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Developing Distress Tolerance 
 
Introduction 
 
Many students have trouble tolerating frustration and managing stress. They react in 
extreme ways to what others might consider minor or typical challenges, and their 
thoughts and perceptions are full of distortion, their predictions for themselves fixated on 
misery and disaster. For these students, the day is difficult because it is full of 
exaggerated obstacles, challenges that other students don't experience because they 
handle those situations with more ease. The list of academic situations that pose 
problems for these students can be nearly limitless, so solving all the challenges 
embedded in those situations is much less productive than working on the development 
of greater tolerance for distress. Once students develop greater distress tolerance 
(more able to continue working while experiencing feelings of discomfort), they become 
more successful in those challenging situations and those situations eventually trigger 
much less distress.  
 
Our goal with these students is to help them become more mindful about their own 
distress, help them better recognize it and distinguish it from the flood of other negative 
emotions it may trigger, and help them tolerate a period of adjustment while their brain 
and body gets settled and refocused on managing the task at hand. It helps to be aware 
of the potential for distress, to expect it and prepare for it, rather than be surprised or 
ambushed by it. Eventually we want students to be able to anticipate the distress 
embedded in certain situations, think about their plans to manage it, and be able to 
keep it in the background—compartmentalize it—as they engage. Ultimately, we want 
our students to consider themselves competent and capable in dealing with the 
demands of frustrating and stressful situations, unintimidated and confident whenever a 
challenge arises. 
 
Frustration-Reactive Students 
 
Some students are highly reactive and explosive, quick to anger, to project blame, to 
perceive unfairness, to experience high levels of tension. Their stress response systems 
escalate quickly, before there is time to adequately appraise the situation, with a sudden 
spike of emotion, increased heart rate and blood pressure, and increased muscle 
tension. This body state skews the brain's assessment of what is really going on, which 
leads to substantial misperception and an exaggeration of the presenting challenge. All 
this is made much worse by the brain's activation of negative memories of past 
frustrations.  
 
Explosive students are triggered to yell or protest or blame and accuse anyone nearby. 
Frustration that is chronic (student experiences it many times in a typical school day) or 
that is high amplitude, creates a very uncomfortable physiological state and a reduction 
in tension can be achieved by expelling emotion and projecting onto others. It's an 
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effective—albeit unhealthy and inappropriate—form of relief so it has a reinforcing effect 
(unfortunately) on the person acting out in that fashion. The misperceptions and the 
distorted thoughts make it easier to project blame and to put the responsibility onto 
others to rectify the situation. 
 
Situations with embedded frustration include situations with: 
 too much waiting 
 too much writing 
 too much sitting still 
 too much listening 
 too much noise 
 too much reading 
 too much to remember 
 too many mistakes along the way 
 too much to correct 
 too much concentration required 
 too many to do 
 too many words to sound out or look up 
 too much to copy over 
 too much trial and error 
 too much patience required 
 
A Mismatch of Expectations 
 
Frustration for these students is often the result of an unexpected mismatch between 
expectations and actual reality.  
 
 "I wanted to be first! Why does he get to go first?! You never let me go first. I hate 
 this place!!" 
 "I hate showing my work! Why do we always have to show all the steps? You 
 know I don't like showing the steps. It's so stupid! I hate math! I'm never doing 
 math again!" 
 
Students who are frustration-reactive use words of outrage, like: I hate this, this is so 
stupid, this isn't fair, you promised me, you never told me, I'm going to have a miserable 
day, nothing ever works out the way I want, I never get a break, everything is too hard, 
I'm stupid, no one likes me, I hate my life. The words drive the feelings higher and 
create further distance between the set of expectations held by the student, compared 
to actual reality. 
 
Anyone with the wrong set of expectations going into a situation is highly susceptible to 
frustration (I thought the doctor was going to see me at my scheduled appointment time, 
but now it's thirty minutes past that and I rushed to get here on time). People with 
frustration tolerance problems depend too much on things going smoothly—as they had 
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planned—and they experience great difficulty when that doesn't happen (and when they 
have no way to alter the situation).  
 
We can help students with frustration problems by helping them adjust their 
expectations. The management of expectations is best done by running the day through 
a series of explicit, structured, predictable routines. For more information on the 
therapeutic impact of routine see, http://kevinplummerphd.com/using-classroom-
routines-to-create-a-therapeutic-brain-settling-effect/. Predictable routine can activate, 
with more precision, the right set of expectations as situations unfold, and when that 
doesn't happen (because the student was not fully attending or became distracted or 
forgot), the use of scripted and familiar language while pointing to a visual reference of 
the routine can help students quickly clarify their perceptions and expectations without 
triggering their defensive behavior. The management of expectation is absolutely 
essential for reducing the number of frustration episodes for our frustration-reactive 
students, but it is not sufficient. Even with the right set of expectations, frustration-
reactive students frequently become frustrated if they lack distress tolerance. 
 
