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From Protect to Revitalize

For information about how to use this resource and how to create a resilience plan, refer to the 
Compassion Fatigue Resilience Guide, including the Resilience Plan Worksheet at the end of 
that guide.  Review Step Four, Managing Compassion Fatigue: Creating a Resilience Plan for 
guidance on how to create and implement the plan.

There are more than 80 strategies in this resource and they are organized into two primary 
areas followed by two secondary categories: 1) Strategies designed to be protective and 
preventive of job burnout and compassion fatigue, 2) Strategies to revitalize by interrupting and 
resetting the stress response, 3) Strategies for Developing a Stress Management Program 
Outside of Work, and 4) Strategies the School or Organization Can Contribute to Promote 
Resilience and Revitalization.
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Protective and Preventive Approaches

1. Increase Resilience Through Increased Work Engagement

1a) Align your personal principles, values, interests, strengths, talents and skills with the 
activities of work as much as possible. This type of alignment is energizing and it provides you 
with a stronger sense of purpose and self-worth. What do you feel most confident doing and 
where do you feel less confident? What do you lean towards and what do you lean away from? 
Try to resolve any mismatches and advocate for opportunities to be engaged in job tasks that 
reflect your strengths and interests while finding a way to develop additional skills to increase 
your competence (see the work of Ed Deci at the University of Rochester on the role of 
competence, autonomy and social connectedness in motivation and satisfaction—Self-
Determination Theory http://selfdeterminationtheory.org/).

1b) What do you understand the least and least like to do? What do you value most about work 
and understand the best? Frequently self-assess and determine where you need to grow and 

Kevin Plummer, Ph.D.    School Clinical & Consulting Services



2
Options for Creating a Resilience Plan

develop to achieve optimal job performance. Develop an active role in becoming more proficient 
in therapeutic methods by creating a job skills growth plan or a plan to improve proficiency in 
specific areas. 

1c) What are your goals for work fulfillment and growth how do they fit in with your current job 
duties? Create a work engagement and fulfillment plan and review it with a supervisor. 

1d) Become highly familiar with what you are trying to do, what the program and methods are 
designed to accomplish, how interventions are supposed to help the population you're working 
with. Make a strong connection between your efforts and what your efforts are designed to do.

1e) Understand what the job requires and what it entails, what the experience will be like, 
including; the range of duties and activities, the level and consistency of effort needed, the level 
of teamwork or independence, the ongoing commitment to professional growth and 
development, and the functioning level of the population you are trying to help.

1f) Identify and make a connection with role models among your co-workers, people whose 
work quality, engagement in work, and professional attitude and approach toward work you 
admire and value.

1g) Find a way to become highly engaged in the work by contributing to the improvement of the 
program, by trying to be creative, by giving input, adding suggestions and ideas, and 
participating in decision making about the way things are done. People are at risk for job 
burnout when they exercise no autonomy at work, no involvement in decision making, and take 
no opportunity to contribute to the improvement of the program or to change the way they do 
their job. 

1h) Be receptive to new responsibilities and different tasks, volunteer to take on something 
different. Sometimes new tasks and responsibilities can be revitalizing.

1i) Strive to maintain a "Growth Mindset". Develop an intention to maintain this when you come 
into work every day.

1j) Take full advantage of additional training and skill development opportunities, seek out 
guidance and support with the application of new skills, ask to observe skills and tools in action, 
seek out additional training resources such as reading material and access to other staff who 
have specific expertise. Active learning and growing on the job and a high level of mastery of 
required skills—a strong feeling of competence in doing the job—is a protective factor against 
job burnout.  People are more susceptible to burnout when they lack the knowledge and the skill 
to adequately do the job, and when they have little opportunity to add to their knowledge or 
develop their skills, or they are unable or unwilling to invest in the process of learning and 
growing on the job.

1k) Develop an acute understanding of how to recognize success, especially what success 
looks like in small measured amounts, something small enough—for example—that could occur 
multiple times in the next hour. Develop realistic expectations about what can be accomplished, 
how long it will take, and what it will take to accomplish it. Check with your colleagues about 
their expectations for success and frequently update your own expectations based on the 
current circumstances. Connecting successful outcomes with specific efforts or interventions 
leads to greater feelings of effectiveness, which contributes to resilience. On the other hand, 
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inability to recognize success or success that is poorly defined or unrealistically defined is a 
significant contributor to job burnout.

1l) Strive to maintain an optimistic and hopeful outlook, appreciate small successes along the 
way, look for solutions, look for opportunities, smile often, give credit where it is due and when it 
is due (don't wait until later), accept that struggles are part of the work, look at the "big picture".

2. Increase Resilience Through Increased Teamwork and Social Engagement

2a) Stay well-connected with your classroom team. Participate in monitoring the effectiveness of 
your team (https://kevinplummerphd.com/staff-assessment-of-team-effectiveness-the-level-of-
community-within-your-therapeutic-team/) and help develop plans to improve team 
effectiveness. Social support is an important factor in resilience, and lack of social support on 
the job is linked to worker burnout. People who are isolated, not part of an effective team, and 
have little access to social support or supervision/guidance on the job are particularly at risk for 
burnout.

