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Introduction

Working in education (especially in therapeutic programs) will wear you down and wear you out 
unless you do something about it to ensure that, instead; working in education gives you a 
strong sense of purpose and fulfillment. The work can be emotional and it can be chronically 
stressful, so we should ensure that we take good care of ourselves. Our psychological and 
emotional health is important, and the quality of our work degrades substantially when we are 
emotionally distressed.

Maintaining social-emotional health as an educator is easier to achieve if you are someone with 
a generally healthy emotional state that is not so easily triggered for distress, triggered by the 
challenges of emotionally-impacted children or the challenges of teaching under adversity (such 
as during a pandemic), and if you are not already so stressed by other circumstances in your 
life. You are fortunate, but even if you come to the job with the highest level of emotional health, 
you are not immune from educator stress, so your social-emotional health also involves 
resilience, the ability to recover again and again, and that is what this resilience guide is 
designed to help you do. Resilience includes the ability to recognize when you're adversely 
impacted and the ability to restore your psychological balance. This is easier for some than it is 
for others, but everyone can learn how to monitor and manage this well. 

First, we must understand that resilience is essential, not optional. It's not something that can be 
ignored if we want to stay fit for the job. Take a personal interest in your own well-being and 
accept that, not only is it your personal responsibility (no one else is going to take this on for 
you), but it is also your professional responsibility. Develop an intention to address it, just as you 
do with any medical condition. Incidentally, a lack of resilience has an adverse impact on the 
body's immune system and a variety of organ systems (including the heart), so a lack of 
resilience can actually lead to the development of other medical conditions, and in this way your 
attention to your resilience is attending to your medical condition.

Next, it takes a mindset and a commitment of patience and practice, because resilience involves 
changing your brain and changing or enhancing the way your body reacts to stress and 
adversity. This takes a determined effort over an extended period of time. Fortunately, effortful 
behavior practiced over time leads to the development of habits and processes that can become 
more automatic and require less effort eventually.

With an intention to address your own resilience, you have some options in using the resilience 
materials on https://kevinplummerphd.com/. There are two main areas that give you a choice of 
focus:

1) Compassion fatigue (and job burnout), especially for staff working in therapeutic 
programs https://kevinplummerphd.com/compassion-fatigue/, and

2) Working under conditions of chronic stress and adversity (such as the pandemic of 
covid-19)
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/Understanding_Pandemic_Stress.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/The_Pandemic_Stress_Toolkit.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/prepare-yourself-for-your-return-to-school/.

https://kevinplummerphd.com/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/compassion-fatigue/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/Understanding_Pandemic_Stress.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/The_Pandemic_Stress_Toolkit.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/prepare-yourself-for-your-return-to-school/
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The resilience guide you are using now addresses the materials for job burnout and  
compassion fatigue. 

There is a lot of material to go through in the website section on compassion fatigue, and many 
people would not know where to get started. This resilience guide is designed to simplify the 
process by explaining how to use the range of tools within this area. There is also a worksheet 
at the end of this guide that you can use to create your plan as you go through the materials. 
This should be filled out as you are going through each step in this guide.

Resilience Guide

The list of compassion fatigue resources includes:

1) Compassion Fatigue With Staff in Therapeutic Programs (a comprehensive 
presentation of the topic) https://kevinplummerphd.com/compassion-fatigue/ 

2) Strengths and Protective Factors for Minimizing Compassion Fatigue https://
kevinplummerphd.com/minimizing-compassion-fatigue/ 

3) Risk Factors for Compassion Fatigue https://kevinplummerphd.com/risk-factors-for-
compassion-fatigue/ 

4) Signs and Symptoms of Work Engagement and Compassion Satisfaction https://
kevinplummerphd.com/signs-and-symptoms-of-work-engagement-and- compassion-
satisfaction/

5) Signs and Symptoms of Compassion fatigue https://kevinplummerphd.com/signs-and-
symptoms-of-compassion-fatigue/

6) Options for a Resilience Plan: Protect, Reset, and Revitalize 

Step One: Becoming Familiar With the Topic. The first resource, Compassion Fatigue 
With Staff in Therapeutic Programs, is recommended reading before using any of the other tools 
https://kevinplummerphd.com/compassion-fatigue/. It defines the concept and explains why it's 
an important job challenge to understand, and just adding to your own understanding in this 
area can contribute significantly to your resilience. With the exception of this first resource, all 
the other tools are organized as checklists, rather than narrative descriptions, so this is the only 
resource that requires some time to read.

You may want to take the ProQOL 5 and the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (both referenced 
in Compassion Fatigue With Staff in Therapeutic Programs with a link you can use) to get a 
standardized assessment of your current level of compassion fatigue, compassion satisfaction, 
and work engagement and fulfillment. This provides good information but it isn't absolutely 
necessary for your resilience efforts, because the other compassion fatigue resources listed 
above and described in this guide allow you to assess all this less formally.