A High Effort to Outcome Ratio 
 
People with frustration tolerance problems do not manage well in situations with a high 
effort to outcome ratio (a lot of effort for a small result, working a long time just to 
complete one problem). Maybe there are a lot of steps before the job is completed, or 
extensive directions have to be read before even beginning to work on the task, or 
finding the answer is quick and easy, but writing down all the answers takes 
tremendous time and effort. Perhaps the work requires a lot of trial and error, or the 
reading has a high number of unfamiliar words. The task may require great patience, 
great persistence, effortful planning and organization. 
 
With a high effort to outcome ratio, frustration-reactive students often quit before they 
get started, refusing to even begin something that they believe will overwhelm them. 
They miss the opportunity to learn, because of their repeated avoidance, that their 
sustained efforts can lead to a positive result. Sustained effort, therefore, is rarely 
reinforced, so it does not grow to become a common work habit for students with poor 
distress tolerance.  
 
We can help frustration-reactive students by managing the effort to outcome ratio, but 
this greatly diminishes learning opportunities (learning anything new almost always 
involves an effortful struggle). Tolerating the distress that comes with high effort to 
outcome situations will better enable students to learn and grow.  
 
Students who Disintegrate From Stress 
  
Sensitivity and Fragility 
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Some students are extremely fragile, sensitive, overwhelmed by even minor disruptions 
in the day, and they have very few coping resources. They are bothered by noise, by 
confusion, and by their own physiological state (complaining of hunger, or their stomach 
doesn't feel well, or they are tired, or their clothes feel scratchy). These students, 
despite working hard at it, are only marginally coping most of the time, and they 
disintegrate when things don't work out as planned. They have extremely poor stamina 
for work that requires even moderate effort.  
 
Dependence 
 
These students over rely on an abundance of help and they are convinced that they can 
do very little on their own. They also show a diminished capacity to self-soothe, to 
comfort or reassure themselves. Students who disintegrate from stress use words of 
misery, like: this is so hard, I'll never be able to do this, I need help, why won't anyone 
help me, I can't do it, I want to go home. The words drive the feelings deeper and the 
student feels even more miserable.  
 
Physical Disintegration 
 
These students show their disintegration in their body. They slump in their chairs, fall to 
the floor, collapse in a heap at their desks. They complain of body aches and soreness, 
stomach upset, and fatigue in their limbs. They also show it in their voice, sometimes a 
long, drawn out whine or actual crying about the task in front of them. They want to rest, 
they want to avoid the work, they want someone else to do it for them. When pushed, 
they might run out of the room or seek isolation while screaming or crying for an 
extended period of time.  
 
We are unable to convince these students that they can do more than they think they 
can, and all our efforts to do so lead to more effort on the part of these students to 
convince us that we're wrong, that we're overestimating their ability to do it, that they 
need much more help than we think they need. The student effort is spent on getting 
more help and doing less independently, rather than on completing the task. They have 
fewer opportunities to learn, then, that their efforts can lead to getting the work done. 
This is where developing distress tolerance will have the greatest impact. 
 
Developing Distress Tolerance 
 
Tolerating Versus Solving the Problem 
 
Part of the solution, of course, for students who experience overwhelming frustration or 
who disintegrate from stress, is the development of better problem-solving and coping 
skills. Many programs are available to teach coping and problem-solving skills to 
students. Those programs are easy to access—they've been part of social skills 
curricula for more than five decades—and their implementation is very straightforward 
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for anyone with even minimal training in education or mental health. 
(http://kevinplummerphd.com/the-social-challenge-program/). We can agree that 
problem-solving and coping skills are an important part of the solution, but if we limit our 
intervention to problem-solving and coping skills, our students will spend far too much of 
the day in a coping and problem-solving mode and their progress would come only in 
very slow and gradual steps that could never keep up with the progressive complexity of 
school. Distress tolerance is about developing the ability to continue to function even as 
your coping and problem-solving skills do not help you feel much better. 
 