2b) Take the time to debrief about the day with members of your team (do this as a team). 
Maybe you use this to start the day or a way to bring closure to the day. Also, establish a way to 
check in with individual colleagues throughout the day. Stress can follow you from one activity to 
the next. One of the best ways to prevent stress build up is to connect with colleagues, share 
frustrations and concerns, offer support, share helpful tips and advice, offer validation and 
create a sense of belonging. It helps to feel heard and understood by someone who knows what 
you're experiencing. 

2c) Work on seeing the best and bringing out the best in others. Search for strengths. Provide 
an abundance of recognition for others, build on what is good, what is working, compliment 
others, share success stories. Set a daily intention to contribute to a team culture of hope and 
optimism.

2d) Limit caustic engagement and resist participating in workplace discussions that generate 
chronic negativity about the job, the children, or the other staff. Limit the social support you seek 
through catastrophizing and limit bonding around how awful things are, by amplifying your own 
misery at work; and resist chronically commiserating with your colleagues about negativity in 
your life outside of work. Make a conscientious effort to emphasize the success you're having at 
work and to see the small signs of progress in the children you work with. Focus on what is 
possible, what will work out well, what small good can be done. Try to see the day as full of 
promise and possibility.

2e) Help others learn how to do what you do well. It will add to your feelings of competence and 
professional identity, it will help you feel connected to the mission, and it will broaden your 
impact in a way that will help you feel valued and important to the organization. Stress narrows 
our focus and increases rigidity, while helping others broadens perspective and increases 
openness, flexibility and connectedness.

2f) Actively seek specific feedback (from colleagues that you respect) about what you are doing 
well and what you could work on. Set goals for improvement in small steps, something you 
could accomplish by the end of the day or the next day.
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2g) Take the time to discuss/debrief with a supervisor about any adverse impact you feel you've 
had from a recent exposure to trauma while helping students. 

2h) Make a consistent and concerted effort to become attuned to individual children in the 
classroom. Be an astute observer, mindful of small moments and mannerisms, and frequently 
bring yourself back into the present when you notice your mind has drifted.

2i) Cultivate patience and compassion. Set an intention to catch yourself and convey 
compassion when you see struggling or when the child's behavior triggers you. Remember, all 
children want to be happy, successful, smart, productive, proud and well-liked, but there are 
reasons why they can't be who they want to be right now. They don't want to be upset, a failure, 
a source of trouble, a source of frustration. Children are imperfect little human beings and many 
of them in so many classrooms are struggling with something. We have to try to teach them 
despite their struggles. The children are counting on us to figure it out, counting on us to help 
them find their best selves. If we can manage our own triggers and our own fears and if we can 
figure out how to work together and pool what we know, help each other manage the stress we 
experience, we'll be giving these children who struggle their best chance.

Strengthen your sense of compassion and let compassion lead you. Always ask yourself, who is 
the person inside this struggle I am witnessing? Compassion fosters resilience in the person 
who feels compassion often. Compassion stimulates the vagus nerve and activates the 
parasympathetic nervous system to quiet the stress response, lower blood pressure, relax 
respiration, strengthen and regulate the immune system, and enable the brain to think more 
creatively and better engage the frontal cortex.

2i) Spend as much time as possible reaching out and connecting with people who usually help 
you feel good about yourself, people who appreciate you and genuinely care about you, people 
who encourage you and lift you up. Just asking about and checking in with them is an act of 
caring that will help you feel connected and quiet your stress response. 

2j) Cultivate a practice of reflective and compassionate listening. Listen to the person who is 
telling you something with genuine care for the person who is talking. Listen for and respond to 
the emotion underlying the message. Focus on their voice tone and body posture and try to 
reflect empathy. Listen with patience and an open heart. 

Social interactions that promote empathy, bonding, genuine caring and attunement create an 
oxytocin effect. Oxytocin triggers the release of serotonin and stimulates the vagus nerve (the 
"nerve of compassion") to engage the parasympathetic nervous system to calm the body. The 
amygdala (the stress initiator) is richly populated with oxytocin receptors so higher levels of 
oxytocin can quiet the activity of the amygdala.

2k) Cultivate a practice gratitude, Express thanks and appreciation to the people you are close 
to, your family and your friends, certain colleagues, but also people that you casually encounter 
throughout your day. Give a shout out, a compliment, write a note. Maybe someone sent you a 
note of encouragement, or a moving music video, just because they were thinking of you and 
wanted you to know they care. Connecting with your feelings of gratitude and expressing 
appreciation is an evidence-based resilience-enhancing behavior (https://
kevinplummerphd.com/positive-psychology-student-learning-implications/). 
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The act of appreciating certainly has an effect on the recipient, but the most profound effect is 
the biological effect on the person who does the appreciating. However, it must be felt gratitude, 
not merely polite gratitude. When it is felt gratitude, it impacts the heart and circulatory system, 
the immune system, as well as the stress response system to create an emotional and 
physiological state of calm and well-being. If you can increase your attention to what you 
appreciate, you will achieve higher levels of calm and lower levels of threat and alarm in your 
stress response system. The more frequently you engage in this practice, the greater the benefit 
and the more you are changing your brain's ability to find things worth appreciating. This takes 
practice, at first, and commitment, but it is one of the best things you can do to lower the stress 
response and lower your blood pressure. As a routine in your day, look for who and what you 
appreciate most at the current moment. Ask that question throughout the day, without any 
obligation to get the answer. Just asking the question creates a space in your brain for the 
experience, and with that space established your brain is primed to notice more that you 
appreciate in your day.