Read Compassion Fatigue With Staff in Therapeutic Programs with the intention of getting a 
general overview. It isn't necessary to take notes and keep track of all the information that this 
article provides. All the vital information is further organized in the various checklist tools which 
will be described in the steps below. However, if you are preparing for a consultation meeting on 
job burnout or joining a group discussion on this topic, go through this article with a highlighter 
and identify the points that resonate with you, the points that pertain most to your situation, and 
the ones you want to talk more about. Some of the other tools may be unnecessary if, from this 
article and your consultation meeting, you already understand how impacted you are and you 
know what your resilience plan should be. 

https://kevinplummerphd.com/compassion-fatigue/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/minimizing-compassion-fatigue/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/minimizing-compassion-fatigue/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/risk-factors-for-compassion-fatigue/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/risk-factors-for-compassion-fatigue/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/signs-and-symptoms-of-work-engagement-and-compassion-satisfaction/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/signs-and-symptoms-of-work-engagement-and-compassion-satisfaction/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/signs-and-symptoms-of-work-engagement-and-compassion-satisfaction/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/signs-and-symptoms-of-compassion-fatigue/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/signs-and-symptoms-of-compassion-fatigue/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/compassion-fatigue/
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Step Two: Assessing Your Own Risk and Protective Factors. This step uses a) Risk 
Factors for Compassion Fatigue and b) Strengths and Protective Factors for Minimizing 
Compassion Fatigue. Everyone brings a different set of circumstances to their work situation 
that might cause them to succumb to stress or help them to be more resilient when stressed. It 
is important to take this self-analysis step before assessing for signs and symptoms of 
compassion fatigue, because this will help you see where you might be vulnerable or where you 
might be well-suited for the work. It will help you understand why you may impacted and lead 
you to a resilience plan for those particular factors.

Start with the strengths and protective factors https://kevinplummerphd.com/minimizing-
compassion-fatigue/. Read each item and put a check next to the items that describe you. This 
checklist will help you see if you are a good match for this type of work. If you are not a great 
match, you can identify a few areas within your control that you think you could further develop. 
Also, if you are missing many of the protective factors, you can reconcile this by putting more 
effort into building a stronger resiliency plan. At the very least, you will become more aware of 
how well matched you are to the work and how aware you will need to be about what the work 
does for you or does to you. Use the worksheet at the end of this guide to help you organize 
your results.

Review the risk factors checklist https://kevinplummerphd.com/risk-factors-for-compassion-
fatigue/ and see how many items pertain to you. You may be more or less vulnerable than 
others. It is important to know this, so that you are not taken by surprise by symptoms of 
compassion fatigue and job burnout, so you can anticipate and prepare yourself and so you can 
commit to an effort to boost your resilience. Self-compassion is a very important aspect of 
wellness. If you have many risk factors for compassion fatigue, don't blame yourself, be self-
compassionate, understand that this is why the work might have you so stressed. 

Determine which factors you want to address. This will be important when you develop your 
resilience plan. When you are finished with this part of your self-study you should have a sense 
of how much of an effort you will need to commit to your resilience plan so you can stay fit for 
the job. Furthermore, you can start making your resilience plan by indicating the following 
information on the worksheet at the end of this guide:

1) the strengths you bring to the job that you hope to better align with the work
2) the protective factors that you want to add or enhance
3) the risk factors that you want to address

Step Three: Assessing Your Current Level of Work Engagement, Compassion 
Satisfaction, and Compassion Fatigue

Everyone who works with children in therapeutic programs should strive to be inspired by their 
work, should find their work full of meaning and purpose, a source of pride and fulfillment. In 
addition, they should experience a high level of compassion for the children in these programs 
and derive a great deal of satisfaction from making a difference in their lives. This is what is 
referred to as "work engagement" and "compassion satisfaction". Both are considered 
protective factors in the prevention of job burnout and compassion fatigue.

Read over the 34 items on the Signs and Symptoms of Work Engagement and Compassion 
Satisfaction https://kevinplummerphd.com/signs-and-symptoms-of-work-engagement-and-
compassion-satisfaction/. See how well this list describes you in your current position. Make a 
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notation of the the items that describe you in relation to your work. If you are unable to check off 
many items, this process is making you aware of your own vulnerability for job burnout and 
compassion fatigue and it identifies your need to attend to your own wellness. Many of the items 
on this list are descriptive of how you feel (compassion satisfaction), so these cannot be 
targeted directly, but many items on the list pertain to aspects of doing the work (work 
engagement) that you could address. Determine which of these items you want to add to your 
resilience plan and add them to your worksheet in the box under step three. 