Success in school, managing the demands of the day, of the school work and the other 
challenges, is not only about the ability to solve problems, cope with problems, and the 
ability to avoid problems; it's also about the ability to tolerate it when you're not feeling 
well, the ability to do it even though you are frustrated or it's hard, or it isn't going well. 
It's about developing the ability to apply effort, instead of giving up—because you see 
the chance to be successful—instead of over-focusing on the possibility of failure. 
Distress tolerance, the ability to demonstrate persistence while tolerating distress, is 
also known under the popular term, "grit" (see Angela Duckworth's extensive published 
work on grit). Grit has been researched extensively by Duckworth and others. Alongside 
the effort to develop employee job skills and abilities, several major companies and 
many professional athletic organizations have enlisted consultants to work with them on 
the development of grit. In fact, it is well known that grit is a better predictor of success 
in college than SAT scores.  
 
Success Under Distress 
 
Students with a history or academic struggles can feel overwhelmed before even 
starting a difficult task because their brains automatically recruit memories of similar 
situations they have faced and those memories are connected with feelings of defeat 
and frustration, and in nearly an instant a maladaptive coping process is engaged. 
Coping sometimes involves prematurely asking for help, employing avoidance tactics, 
or acting out the feeling of frustration. These students underestimate the positive result 
of applying their own effort and they over estimate the level of burden the task brings 
(This is a lot to do, and even if I work really hard there will still be a lot to do, and then I'll 
be really frustrated. It will feel so much better to just not do it."). 
 
The objective of this distress tolerance program is to give students small experiences 
working successfully while experiencing distress. This is done by providing a series of 
brief, well-controlled, well-rewarded opportunities to exercise distress tolerance, while 
training the brain, regulating the body, and establishing a new set of memories.  
 
With the development of greater distress tolerance, distress reactions eventually 
diminish, because students gradually come to realize they are more capable of 
functioning under conditions of distress. Students learn that distress is not a roadblock, 
it doesn't have to be the end of the effort; it's a call for more focus, more effort, and 
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more emphasis on a very good coping plan, a set of specialized strategies to better 
manage the situation. Our goal in distress programming, is to help students become 
more mindful of their distress reactions in their brains and bodies—while using supports 
to complete (rather than avoid) the task that is causing distress—and while this is 
happening we help students store new memories of success under distress that can 
serve to lower the future impact of distress on motivation and learning. The key to 
developing greater distress tolerance is strategic storage and management of the 
memories associated with distress. For more information on the relationship between 
mood, memory, perception and behavior and on the management of memory, see, 
http://kevinplummerphd.com/the-relationship-between-mood-memory-perception-and-
behavior/ and http://kevinplummerphd.com/the-role-of-memory-in-the-manifestation-of-
behavior/. The rest of this article will outline this systematic application of the distress 
tolerance program.  
 
Distress Tolerance Program 
 
Students are coached to understand that the program has many steps and it takes 
practice to learn the steps become better at using the program. This is why they are 
heavily rewarded for using it, at first. You may even create levels of proficiency, from 
beginner to expert, to show students their growth along the way. Proficiency should be 
defined by how may steps have been mastered and at what level of independence (how 
much prompting, reminding and redirecting, how much enthusiasm or complaining, how 
quickly and easily a step is completed, etc.). For more information about proficiency, 
see the information on soft skill proficiency criteria at kevinplummerphd.com. 
 
 
Program Steps Outline 
 
 1) Identify the feeling—use the visual with the indicators 
 2) a. Validate and size the feeling—use the scale 
      b. Validate with variable reinforcement (a fluid reinforcement system is   
  essential) 
 3) Create the support plan—use the visual choice board 
 4) Set up the plan as a visual task schedule 
 5) Provide scripted feedback and fluid reinforcement along the way 
 6) Retrospective rating and conclusion 
 7) Categorizing tasks on a distress continuum 
 
Step One: Label the Feeling 
 
If we want students to develop greater distress tolerance and to remember that they can 
be successfull when dealing with distress, we have to give them a reliable way to 
identify when it's happening to them. Most students who experience chronic frustration 
or stress are not precise in identifying the feeling, so they are consumed by it before 
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they even realize it. It rises up and attacks them quickly, unpredictably (to them), and it 
creates a poorly-defined feeling of loss of control. Without a reliable way to catalogue 
distress, it's almost impossible to discover how to diminish it. We can tolerate more if we 
know what it is we are tolerating, what it looks like and feels like, how significant it is. 
Once we know all that, we can label that experience, locate it in our memory, and begin 
to become more familiar with ways to manage it. Knowing the feeling, being able to 
label it, is a significant step toward feeling more in control of the feeling. 
 