2l) Train your brain to search for the positive in the day. Some people are naturally inclined to do 
this, but the vast majority of us are not. Positive experiences are often overshadowed by 
negative experiences, so it's easy for the positive experiences to slip by unnoticed, and thus we 
lose the positive memories, but that is a loss we cannot afford after dealing with such difficulty 
on the job. 

Find a way to ask yourself one or more of the questions below every day (and throughout the 
day). The more you ask some of these questions (and engage in the act of remembering the 
good), the more you are creating the space in your brain to effortlessly recognize these 
experiences when they happen. These are experiences that create a sense of balance, a 
feeling of control, and a sense of well-being. These are experiences that turn down or turn off 
the stress response. Asking yourself these questions often (prompting yourself to remember the 
positive) is probably the most significant thing you can do to prevent the buildup of stress. Do 
not worry about the answers to the questions, asking the question is the primary part of the 
exercise. 

What obstacles did you overcome today?

What has made you feel proud to call yourself an educator?  

What were some heartwarming moments you experienced?

What have you learned and what do you continue to learn?

Who or what do you appreciate in your life today?

In what ways are you better or stronger from your experience today?

Remember your acts of kindness. 

Remember your acts of compassion, the times you reached out and offered support.

Remember when people were kind to you or showed you compassion or reached out to you.
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2m) Share the uplifting. Share uplifting videos, stories, and anecdotes. Witnessing acts of 
kindness, compassion, generosity and selflessness can promote feelings of elevation, the 
inspiration emotion you feel when witnessing humanity's higher or better nature, that warm 
feeling in your chest, the lump in your throat and the swelling of your heart. This emotion is 
caused by oxytocin and its stimulation of serotonin and the vagus nerve. Just witnessing an 
event can cause that effect, substantially lowering your stress response.  

3. Increase Resilience Through Other Wellness Practices That Promote Self-Regulation 

3a) Sleep. Focus on good sleep hygiene and habits that promote good sleep. Sleep produces 
an abundance of serotonin, shuts down the production of cortisol, and it resets the stress 
response. Even a short nap can reset the stress response. Create a routine that settles you 
before going to bed. Control the level of commotion you expose yourself to, do not eat right 
before going to bed (the digestive activity will interfere with sleep), do not spend time in bright 
light just before bedtime (the kind of light coming from the computer), ensure that the room is 
quiet, dark and cool enough. Promote healthy sleeping the way you would promote healthy 
eating. They both feed the body and the brain.

3b) Stay hydrated.  Drink plenty of water and fluids that do not contain an abundance of sugar. 
Dehydration not only creates decreased alertness and energy; it can also increase irritability 
and induce a stress response. Mild to moderate dehydration on a chronic basis can lead to 
inflammation because of the body's inability to easily rid itself of toxins. Cortisol is an anti-
inflammatory as well as a stress hormone. Higher levels of inflammation trigger cortisol, the 
primary stress hormone, as the body's anti-inflammatory response, and this can lead to fatigue, 
foggy thinking, and other "sickness behaviors" such as depressed mood, lack of ambition, 
diminished hope, increased anxiety, and problems with memory and processing information 
(https://kevinplummerphd.com/chronic-stress-inflammation-and-mood-dysfunction/).

3c) Meditation. Meditation is the most well-known and best researched brain-body regulating 
exercise. Meditation is the practice of bringing your awareness acutely into the present with a 
focus on your breathing, your thoughts, and how your body feels. Meditation takes training to 
have profound effects, but even without any formal training, people can learn to meditate and 
experience some benefit. There are countless meditation web guides that you can use, such as 
https://www.headspace.com/. For those who already know how to meditate, we worry that the 
practice too easily gets put aside at a time when it is needed most. Put it into the schedule and 
make it a priority of the day.

3d) Maintain a neat and organized environment and close adherence to predictable routines of 
the day. Structure, order, and predictability are calming while unpredictability, messiness, and 
disorganization promote a stress response.

3e) Maintain a sense of humor at work. Laughter and light-heartedness can reset biochemistry 
following a buildup of frustration and stress. Laughter also strengthens and regulates the 
immune system.

