumped to conquer the big slide. He scrambles up, grinning 
ear to ear, and takes off. But halfway down, it’s like someone hit the 
panic button. He freezes, shrieks, and—bam!—jumps off the side, 
landing in a heap. Next thing you know, he’s bawling, bolting for the 
car, and you’re chasing after him, thinking, Seriously? Over a slide?

Sound familiar? We’ve all had those head-scratching moments when 
our kids go from zero to meltdown in two seconds flat. Turns out, 
there’s a tiny troublemaker behind it: cortisol. Think of it as the brain’s 
overzealous alarm system—great for dodging real danger, but not so 
much for slides, spelling tests, or sibling squabbles. In kids, elevated 
cortisol can turn small stuff into big chaos, affecting everything from 
their mood to how they grow up.

This isn’t some dry science textbook—it’s a down-to-earth guide for 
parents and educators like you, helping kids aged 5-18 handle stress 
like champs. We’re talking real stories (Jake’s not alone!), science that 
won’t make your eyes glaze over, and five practical keys to dial down 
the drama and unlock some serious calm.
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Here’s the lineup:

•	 Capable: Showing kids they can tackle anything, one step at a 
time.

•	 Confident: Helping them believe in themselves, even when the 
jitters hit.

•	 Construct: Guiding them to build a solid sense of who they are.

•	 Connect: Strengthening the relationships that keep them 
grounded.

•	 Contribute: Letting them shine by giving back.

Each chapter digs into one key with a mix of stories, brainy bits (like 
how cortisol’s a drama queen/king but not the boss), and hands-on 
strategies you can use today. Plus, there are activities and reflection 
prompts to keep you in on the action.

Let’s Pause: Think back to a time your kid flipped out—maybe over 
homework or a lost game. What triggered it? How did you roll with it? 
(No shame - we’re all figuring this out!) Now, picture having a game 
plan to turn those moments around. That’s what we’re building here.

So, settle in, and let’s crack the cortisol code together. By the end, 
you’ll have the tools to help the kids in your life—and maybe even 
yourself—find calm in the storm. Ready? Let’s go!
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CAPABLE
Building Skills and Resilience

Cortisol: The Stress Hormone with a Split Personality

Cortisol, often dubbed the “stress hormone,” is produced by the adre-
nal glands when the brain detects stress. It’s your body’s natural alarm 
system, kicking in to prepare you for action. In small, manageable 
doses, cortisol is a hero—it boosts energy, sharpens focus, and primes 
you to meet challenges head-on. Picture Jake, a 12-year-old gearing 
up for a spelling bee. The flutter in his stomach and quickened pulse 
are cortisol at work, nudging him to rehearse his words one last time. 
When he nails spelling the word “accommodate” on stage, that’s 
cortisol playing its part, turning stress into success.

But cortisol has a darker side. When stress lingers too long, cortisol 
floods the system, overstimulating the brain’s fear center (the amyg-
dala) and impairing the memory hub (the hippocampus). This shift 
flips the brain into survival mode—fight, flight, or freeze—disrupting 
focus, emotional regulation, and development, especially in kids. For 
children experiencing high doses of chronic cortisol overload from 
chaotic home lives, cortisol spills into school, manifesting as explo-
sive outbursts or isolated withdrawal. 

KEY ONE
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Cortisol and the Trauma Brain: Fight, Flight, or Freeze

When cortisol levels spike and don’t come down, it can hijack the 
brain, flipping it into survival mode. This is the “trauma brain” at 
work, where three options take over: fight, flight, or freeze. It’s like an 
evolutionary throwback—great for outrunning a bear, not so great for 
handling a rough day at school.

Here’s how it works: too much cortisol overstimulates the amygdala 
(your brain’s fear center), making you jumpy or reactive. At the same 
time, it can shrink the hippocampus (the memory hub), fogging up 
your ability to think straight. Now, cortisol isn’t flying solo here—it 
teams up with other hormones like adrenaline, norepinephrine, and 
dopamine to crank up those impulsive overreactions to stress. To keep 
things simple and user-friendly (without overwhelming you with the 
full hormonal cast), we’re zeroing in primarily on cortisol in this book. 
But rest assured, all the practical ideas and strategies shared here will 
help dial down the unwanted effects of this whole crew, starting with 
cortisol as the ringleader. For kids, this overflow can feel like their 
brain’s stuck in a loop—ready to battle, bolt, or shut down entirely. 
And that’s when behavior and development start to take a hit.