Many people teach children how to label feelings by asking students to decribe how the 
feeling makes them feel (maybe a tightness in the chest, an uneasy feeling in the 
stomach, a quickening heart rate, sweaty hands, a heaviness in the chest, legs feel 
weak, a pounding in the head, a hot feeling in the face, legs feel restless, skin feels 
itchy, etc.). What does anxiety feel like in your body? How about stress, or frustration, 
sadness, disappointment, jealousy, guilt, anger, etc.? As a way to help students 
recognize emotion we are often asking students how those emotions feel. You have to 
ask yourself, does anyone really reliably and precisely know how feelings feel while 
they're having them? 
 
It's true that feelings have physiological symptoms, but asking children to label emotions 
be recognizing their own body reaction, asking them to tune into their physiological 
state, is an exercise in futility that will only add to their frustration and helplessness. At 
the time they're having the feeling the students' ability to analyze their own physiological 
state is usually significantly compromised, so they're not going to come up with the right 
feeling label when they need it most. Furthermore, recognizing physical signs 
associated with emotion is a very advanced level of emotional development that not 
many achieve, even as adults. Nevertheless, social skills programs have—for 
decades—tried to teach feeling labeling by having the students connect the name of the 
feeling to the way the feeling makes them feel. There is a much better way, a more 
practical and user-friendly way. 
 
 The Feeling Fingerprint 
 
Rather than matching feeling labels with body states, we ask children to create their 
own feeling fingerprint based on their ability to notice their own behavior, what they can 
see and what they can hear, not based on analyzing how their body feels. Vision and 
hearing are quicker, more accessible, more concrete and observable sources of 
information. What students can see and what they can hear are more relaible sources 
of information about feelings than reporting on how the body feels. We start this process 
and teach students how to do this by telling students what we observe.  
 
Here is an example for frustration. "This is what I see you do and this is what I hear you 
say when you're frustrated." 
 
 "I see you pound the table" 
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 "I hear you say 'I hate this' or 'this is impossible' or 'this is going to take forever'" 
 "I hear your voice get loud" 
 "I see you put your head down on your desk" 
 "I see you crumpling your paper" 
 "I hear you say 'I can't do it' or 'this is so stupid' or 'this isn't fair'" 
 "I see you breaking you pencil tip" 
 "I see you pushing things off the desk" 
 "I hear you say 'this is too hard' or 'I give up'" 
 "I see you push back your chair and fold your arms" 
 
Here is an example for stress and misery. "This is what I see you do and this is what I 
hear you say when you're stressed." 
 
 "I see your body sliding down in your chair" 
 "I hear you using a baby voice (or a whining voice)" 
 "I hear you using a tired or complaining voice" 
 "I see you turning away from your work" 
 "I hear you say 'this is so hard' or 'I'll never finish this' 
 "I see you sqeezing your eyes shut" 
 "I see you putting your head down on your desk" 
 "I hear your voice starting to sound like a cry" 
 "I hear you say, 'you're so mean' or 'you always make me do so much' 
 "I see you putting your hands to the sides of your head and squeezing" 
 "I see you lying on the floor instead of sitting in a chair" 
 "I hear you say, 'this is impossible' or 'now I'll never get to play' 
 "I hear you complaining about being tired or that you don't feel well" 
 "I hear you asking for a lot of help for things you know how to do" 
 
 The Feeling Fingerprint Visual Support 
 
Once there are reliable feeling indicators that can be seen and/or heard and the student 
can recognize these behaviors, we set up a visual using words and icons to label the 
behavior. For an example of the visual that could be used with the behavioral indicators 
listed under frustration in the beginning of this section, see Frustration Fingerprint at the 
end of this article and at kevinplummerphd.com.  
 
The visual should be carefully constructed to match the student who is working on 
distress tolereance (this can be done by using the format I supplied in my example and 
searching for your own visuals on Google Images). It should not be generic, because 
you will want to point to it when you identify one of the signs that is specific to the 
student you are working with. Eventually, with enough pointing out (using the visual) 
and scripting ("this is what I see right now"), the procedure becomes a familiar routine, 
so it triggers less defensive behavior and students more readily see the signs in 
themselves and recognize that they have a problem and they need a plan. Without the 
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visual, the feedback we give these students can seem like a personal judgment based 
on random behavior. Effective brain-based intervention for distress tolerance requires 
routine, repetition, and one step leading to another step in a predictable and planned 
manner. 
 
Step Two: Validate the Feeling and Rate the Level 
 
It is important to avoid attempts to comfort distressed students by trying to convince 
them that they don't feel as bad as they think they do ("It's just a couple of math 
problems, and you did these yesterday, it won't be that bad"). We often try to help 
people feel better by getting them to deny the feeling they have. "It's not so bad, you'll 
see, don't worry, it will all work out, you'll feel better as soon as you get going with it." To 
a student in distress, the person doing the minimizing could sound like someone who 
doesn't understand, or someone who doesn't plan to help, or someone who doesn't 
recognize when someone else is in distress. Students in distress want to convince the 
minimizer that it really is bad, much worse than the minimizer is seeing it, because until 
the minimizer realizes that, they are not going to be helpful and they could make things 
even more overwhelming. We don't want our distressed students feeling like they have 
to do more to convince us of their level of distress. 
 