Revitalizing: Interrupting and Resetting the Stress Response

Reset for calm (physiologically) when you feel triggered by your exposure to the trauma of the 
children in the program and periodically throughout your time in the school day, with calming 
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breaths and muscle relaxation, particularly relaxing the muscles of the abdomen. It's easy to 
become impacted by the stress of the children we are trying to help, but we have to keep in 
mind that children are impacted by our stress too. Stress is contagious. The child's brain can 
process stress in the adults around them, even if this stress is not overtly expressed. We can 
stress children, upset children and challenge their ability to cope just by inadvertently sharing 
our stress with them. You can help to achieve a calmer classroom by resetting yourself.

Build restorative breaks into the work day and take advantage of restore activities provided by 
the workplace (https://kevinplummerphd.com/important-things-to-remember-about-restorative-
breaks/). Stress causes changes in the body that prepare you for fight or flight (activation of the 
sympathetic nervous system). The relaxation response (triggered by the parasympathetic 
nervous system) returns your body to homeostasis, after the source of the stress is past. 
Sometimes, even though the stressful experience is over, your body needs assistance relaxing 
(and your brain needs assistance shifting focus), and that is the purpose of the resetting 
activities. 

Your brain assesses the condition of your body through the vagus nerve (the largest nerve of 
the body, frequently called "the nerve of compassion"). The information gathered by the vagus 
nerve about your internal bodily state signals the passing or the presence of the danger. When 
you are in chronic stress, your body continues to signal the brain that danger is still present 
(muscles stay tight, heart beat and blood pressure are up, throat is dry, breathing is more 
shallow, stomach/digestive area is cramped from lack of blood flow and feeling "nervous" from 
stress hormones), so your brain continues the stress response, keeps producing cortisol, keeps 
activating memories of similar experiences that can easily blend with and distort your current 
experience. The brain changes the body and the body changes the brain. The body can actually 
convince the brain that there is a stressor even when one isn't present. Someone could have a 
breathing problem due to an allergy on a particular day, for example, but if they are unaware 
that their allergy has been triggered, their brain could interpret it as a stress response and this 
could trigger the hippocampus (central memory center of the brain) to recruit memories of 
stress, which could initiate a stress response in the brain. The same is true for stomach and 
digestive discomfort.

Just as the body can trigger a stress response in the brain, we can do things to relax the body in 
a way that will signal to the brain that the stress episode is over, the danger has past. Most of 
our stress is not caused by things that are happening to us. Instead, most of our stress is 
caused by things that we are thinking about that might happen, or things that happened and are 
over, but we're still thinking about them. This is encouraging, because we can impact on that 
source of stress. We can use our control of the body to shut down the stress response in the 
brain (temporarily interrupt it). Pick the exercises and practices that you find suitable, learn them 
well and practice them frequently.

1) Physiological Resets, Breathing.

1a) Breathing. Certain breathing techniques interrupt the type of breathing related to stress, 
thereby interrupting the stress signals to the brain coming from your respiratory system. In 
addition, these same breathing techniques relax the airways and also stimulate the vagus nerve 
to initiate the body's calming response. Find a quiet spot, away from noise, people and 
commotion (and your phone and computer). Stare straight ahead with a relaxed/unfocussed 
gaze. Sit up straight. Breathe in through your nose while counting to three or four, hold your 
breath for a count of one, then let it out slowly through your slightly open mouth for a count of 6 
Kevin Plummer, Ph.D.    School Clinical & Consulting Services
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to 8. Feel your body soften as you exhale. Pause after letting out your breath, then repeat until 
you've completed 10 breaths. This may take 2 or 3 minutes. When you are finished, sit for a 
minute and note how you feel. Try to do this at least three times a day (put it into your schedule 
with a deliberate plan to complete the exercise at certain points in the day), or whenever you 
feel your stress is getting too high. Everyone knows how to breathe, even without ever thinking 
about it. But this type of breathing is intentional, under your conscious control. It takes practice 
and focus before it becomes a healthy habit. This will lower heart rate and blood pressure as 
well as the production of stress hormones.

Be patient with yourself. Sometimes you will notice a profound effect and other times only a little 
effect. Stick with your routine of doing it. Over time, you will condition your brain and body to 
work together and the results will be more reliable. Remember, if you have good and healthy 
control over your breathing, you can feel more in control than you do when stressed.

1b) Breathe into your body. Do a body scan during your initial breaths. As you breathe in, direct 
your breath to a part of your body that you want to relax, that you want to settle. When you 
exhale, visualize that part of your body relaxing, softening, becoming calm. Repeat this for the 
same area or move on to another area that needs to soften.

1c) Breathing with physical stimulation. While breathing, hold one hand over your heart while 
putting the other behind your head. Stimulation in these areas is comforting. In addition, with 
your hand behind your head, your ribcage is lifted and it's easier to get a deep, full breath, more 
easily enabling your diaphragm to press on your vagus nerve. With your hand on your chest, 
you are not only administering self-comfort, you are using your hand to feel the breath as your 
chest raises and lowers, giving you a better focus on your breath and a better chance for your 
breathing to be under good conscious control.

You may get an enhanced effect by following the breathing exercise while you are receiving 
input from a weighted device (pillow or blanket or shoulder wrap) that you can put on your 
shoulders or lap. The same could apply to using heat. Heating pads can be used on your neck 
and shoulders, just as there are shoulder and neck pads that can be heated in the microwave 
oven. 