Too Much Cortisol: From Home to Classroom

Chronic high cortisol doesn’t just stay at home—it follows kids 
everywhere, like an unwanted shadow. At home, it might come from 
chaos, conflict, or unpredictability. In the classroom, it shows up as 
trouble focusing, emotional outbursts, or pulling away from friends. 
Over time, it messes with development—think memory struggles, 
shaky emotional regulation, and stunted social skills. Let’s see how 
this plays out with Robby and Remmy.

Case Study: Robby’s Story

Meet Robby, an 8-year-old ball of energy. At home, life’s a 
mess—his parents argue nonstop, and there’s no routine to 
lean on. His cortisol’s through the roof, keeping his brain on 
high alert. In the classroom, it spills over. He can’t sit still, 
interrupts the teacher, and sometimes pushes kids on the 
playground. His classmates call him “wild,” and he’s starting to 
believe he’s just trouble.
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Now picture Robby at 17. Without any skills to manage that 
cortisol, not much has changed. He’s still quick to snap—
maybe he’s gotten into fights or ditched class when things got 
too tough. His grades are shaky, and he feels like he doesn’t fit 
in. Years of cortisol overload have wired his brain for reactivity, 
making it hard to focus or build steady relationships. It’s not 
that he’s a “bad kid”—he just never learned how to turn down 
the alarm.

Case Study: Remmy’s Story

Now let’s meet Remmy, an 8-year-old girl with a different vibe. 
Her home’s stressful too—her dad’s always working, and her 
mom’s stretched thin. Cortisol’s running high, but Remmy 
doesn’t let it show the same way. In class, she’s the quiet 
one—head down, avoiding group work, worrying she’ll mess 
up. She’s had friends but feels like she doesn’t belong. Her 
stress stays inside, simmering as anxiety. 
 
Fast-forward to 17-year-old Remmy. With no tools to manage 
her cortisol, she’s still carrying that weight. She’s withdrawn—
spends hours alone, scrolling through social media, feeling 
left out. Sometimes she cuts herself to cope, a silent cry for 
relief. Her grades slip, not from lack of smarts, but because 
her brain’s stuck in freeze mode. The cortisol’s turned inward, 
chipping away at her confidence and connection.

Boys vs. Girls: Stress Shows Up Differently

Here’s a big takeaway: boys and girls often handle high cortisol in 
opposite ways. Robby’s a classic example of externalizing—boys tend 
to let stress out through aggression, hyperactivity, or defiance. It’s loud, 
physical, and hard to miss. Think yelling, shoving, or storming off.

Remmy, though, is internalizing—girls are more likely to turn stress 
inward, wrestling with anxiety, depression, or self-harm. It’s quieter, 
sneakier—think shutting down, overthinking, or subtle social aggression 
like excluding others. Both are hurting, but the signs look different. 
Spotting these patterns can help us meet each kid where they’re at.
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Cortisol Is Contagious: Stress Spreads Like Wildfire

Cortisol doesn’t just affect the individual—it’s contagious, rippling 
through relationships and environments like wildfire. This phenom-
enon, rooted in our social nature, means one person’s stress can 
trigger a chain reaction, elevating cortisol levels in those nearby. In a 
classroom or home, this “cortisol contagion” can turn a single stressful 
moment into a collective meltdown. It’s emotional dominoes: one 
person’s spike sets off another’s, amplifying tension across the group.

How It Works: When someone’s cortisol spikes, their body language, 
tone, and actions signal distress—tight shoulders, sharp words, or 
frantic pacing. Others pick up these cues unconsciously, their own 
stress systems activating in response. Mirror neurons in the brain 
amplify this effect, syncing emotions and stress responses among 
people in close proximity. In tight-knit settings like a family or class-
room, this contagion spreads fast, especially when no one steps in to 
break the cycle.

Impact on Those Around: For kids, this can mean a classroom shifting 
from calm to chaos in minutes. A stressed peer might snap, trigger-
ing anxiety in one child, defiance in another, and frustration in a 
teacher already on edge. The ripple effect disrupts learning, strains 
relationships, and leaves everyone frazzled. For adults—like parents 
or educators—absorbing this secondhand stress can cloud judgment, 
escalate conflicts, and drain energy needed to support kids effectively.