 Validate with a Rating 
 
Following a quick report on what you see and/or here, and then a conclusion about the 
feeling, it's important to immediately vaidate that feeling so you can move on and into 
the rest of the program. 
  
 "I just saw you crumple your math paper and heard you say 'this is so stupid.' 
That means you're really frustrated with this." 
 "I'm super frustrated, way, way too frustrated to do this. I can't stand it." 
 "Okay, I get it, let's see how big the frustration is." 
 
Refer to one of the distress rating forms (visual rating forms that depict five levels of the 
feeling). There are two scales for stress, a scale for frustration, and one for task 
difficulty (for students who do not necessarily get frustrated or present as overwhelmed 
by stress, but who do not have very good stamina for school work). Pick the scale that 
you find resonates best with the student you are working with. The distress scales 
appear at the end of this article and can be found on kevinplummerphd.com. 
 
Ask the student to rate the level of the feeling, but don't try to change the student's 
opinion. 
 
 "So, you say your frustration is at a level four. That's pretty serious. We're going 
to need a really good plan for that." 
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 Validate with Reinforcement 
 
Once the student has rated the level of the feeling, and before fully developing the 
support plan, it's time to assign a reinforcement value to the task. It's very important that 
the reinforcement match the level of the challenge, and in this way we are adjusting the 
effort to outcome ratio (big effort leading to a big outcome). 
 
"So, you say your frustration is at a level four. I know, I agree with you. It's definitely 
going to be tough. That's why you're getting triple credits for this." 

The credit system (http://kevinplummerphd.com/credit-program/) along with other types 
of fluid reinforcement systems are adaptable for situations like this. Reinforcement that 
is variable to fit the challenge of the situation is reinforcement that feels authentic and 
can be very validating in the moment, causing the student to feel well-understood and 
well-supported.  

The credit system is also visual. Visual systems make it easier to achieve validation with 
the student because they're very concrete. Students can see the credits and it can look 
like a lot, which is better than just using words to represent what will happen if it all 
works out. 

 "How many do you think I can get?" 

 "See this box I'm making right here? That's the triple box. Every credit I put in 
 that box will count times three. Usually you get about five credits for finishing a 
 paper, so that means you could end up with 15. Wow, that's a lot, but it won't be 
 easy, that's why it's worth so much credit, so let's get started, because right now 
 the box is empty." 
 
We never worry about overloading students with too many credits. The point is to 
sufficiently validate students and give them a chance to be well rewarded for what they 
consider to be an extraordinary effort. Maybe it won't be that hard, after all. Still the triple 
credits are awarded. Getting started and being willing to do it, doing the task while 
tolerating the distress, is the most important thing at this stage of the program. With 
enough distress tolerance work, the ratings become more accurate and the credits more 
reasonable. 
 
Another reason why we offer so many credits is to create a better memory of success. 
When the task is over, we want students focused on the significance of their 
accomplishments and the reward for their efforts (rather than the misery of the task and 
the unfairness in requiring them to do it). We want the reward for their efforts to distract 
from the misery they may have experienced getting through the task. It is the memory of 
the experience that we make with the students that will influence how they approach the 
task the next time. See kevinplummerphd.com for more on memory management and 
the relationship between memory and the manifestation of behavior. 
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Step Three: Create the Support Plan 
 
Once validation has been completed, it's time to construct a support plan. We are using 
the validation stage to help students accept the situation as it is and become motivated 
to get through it, but we have to remember that they started with a negative belief about 
their ability to do it ("this is impossible, it's not fair, it's too hard"). Those statements, 
those beliefs, are associated with the "no" position ("no, I'm not doing it"). We can't 
expect to change that position by merely validating and offering credit, but we can 
create a slight shift in that position that will get us into the task and get the student to 
use the support plan. We use the validation stage to go from "this is impossible" to "I 
can't do it on my own." We can accomplish that shift by introducing the visual that 
shows the support options and scripting the student through the process of creating a 
support plan. 
 
"So, you say your frustration is at a level four. I know, I agree with you. It's definitely 
going to be tough. That's why you're getting triple credits for this. And we're going to 
need a good plan. Let's pick from your strategies list what you think you'll need to be 
able to get through this." 
 