1d) Breathing with bilateral tapping. While following the breathing protocol, keep one hand on 
each thigh and tap alternately, one hand and then the other. Tap at a slow rate, matching the 
breath as you let it out, a slow count to 6 or 8, then repeat. Another technique is to cross your 
arms and tap by each shoulder or upper arm (but this can also feel constricting while breathing 
in). You can also tap your feet in an alternating pattern. Pick a method that works for you. 
Rhythmic bilateral stimulation helps with emotional regulation, giving some order, organization, 
control, and integration to emotion that might otherwise feel random, fragmented and out of our 
control.

1e) Breathing with music. While following the breathing protocol, listen to soothing, slow-paced 
music that you enjoy. The music can help you block out background noise and it can trigger 
soothing memories and feelings, enhancing the effects of the breathing exercise. Try to find the 
volume that allows you to hear it well enough and block out enough of the distractions but not so 
loud as to distract from the sound and movement of your breath. If this becomes your standard 
protocol, your body and brain could become conditioned to it, so that the relaxation response is 
triggered when the music is just starting, giving you a head start on the calming process.
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1f) Breathing with scent. While following the breathing protocol, use incense or a scent diffuser 
to create a scent that you find relaxing. The sense of smell is the only sense that is wired 
directly into the amygdala (the brain's stress alarm center) and many smells evoke positive and 
calming emotions.

1g) Focus on the pulse. This is not strictly a breathing exercise, although it can be done while 
engaging in calm breaths. This is a conscious focus on the pulse. If you find your pulse and sit 
quietly while monitoring it, feeling it, counting it, noting the pace of it, your pulse will come down. 
Your heartbeat and blood pressure both rise in response to stress. Even when you are not 
stressed, a racing heart can cause you to have a stress reaction (unless you know that your 
racing heart is due to something within your control, such as exercise). Even if you do nothing 
else but feel the pulse and pay attention to it for three minutes, it will slow down and decrease in 
intensity. The focus on the pulse is a mindfulness exercise and the slowing of the pulse and the 
decrease in intensity is a function of the parasympathetic nervous system, the system that 
resets and quiets the stress response and returns your body to homeostasis. 

2) Physiological Resets, Exercise.

2a) Exercise. Exercise that involves vigorous movement and an increased heart rate is a stress 
reducer because it relaxes the resting tension of muscles and tendons (by tensing and relaxing, 
which is the way muscles are required to work to execute any movement—one set tenses while 
the opposing set relaxes). Muscle and tendon relaxation (particularly once the exercise period is 
over) signals calm to the brain and interrupts the stress response. 

Exercise also increases the production of neurotransmitters that inhibit activity in the stress 
network of the brain. During exercise, the body metabolizes tryptophan (an amino acid) to 
sustain physical exertion, and one of the byproducts of this is Serotonin, which quiets the stress 
response. Exercise also creates a focused distraction. It's compelling. You have to pay attention 
to it, so it brings you into the present and away from your stressful thoughts. This is a 
mindfulness experience, a respite period for the brain.

2b) Exercise and Deep Pressure Stimulation. Weight lifting or heavy work (e.g., pushups, 
kettlebells) creates stimulation in the deep tissue of our bodies. This creates an increased sense 
of body awareness (interoception). As you are more aware of how your body feels in specific 
areas and as you are more in conscious control of providing that bodily sensation, you develop 
increased feelings of security and control and you trigger better emotional regulation. This 
happens because deep pressure stimulates the part of the brain that creates the link between 
how your body feels with emotional intensity (the insular cortex). 

2c) Exercise and routine. When you do the same exercises in the same way you create a 
predictable routine that has a soothing effect, even as the rest of your day may have so much 
other unpredictability. You have control over your circumstances while you're exercising, control 
over your body (instead of feeling hijacked by stress-related emotions) and it's giving you an 
experience of familiarity and predictability. These conditions create a brain settling 
neurochemistry by producing neurotransmitters that inhibit the activity in the stress network 
(e.g., GABA, Serotonin), reducing the production of cortisol (which is the hormone that sustains 
the stress response in the body). 

2d) Exercise with focus and control. Do your exercise with focus (don't check your phone or 
engage in other activities). Get your head into the experience. Count the repetitions, take timed 
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rest periods, repeat exercises in sets, focus on your form and your movement. The more 
organized you are and the more focused you are on what you are doing, the more mindful and 
present you are. Being this focused and present shuts down the stress response. 

Furthermore, exercise is a form of controlled movement with predictable body sensations. 
Controlled movement gives you a sense of control over your own body, whereas stress creates 
body sensations that seem unpredictable and out of your control. Taking back control over your 
body, even for short periods of time, can reset the stress response.

3) Physiological Resets, Other Physical Stimulation.
 
3a) Massage and Muscle Stimulation. Massage can create stimulation in the deep tissues of our 
bodies, releasing muscle tension and creating an increased sense of body awareness (just as in 
heavy work activities). Roll (press down) a tennis ball over your arms, legs and shoulders. Use a 
massage chair if you have one or a handheld massager or a massage pillow that fits around 
your neck and rests on your shoulders.

