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Relaxation is a life skill and something that we should teach our children. One in five children experiences mental health difficulties in the course of a year, according to the Mental Health Foundation. Since many of these problems are caused or exacerbated by stress, it is clear that we need to support children to learn to relax. 

Our imagination is an escape from the daily grind, and children and young people used to endless visual and audio stimulation often do not have quiet time. 

Most parents will instil a love of reading at bedtime as part of a winding-down process — reading together is calming and bonding. Audiobooks and the radio are a good antidote to television and computers because they require the listener to engage imaginatively with the narrative and so focus the mind. 

Family activities that require teamwork and concentration, such as cooking, gardening (why not create a vegetable patch together), and arts and crafts, are often overlooked because families in the same living space split off into their own zones; such activities are fun, stress-busters and positive in terms of family relationships. 

Massage has shown good results for young children who struggle to sleep so I would recommend baby and toddler massage classes. Gentle touch is something that many associate with early years and relate to feelings of calm safety. 

Older children may struggle with a hands-on relaxation approach so you might steer them towards their own relaxation activities. Yoga and t’ai chi are becoming popular with teenagers and are offered in some schools. 

Visualisation is another way for older children to relax, and in doing so they learn a way of refocusing their minds whenever they feel the need. 

In a calm atmosphere, perhaps before bedtime, you could ask your children to imagine a familiar person or place and focus on all aspects — including sounds, tastes and smells — that they associate with this.Then ask children to create an imaginary scene in which they can float above the world and look down on all that is going on. Ask them to visualise colours and the feelings of wind in their hair and of being weightless. Depending on the age of the children, afterwards they can draw or describe what they saw; they are then encouraged to return to that place whenever they feel the need for time out. 

A chill-out zone is a useful space in a home, where family members can go if they feel that they need time out. 

It should be any small space that is quiet and comfortable where an iPod of calming music or relaxation exercises can be used. If there is too much general noise, you can always block it out with headphones. 

The ten steps for children 

Have a family chill-out night once a week with no electronic equipment allowed. Play board games, talk or read together. 

Instigate relaxing activities together, such as gardening and walking. 

Swap TV and computers for radio/audiobooks. 

Eat together and tell stories from your or their childhoods. 

Learn how to massage your children — the International Association of Infant Massage can recommend classes (iaim.org.uk). 

Play visualisation games. 

Explore yoga for older kids. 

Make relaxation part of the daily schedule alongside school and homework . 

Download meditation/ relaxation audio for those who have trouble falling asleep at night . 

Create a chill-out zone and encourage its use to prevent outbursts and encourage children to learn how to emotionally self-regulate.
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