The list of strategies, just like the credits, can seem like more than the student really 
needs. We have to remember, that it's not the work we care so much about at this point. 
It's the distress, and getting students willing to tolerate the distress while they do their 
work. At first they will ask for more help than they need, but that is asking for help for 
doing it, rather than refusing to do it. Now they're on the "yes" track ("I'll do it, but I'm 
going to need. . ), rather than the "no" track ("that's impossible, there's no way I'm doing 
that"). It is a major accomplishment to change the approach to a task from "no way I'm 
doing that" to "I'll do it, but I'm going to need". 
 
Support plans can be very creative, and some of the strategies can even be suggested 
by the students. All strategies should be relevant to the task and should be a good 
match for what helps each student. Don't use a generic list. It must be personalized for 
each student. We are trying to help students who experience distress understand that 
they have their own personal resources, things that have proven effective in helping 
them mangage their unique challenges. We eventually want students to self-regulate 
when in distress, to comfort and coach themselves, so they have to develop great 
confidence in a small set of strategies that fit their situation. The experience of support 
should not be a random experience. If a student requests support that isn't on the plan 
and you think it's a good idea; add the support to the plan so the student may choose it 
again, if needed. 
 
Here are some examples of support strategies. The options should be represented by 
icons or words (or both) on a page. The plan is made by circling the icons/words or by 
using a velcro system that lets you arrange the strategies on a separate support plan 
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sheet. One example of the strategies planning tool for frustration appears at the end of 
this article and at kevinplummerphd.com by searching for frustration support strategies. 
 
 Work in a quiet spot 
 Work behind a partition 
 The teacher will read the examples 
 Use a calculator 
 The teacher will write some of the answers 
 Take a break after (name the number) 
 Work while standing up 
 Use a fidget 
 Have a snack after (name the number) 
 Chew gum 
 Cover part of the work 
 The teacher will do some to show me 
 Wear headphones 
 Get a drink of water 
 Get up and move, change the scene 
 Take deep breaths 
 
The plan should be constructed and then reviewed with the student.  
 
 "So, you say your frustration is at a level four. I know, I agree with you. It's 
definitely going to be tough. That's why you're getting triple credits for this and why you 
need a good plan. Let's see what you picked." 
 
Arrange the visuals of the support strategies, set up a visual task schedule, and then 
while pointing to them, state the plan. 
 
 "You're going to work in a quiet place and wear headphones. You're going to 
watch me do problems 1, 3, and 5 so you can see how I do them, and you're going to 
use a calculator on the last four problems. You can ask me for a water break and a 
movement break and you can have a snack at the halfway point." 
 
Step Four: Setting up a Visual Task Schedule 
 
We want distressed students to associate their effort with progress and relief, not with 
frustration and burden, so we have to break tasks down into steps that are quicker and 
easier to accomplish and we should write out each step (task list) so the student can 
actually see the progress, see that things are getting done, see themselves moving 
closer to the end, closer to relief. This brain retraining exercise is a process of showing 
that effort leads to completion of a step, and with each completed step the student is 
closer to relief. The end brings relief, the relief of not having to do the task anymore. 
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The unmotivated student may have a brain that's been trained to seek relief by avoiding 
the task. Task avoidance, then, becomes reinforcing because relief is a reinforcer. 
 
The task should be set up with two or three quick and easy first steps. As each step is 
completed it can be crossed off (or an icon can be pulled off a Velcro strip). In this 
manner movement toward the end point becomes reinforcing. It is also important to get 
a quick start (two or three quick and easy first steps) because we want the program to 
immediately reinforce getting started ("I'm already partially finished with this and it didn't 
take as much effort as I thought it would."). We're trying to rewire the brain for task 
initiation while unwiring task avoidance. The subsequent task steps can take more 
effort, but initially, during the early stages of using this program, it is important to use 
tasks that are fairly easy to complete. Remember, we're trying to rewire the brain to 
equate effort with accomplishment. It won't help if effort brings frustration or if a lot of 
effort results in a small accomplishment.  
 
An example of a visual task list appears at the end of this article and at 
kevinplummerphd.com. Using this list as an example, you can see the tasks down the 
left side and the support on the right. As each step is completed, it should be crossed 
off. Try to have the student do the crossing off. You can see that the first two steps are 
easy to accomplish (1. get your materials and headphones 2. choose your quiet work 
area). The third step requires a little effort (3. set up your paper with name, date and 
numbering) and the next step, (4. starting on the math problems), moves the student 
right next to an easy step (5. the teacher will demonstrate how to answer selected 
problems). Each time a problem is completed it should be crossed off the list. Within 
view, on the list, is a snack break, which is approached as the list is completed, thereby 
using the snack as an embedded reward for getting some of the work done (effort leads 
to relief). Following the snack are the following four independently completed problems, 
but using the claculator is the welcome support and the ultimate relief, a chosen 
preferred activity, is within sight and attainable with just a moderate amount of 
remaining effort. 
 