3b) Progressive muscle relaxation. Progressive muscle relaxation is another way to change how 
your body communicates with the stress network of your brain. Tense a muscle group or area, 
hold for a few seconds, and then release the tension. Do this to each area a few times. The 
most important areas to tense and relax are the stomach and abdominal areas (also the neck, 
jaw, face, and shoulders). This will directly stimulate the vagus nerve in a way to engage the 
relaxation response. Otherwise, start at the toes and feet and work up the body through the legs 
and abdomen, torso, arms, shoulders and neck, and end with the muscles of the jaw and face. 
The muscles of the face communicate emotion to the brain. Anger, frustration, sadness, worry, 
and stress all activate muscles in the face that stimulate emotional centers of the brain. You may 
not be upset at all, but if your face is held too long in a frowning position (or stressed position) 
you will eventually feel somewhat upset. 

3c) Heat and weighted blanket. Heat from a heating pad or electric blanket can bring blood flow 
to the skin and relax the muscles in a way that can trigger a relaxation response, a comfort 
response that engages the parasympathetic nervous system (the rest and relax system) to shut 
down stress hormones. Also, consider combining this intervention with the breathing exercises, 
to enhance the effect of breathing on the stress response.

4) Cognitive Shift and Brain Resets.

When people get stressed or overwhelmed (or experience any emotion, for that matter) their 
brains recruit mood congruent memories, memories that were made and stored about 
experiences that made them feel the same way (so we can be well-prepared to deal with what 
we're facing in the present). This is an automatic and involuntary process and sometimes it isn't 
as helpful as it is intended to be. It isn't helpful when these memories further worsen our mood 
and make our current stress worse than it has to be. It isn't helpful when these memories pull us 
out of the present and cause us to become preoccupied with the past (blending the present with 
the past). It isn't helpful when we get stuck in a negative mindset and can't get out of it. 

When we are unable to recover from negative thinking, when the present circumstances don't 
enable us to let a difficult mood fade on its own, we can use cognitive/brain resetting 
interventions. It may also be wise to schedule these brain resetting experiences into the day for 
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short and frequent periods. Five to ten minutes with a brain resetting activity can have a very 
positive effect. 

4a) Cognitive Shift and Brain Resets, Immersion/ Focus Tasks. Activities that require 
concentration, particularly visual activities, can create a mindset shift (coloring, tracing, 
completing mazes, finding hidden objects or pictures, Sudoku, puzzles, tangrams, origami). 
They recruit your cognitive resources away from the emotional memory loop and bring your 
brain into the present. Shifting a stressed mood is not done by trying to solve problems that 
can't readily be solved, even though that is what our instinct tells us to do. Shifting a stressed 
mood when problems cannot be readily solved is often a matter of finding a way of letting 
stressed thoughts and feelings settle from lack of attention, fade more to the background by 
giving the mind something else to do. While immersed in the visual problem, you are using your 
analytical part of your brain which enables the emotional parts of your brain to rest and reset. 

Pick an activity that fits your interests and strengths, one that will cause you to be immersed but 
not cause you to be frustrated, and give yourself a diet of involvement with this activity a few 
times during the day (or as needed). Five or ten minutes is plenty of time to reset. For more 
information about this type of intervention see 1) https://kevinplummerphd.com/using-
classroom-routines-to-create-a-therapeutic-brain-settling-effect/ and 
2) https://kevinplummerphd.com/reset-break/.

4b) Cognitive Shift and Brain Resets, Leisure Routines. Leisure tasks are activities that give you 
great comfort and satisfaction. They are brain resetting activities because they soothe you, 
because they are associated with comfort and enjoyment, because they cause you to feel 
productive or skilled at a time where you might be prone to feeling helpless and less effective. 
Remember what you enjoy and get back to that. Maybe you like to knit or draw or cook or sew, 
or read or play games. Label the activity (it's a leisure break) so it has a defined purpose and 
your brain recognizes it that way, and schedule it as if you need a diet of leisure in your day. In 
some cases, your leisure task could be a brain resetting activity (see previous section), but 
leisure tasks don't necessarily require full concentration. For more information about this type of 
intervention see https://kevinplummerphd.com/leisure-breaks/.

4c) Cognitive Shift and Brain Resets, Nature Exposure. Listening to or viewing traffic or city 
scenes is processed automatically by the subconscious as stress, whereas listening to or 
viewing nature scenes is processed automatically as calming and relaxing, lowering arousal and 
alarm. People heal faster when they can look out the hospital window to see natural 
environments. Natural environments turn down the stress response because they create a 
broadening of perspective (stress narrows our view) and they put things into a greater context 
and connect us with something much larger than ourselves and our current problems. Nature is 
very often timeless, regardless of what is happening in our small piece of the world. We see 
trees that are more than 100 years old, stone that is thousands of years old, waves that roll in 
endlessly forever and stretch across to other continents. Our expanded view of time takes us 
out of the urgency and the pressure of the moment. Whatever you are dealing with, the birds 
still wake up singing, the flowers display their beauty and it's all there any time you are ready to 
notice. 