Example: A Teacher Going “Cortisol to Cortisol” with Kids

Imagine Ms. Carter, a third-grade teacher, starting her day 
off-kilter—traffic delayed her, her coffee spilled, and her 
Smartboard isn’t working. Her cortisol’s already simmering. 
In class, 8-year-old Max, wrestling with his own stress from a 
rough morning at home, refuses to sit down, bouncing around 
instead. Ms. Carter, feeling her stress peak, snaps, “Max, sit 
down now!” Her sharp tone and tense posture broadcast 
her cortisol spike. Max, sensing the heat, pushes back, “No, I 
won’t!”—his own cortisol surging in defiance.
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Now it’s Cortisol to Cortisol: Ms. Carter’s stress fuels Max’s, 
and his resistance spikes hers further. The feedback loop esca-
lates—her voice rises, his movements get wilder. The rest of the 
class feels it too: some kids fidget nervously, others whisper, all 
caught in the contagion. Learning stalls as the room hums with 
tension. This isn’t just a clash; it’s a stress showdown where 
everyone loses, driven by unchecked cortisol spreading from 
teacher to student and beyond. 
 
Breaking the Cycle: If Ms. Carter pauses, takes a deep breath, 
and lowers her own cortisol—saying, “Max, I see you’re upset. 
Let’s figure this out together.”—she shifts the dynamic. Her 
calm becomes contagious, soothing Max and the class. By 
managing her stress, she models capability, halting the wildfire 
and reclaiming the room’s peace.

Capable Calm Starts with You

Building capability in kids begins with adults mastering their own 
cortisol. Like the oxygen mask rule on a plane—secure yours first 
before helping others—adults must regulate their stress to guide 
children effectively. If parents or teachers are drowning in cortisol, 
they can’t teach kids to swim through theirs. Capability, the first key 
to unlocking potential, hinges on this: adults setting the tone with 
self-awareness and self-management.

Why It Matters: Kids mirror the adults around them. A parent who 
yells during a tantrum or a teacher who snaps under pressure sends 
cortisol soaring, teaching kids to react, not respond. But an adult who 
breathes through frustration or models calm under stress equips kids 
with tools to do the same. In Unlocking Potential, this aligns with 
self-awareness (knowing your triggers) and self-management (handling 
them), foundational to the “Capable” key. When adults manage 
cortisol, they create a stable base for kids to build their own skills.

How It Looks: Take Ms. Carter again. Before class, she spots her stress 
rising—tight chest, racing thoughts. She steps aside, does a quick 
“straw breathing” exercise (inhale for 3, hold for 4, exhale for 7), and 
resets. When Max acts out, she’s ready—not with a cortisol-fueled 
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shout, but with a steady, “Let’s take a moment.” Her calm anchors 
Max, showing him how to tame his own stress. At home, a parent 
might do the same—pausing during a sibling spat to model deep 
breaths, guiding kids to follow suit.

Practical Steps:

•	 Self-Check: Adults can ask, “What’s my stress level? How’s it 
showing?” (e.g., clenched jaw, short temper).

•	 Cool Down: Use simple tricks—deep breathing, a quick walk—
to dial back cortisol before reacting.

•	 Model It: Show kids the process—“I’m feeling stressed, so I’m 
going to breathe and calm down. Want to try with me?”

•	 Set the Vibe: A low-cortisol adult keeps the environment steady, 
making it safe for kids to learn capability.

From Cortisol Chaos to Capable Calm

For kids like Robby (externalizing stress through defiance) or Remmy 
(internalizing it as anxiety), chronic cortisol from home follows them 
to school, shaping their behavior and growth. But adults who manage 
their own stress can interrupt this cycle. By teaching skills like “straw 
breathing” or breaking tasks into chunks—“Let’s do five problems 
now”—and staying calm themselves, they equip kids to handle 
cortisol constructively. This builds resilience, turning stress into a 
motivator rather than a derailment.

Case Study Recap: Robby, 8, lashes out from a chaotic home; at 17, 
he’s still reactive without intervention. Remmy, 8, freezes in anxiety; 
at 17, she’s withdrawn. Both need adults who don’t catch their cor-
tisol but counter it with calm, teaching them capable calm through 
example and practice.

Skills for Building Capability in Kids

The following skills are essential for developing resilience, self-con-
trol, and the ability to handle life’s challenges effectively. Below, I’ll 
break each skill down with practical, actionable strategies that parents 
and educators can use to teach, all while tying them to stress manage-
ment and emotional growth. Let’s dive in!