With a visual task breakdown motivation increases significantly as students approach 
the end. As students are working we can help them focus on their accomplishments or 
help them focus on their relief with the use of specific scripts.  
 
Step Five: Scripted Feedback and Reinforcement 
 
Throughout the task we want students to coach and encourage themselves. We want to 
change their internal script from negative ("I hate this, I'm so stupid, I'm never going to 
finish no matter how hard I try") to positive ("my effort is paying off, I'm getting this done, 
this isn't as bad as I thought it would be"). This is accomplished by ensuring that they 
employ positive and encouraging scripts or self-talk. First we organize our own list of 
possible self-reinforcing statements (e.g., "this is easier than I thought, this is going 
along really well, I'm making a lot of progress, this is going quickly, I'm doing a great job, 
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I'm getting a lot done, I'm working hard but my effort is paying off") and then we point 
out progress along the way and use the relevant script, the same script we want the 
students to use the next time they engage in the program.  
 
Once some of the steps have been complete, use the visual task list to point out 
progress. The script at the beginning of the task should always focus on how the task is 
moving along ("look, you're already getting a lot done. . .this is going along really well, 
maybe better than you thought"). 
 
Toward the middle of the task, the focus should be on the next point of relief ("once you 
finish the next one, I'm going to demonstrate the following one and all you have to do is 
watch. . .look how close you are to your snack, once you finish two more you can take a 
break and have your snack"). 
 
Toward the end of the task the focus should be on the ultimate relief, the end of the 
work and the chance to engage in a preferred activity ("look you're almost done, and 
then you get to color your super hero coloring book. . .that will be a lot of fun when you 
get to color in your super hero coloring book, look, just a couple more to go"). 
 
Right before the end, maybe at the last problem, it's time to reflect on effort and 
outcome ("Just one left. Look at all the work you did. It wasn't easy, but you really tried 
hard, got it all done, and soon you're going to have some fun"). 
 
When we use scripts with students we try to use words that are backed up by evidence 
that we can point out. We try to draw healthy and productive conclusions to replace the 
irrational and distressing internal scripts often triggered by hard work. Also, as the 
scripts are spoken, that is a good time to issue credit for accomplishment (or whatever 
fluid reinforcement system you are using). The reinforcement is not only a reward for 
effort, it is a way to draw student attention to specific accomplishments and specific 
experiences that we want them to remember. Attention is the gateway to memory and 
reinforcement is an activator of attention. If we can get students to pay attention to the 
aspects of the experience that we want to hold meaning, there is a much better chance 
that they will remember the experience the way we want them to remember it. It is the 
memory of the experience that will impact on the distress reaction the next time.  
 
We try to speak to students in a way that only requires a pronoun change for them to 
use the script as self-encouragement and self-validadtion ("Just one more and then I get 
to rest and have my snack"). The repetition of the scripts paired with the progress 
through the task list can lead to more automatic responding in future encounters with 
the same situation. Keep in mind, this requires a lot of repetition following a predictable 
routine. Repetition of random experiences will not lead to any significant brain rewiring. 
 
Step six: Retrospective Rating and Conclusions/Memories 
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Prior to the beginning of the task we asked the student to rate the level of distress 
(sometimes it's a rating of task difficulty—see rating scales mentioned earlier). Once the 
task is completed we get a second rating using the same scale. Typically, distressed 
students overestimate task difficulty and distress and underestimate their ability to 
manage it. Their rating of task difficulty and distress is often too negative, and this 
negativity can be self-defeating, so we encourage students to be more aware of this 
bias (the tendency to think something is going to be harder than it actually is) and we 
use the post-task rating as a way to make this point.  

 
Once they're done with the task, and with the recent experience of feeling encouraged, 
successful, and well-rewarded, we want students to reassess (using the scale) so they 
can store a more accurate memory of the experience. Also, when faced with a preferred 
activity, possibly a relaxing and enjoyable mood shifting activity, it's easier to let go of 
any negative feelings associated with the work task. 
 
With the student's initial ratings, we support them and move on, despite how 
exaggerated they may be. With the post-task ratings, we use actual experience to 
shape the rating. 
 
 "Now that you're finished, how would you rate the level of frustration with the 
 assignment you just completed? I didn't see you pounding the table or hear you   
 say how impossible it was. A few times you were smiling because you were 
 proud of your work." 
 