Take a walk in a natural environment. It will shift your scene and shift your context. The plants 
and the trees, the animals, the sun, the sky and the breeze don't know anything about the stress 
you're dealing with, so it will be a healthy break to spend some time with them, looking at and 
listening to what they have to tell you. Engage your senses. Let your perspective broaden to the 
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natural world around you. Breathe deeply, listen to the sound of the wind and the birds and the 
running water, look at the color and the shape of the leaves on the plants reaching for the sun, 
feel the warmth of the sun on your face, watch the dragonfly perched on the railing, the butterfly 
balanced on the top of the flower. Use your walk in nature to look for things and find things. In 
this way, it will bring you into the present and reset your stress response. As your stress builds 
during the day, or right after a particularly stressful day, take ten minutes and make yourself go 
outside for a brief period and appreciate the wonders of nature.
This has a profound impact on stress hormones. For more information about this see Shinrin 
Yoku https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5580555/
and   https://kevinplummerphd.com/positive-psychology-student-learning-implications/).

4d) Cognitive Shift and Brain Resets, Perception and Perspective Management. Identify people 
on staff who can help you gain perspective, who can help you step back and put things into a 
broader context. One of the best ways to prevent stress build up is to connect with colleagues in 
this way, to shift your narrative away from stress-inducing thought processes. Periodically get a 
perspective check, especially when feeling stressed.

4e) Cognitive Shift and Brain Resets, Scene Shifts. Step away from the situation that is 
triggering stress and change the scene. Step outside into the fresh air and sunlight. Leave the 
room and talk with a coworker. Take a walk down the hall and look out the window. Get a drink 
of water. Scene shifts can be very brief, just enough to engage your brain in the process of 
orienting and grounding in the present moment. When your scene shifts, the brain activity in the 
frontal cortex increases, as a natural orienting response. This breaks the stress-emotion-
memory loop which is a disorienting experience that amplifies the stress of the moment.

4f) Cognitive Shift and Brain Resets, Other Activities. Certain smells can trigger positive emotion 
and states of calm and well-being. This will take some experimentation, but it is worth exploring, 
because it's a relatively easy intervention to set up once you have the right smell and the right 
way to dispense it (e.g., incense, diffuser, etc.). 

Music can be mood altering for the same reasons. Listen to soothing music that you enjoy, 
schedule it into your day, use headphones so you can get the effect without interference. Music 
is often associated with mood and it's certainly associated with memory of positive experiences. 
Use music that relaxes or soothes and music that is uplifting or reminds you of enjoyable 
experiences. 

Watch animal videos, nature shows (choose the videos without people in the scenes, just 
animals and natural environments). View photos of your family and /or places you like to visit. 
This can trigger warm memories and initiate an oxytocin effect, lowering the body's stress 
response (https://kevinplummerphd.com/oxytocin-and-serotonin/). Use the photo program in 
your computer to create a slide show from the photos that you care deeply about, photos of your 
children at various ages, places that have given you treasured memories, photos of natural 
beauty in your surroundings, pets/animals doing cute or heartwarming things. Select music to 
match the emotion of the photos. Find a way to relax and spend some time with your creation. 
Just five minutes of viewing a well-crafted slide show can interrupt the stress response, 
especially if it has soothing music. Use headphones to eliminate interfering noise and find a 
private spot so you can focus without distraction. 

Develop a Stress Management Program Outside of Work
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1) Social Support. Develop social supports outside of work and spend plenty of time with people 
you like, people who really know you and appreciate who you are, people who genuinely care 
about you, people who encourage you and lift you up, people who can selflessly celebrate your 
life. Reach out and check in with them periodically, ask how they're doing. Just asking about 
them is an act of caring that will help you feel connected and quiet your stress response.

2) Distraction With Immersion Activities. Engage in fun, engaging, relaxing and distracting 
projects and activities outside of work on a regular basis. Leave work at the workplace and 
immerse yourself in non-work experiences that bring you into the present.

3) Solitude. Preserve the diet of solitary time that you need.

4) Routine. Set up schedules and create routines for organizing your day. Routine creates a 
mind and body settling effect. Routine quiets the stress response through the production of 
serotonin and the primary neurochemical inhibitor GABA. People taking medications that 
increase brain serotonin don't feel better because serotonin is a mood enhancer. They feel 
better, less anxious, because their anxiety response is quieted, their sympathetic nervous 
system is less reactive. A less reactive nervous system provides the feeling of calm and well-
being. Routine creates this serotonin effect.

5) Spend Time With a Pet. Research has shown a reciprocal oxytocin effect achieved in pet 
owners and with their dogs as well as their cats (although oxytocin levels in cats are lower). The 
look in your dog's eyes and the feel of the cat purring on your lap can create this effect, lowering 
your stress response. Oxytocin is a hormone that promotes bonding, but it also acts to shut 
down the production of stress hormones while promoting the production of serotonin, one of the 
neurochemicals of calm. Research has not extended to other pets, but the effect can probably 
be expected from an encounter with any furry and cuddly pet with which you have formed an 
emotional bond.