With active coaching and repeated experiences with the same type of task, student 
ratings become more accurate. It is often helpful to point out discrepancies in ratings. 
 
 "You rated it as a 5 at the beginning and now you see it as a 2. So, remember, 
 things can look really impossible at first, but if you come up with a good plan and 
 you give it a try, you find out that it's not as bad as you first thought. So 
 remember, give yourself a chance before deciding it's going to be too much." 
 
The goal, eventually, is to create stable memories of more realistic assessments of task 
difficulty and more accurate assessments of their own abilities. Students can learn to 
rate task difficulty more accurately or they can practice postponing their ratings until 
they have finished some of the work ("I won't decide how difficult this is going to be until 
number three. That's when I'll plan my breaks and my help."). Either way their 
assessments of task difficulty can become more accurate and less of an interfering/self-
defeating factor. 
 
Sometimes, with students who are more advanced in this program, we'll ask them to 
postpone their rating of distress until after they've gotten part of the task completed. 
When the ratings from the beginning and the end nearly match and when the level of 
distress is realistic and not exaggerated and when the student makes constructive 
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support plans rather than avoiding the work, then they have succeeded in developing 
distress tolerance. From there, it's a matter of increasing exposure to more challenging 
tasks. 
 
Categorizing Tasks on a Distress Continuum 
 
Some of the tasks that caused significant distress (e.g., a 5 on the scale of frustration) 
will eventually cause less distress and the ratings will reflect that. We want students to 
realize that they have the ability to manage their distress while working, thereby 
reducing the level of distress that the onset of the task causes them. It's important to 
collect data that enables you to show this to students. Keep track of the initial ratings for 
some of the tasks and later compare them to their lower distress ratings. This 
experience is designed to help students face new distressing tasks with hope, rather 
than despair, and with confidence in their abilities to bring down the distress level of the 
task. 
 
 "I remember when this task was a 5 and now it's a 2. You worked hard, you used 
 your plan, and now this type of task doesn't bother you. Remember that the next 
 time a task causes you distress. You know how to handle distress and you know 
 how to get used to things so they no longer cause you as much distress." 
. 
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     1  2       3          4         5 
 
 

Frustration Scale 
 

pick the size of the frustration 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

     1     2              3   4      5  
 

Task Difficulty Scale 
 

pick the size of the difficulty 
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Stress Scale 

 
pick the size of the stress 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
     1   2      3         4       5  
 

 
Stress Scale 

 
pick the size of the stress 
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Frustration        Fingerprint 
 

 
 
 
Looks Like . .         Sounds Like . . . 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
  

 
 

 

I see you pounding  
the table 

This is 
IMPOSSIBLE!! 

This is going to 
take 

FOREVER!!! 
I HATE 

this!! 
"Your voice 
gets loud" 

I CAN’T 
DO 

THIS!! 

This is 
so 

STUPID!! This is not   
FAIR !! 

I see you putting your 
head down on your desk 

I see you crumpling 
your paper 

This is 
TOO 

HARD!! I GIVE 
UP!!!!! I see you pushing things 

off the desk 
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Frustration Supports Strategies  
(example of the visual support used to construct personalized support plans  

with the distress tolerance program) 

 

Use a timer  
 

 

The teacher will do some to 
show me 

 
    Plan a brain break 

Change the Scene 
 

When I’m Frustrated 
 

               

Plan a movement Break 

Plan a water Break 

 
My teacher can read some 

of it to me 
 

 

Use a stress ball or fidget 
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Frustration Supports Strategies  
(example of the visual support used to construct personalized support plans  

with the distress tolerance program) 
 
  

Take deep breaths at 
certain points to reset 

 
My teacher can write some 

of it for me 

 

Wear headphones 
 

  

Have a snack before I 
start or after completing 

some of the work 

 

When I’m Frustrated 
 

 
             

Work by myself  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I can use a calculator 
 

 

 I can work in a quiet place 
 

 
I can cover part of the 

work  
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Visual Task Schedule 
 

 
             Task Schedule    Plan 
 
 
 

get your materials and 
headphones 
  
choose your quiet work area 
 

 

set up your paper: name, date 
and numbering 

 
do problems 2, 4 and 6 on your 
own 

 
the teacher will demonstrate how 
to answer problems 1, 3, and 5. 

 

use this time to have your snack  

do problems 7, 8, 9, and 10 on 
your own, using the calculator 

          
go over your completed work with 
the teacher 

 

put your materials away 
 

 

enjoy the fun activity that you 
picked 

 

choose one 
movement break, if 
you need it 

choose a water 
break, if you 
need it 