6) Nurturing Activities. When you engage in nurturing and caring activities you can lower your 
stress response. Nurturing and caring activities include cooking for others, taking care of a 
garden, helping a child learn how to do something (e.g., how to bake cookies, how to make a 
paper airplane, how to throw a Frisbee), reading to a child, making something that shows you 
care, etc. When people engage in acts of nurturance and caring for the welfare of others, they 
experience elevated levels of oxytocin and lowered levels of stress hormones.

7) Clean and Organize. Clean and organize your house, your basement, your garage, your car. 
When you engage in restoring order you develop a greater sense of control. Stress makes us 
feel out of control and causes us to lose sight of just how much control we have. Fix, repair, 
build something, improve something, make something better than it was. You will feel capable 
and competent and in more control. In addition, it will be a distraction and possibly a form of 
physical exertion, incorporating those other methods of stress reduction. Furthermore, when 
your place is neat and in order you feel less stressed. Clutter and disorder and chaotic 
environments are processed subconsciously as a stressor.

8) Meditation. Develop an active meditation practice outside of work.

9) Exercise. Maintain a regular exercise program outside of work. Exercise helps process the 
neurochemical and hormonal byproducts of stress, reduces muscle tension, boosts serotonin 
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production, lowers resting heart rate, decreases blood pressure, enhances the quality of sleep, 
and promotes a sense of control.

10) Eat healthy foods.

11) Appreciate the wonders of nature, the trees, the garden, the animals, the breeze, the blue 
sky. Let your perspective broaden to the natural world around you. This has a
profound impact on stress hormones (see, https://kevinplummerphd.com/positive-psychology-
student-learning-implications/).
.
12) Protect your sleep with good sleep hygiene and very regular sleep habits that give
you substantial high quality sleep.

13) Stay hydrated, preferably with water. Dehydration can trigger an immune system
response (causing body inflammation), leading to fatigue, foggy thinking, and other
"sickness behaviors" such as depressed mood, lack of ambition, diminished hope,
increased anxiety, and problems with memory and processing information (https://
kevinplummerphd.com/chronic-stress-inflammation-and-mood-dysfunction/).

14) Practice gratitude, frequently express gratitude. Teach yourself to find things
throughout the day that you are grateful for. Sometimes these are small things that are
usually just taken for granted. Express thanks and appreciation to the people you are
close to, your family and your friends, but also people you casually encounter
throughout your day. This is an evidence-based resilience-enhancing behavior (see,
https://kevinplummerphd.com/positive-psychology-student-learning-implications/).

What the School or Organization Can do to Promote Resilience and Revitalization

1) Provide frequent concrete and specific feedback about job performance.
2) Provide ample opportunity for staff recognition, showcasing of work.
3) Repeatedly provide clarity of roles and responsibilities.
4) Set realistic and clear expectations, welcome input about expectations, and be open to 

revisions to expectations.
5) Frequently review the workload, help staff manage and balance job duties and set clear  
    boundaries.
6) Provide supervision from administrators, coordinators, clinicians, consultants and   
    experienced staff. 
7) Provide staff with the "big picture" and ensure that they feel connected with the vision and 

mission of the organization (e.g., the school building, school district or special education 
department vision), and that they see how they are fulfilling a vital purpose.

8) Provide opportunities for experienced staff to help others, to enable them to have a broader 
impact.

9) Establish open and clear channels of communication. Promote and model clear and 
straightforward communication. Enable staff to express concerns, ask questions and get 
clear information and answers when needed and without significant delay. 

10) Provide for additional training and skill development as needed, offer sufficient guidance 
and support with opportunities to apply new skills, make available additional training 
resources such as reading material and access to other staff with specific expertise, and 
provide opportunities to observe skills and tools in action.

Kevin Plummer, Ph.D.    School Clinical & Consulting Services

https://kevinplummerphd.com/positive-psychology-student-learning-implications/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/positive-psychology-student-learning-implications/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/chronic-stress-inflammation-and-mood-dysfunction/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/chronic-stress-inflammation-and-mood-dysfunction/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/positive-psychology-student-learning-implications/


15
Options for Creating a Resilience Plan

11) Provide space, materials and time for restorative breaks in the workplace.
12) Provide sufficient opportunity for staff to meet and plan. 
13)Provide sufficient and timely opportunities for staff to debrief. Help staff debrief within the 

work day, adjusting perception and perspective as a way to reset. Discuss exposure to 
trauma while helping staff remain emotionally regulated.

14) Frequently and informally "check in" with staff, check on their progress, their goals, their 
questions and concerns, their frustrations, their well-being. Listen with intention, with 
empathy, and with compassion.

15) Employ a zero-tolerance policy for co-worker harassment, bullying, humiliation and ridicule, 
insulting and offensive language, and blatant disrespect.

16) Include staff in decisions that affect them.
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