Compassion fatigue is a combination of job burnout and secondary traumatic stress (STS = 
developing a trauma response from exposure to the trauma of others). People in the helping 
profession who have their own trauma history are particularly vulnerable because exposure to 
the trauma of others can trigger their own trauma memories and then these memories can be 
linked to the people they are trying to help. Trauma memory could be in the form of a sudden 
unexplained emotional attack or it could be a somatic memory, stored somewhere in the body 
and manifested as a pain or physical discomfort, or an unexplained activation of the stress 
response.

Everyone who works with emotionally impacted and emotionally reactive children is vulnerable 
to the development of compassion fatigue, but some are more vulnerable than others. Read 
over the Signs and Symptoms of Compassion Fatigue https://kevinplummerphd.com/signs-and-
symptoms-of-compassion-fatigue/ and use this checklist to monitor your own level of symptoms 
so you can determine your need for a more effective resilience plan. An effective resilience plan 
should reduce the number of symptoms you report on this checklist, while increasing the 
number of symptoms on the work engagement and compassion satisfaction checklist. Use your 
response to the Signs and Symptoms of Compassion Fatigue to help you decide how much 
effort you should invest in a resilience plan. 

Make notations to indicate items that pertain to you, in preparation for completing your rating of 
compassion fatigue at the end of step three on the worksheet. Your rating may be based on the 
intensity of the items you noted and/or the frequency with which you experience them, and/or 
the pervasiveness of symptoms (the total number of items you checked). Your severity rating 
(on the worksheet) can inform you about how much attention you need to give to a resilience 
plan and it can also be used as a measure of improvement following your implementation of 
your resilience plan.

Step Four: Managing Compassion Fatigue: Creating a Resilience Plan 

Fitness for the job, while working with emotionally-impacted children, requires active 
management of compassion fatigue, so it is the professional responsibility of all staff working in 
therapeutic programs to be aware of and to take responsibility for their own compassion fatigue, 
to stay fit for the job, maintaining their focus on resilience and revitalizing if necessary. 
Sometimes, when we are so committed to helping others we can forget about taking care of 
ourselves, but we need to take very good care of ourselves if we expect to be able to take very 
good care of emotionally-impacted children. Take good care of yourself and encourage your co-
workers do the same. 

Stress management skills can be learned and healthy self-care practices for resilience and 
revitalization can be developed to become part of your normal approach to work. Refer to 
Options for a Resilience Plan: Protect, Reset, and Revitalize for suggestions you can use to 
build your resilience plan. A good resilience plan incorporates: 1) strategies that are preventive 
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of stress build up and 2) strategies that can interrupt stress and reset the stress response. The 
greatest emphasis should be placed on prevention, followed by stress interruption and resetting.

It's inevitable that stress from the job of working with emotionally-impacted children will build, 
even with the best stress prevention efforts, but the negative impact from stress is not based on 
the intensity or build up of stress, or the frequency of stress. It's based on how chronic or 
unrelenting (uninterrupted) it is. This is why it is important to use strategies to interrupt the 
stress response. 

The brain is shaped by whatever it spends its time doing. If you spend sustained periods in 
stress, the brain structures responsible for the stress response will grow and develop, in size 
(volume and density) as well as in speed and efficiency. What you use in the brain strengthens 
that part of the brain and what you don't use diminishes that part of the brain. Sustained stress 
will develop the brain's ability to be automatically more reactive to even smaller sources of 
stress. When we interrupt the stress response, we are preventing the brain and body from 
developing a super efficient, quick, and over reactive stress response system. We are reversing 
the growth and development of the stress response system to a more normal, less sensitized, 
less over reactive level, and this keeps our stress baseline (what we return to during recovery 
periods) where it should be. 

Review your conclusions on your worksheet from steps two and three, then go through Options 
for a Resilience Plan: Protect, Reset, and Revitalize and find suggestions that match your 
assessment conclusions. First find things on the list that you are already doing, things you are 
comfortable with, things that already fit into your life. Take a closer look at these activities to 
determine if a greater benefit can be achieved with increased consistency of practice or greater 
precision in the way the activity is conducted. Next, consider adding some strategies that you 
think you can manage. Not all the strategies will work for everyone or be suitable in their current 
situation. Organize these suggestions on the worksheet (step four) into the categories of 
prevention of stress build up and interruption/resetting the stress response. 

There are two stress interruption categories. One is a general category and the other is 
exclusively reserved for stress interruption strategies to prevent secondary traumatic stress. 
When you begin to experience a significantly heightened stress reaction in response to a 
specific behavior or episode, use these strategies (the ones you picked for you plan) to try to 
calm your body while in the presence of the stressor, which is the key to preventing the 
experience from being stored as a physiological memory that can be easily triggered when you 
are in a similar situation (e.g., the next time you're working with that child).

Incorporate a variety of strategies, not just one. At the same time, don't try to do too many 
things. Maybe there are 50 things that you think could help. That doesn't mean that the plan is 
deficient if it includes far less than the 50. Nobody can do 50 things. If you can do 3, 4 or 5 
things on the list, that might be helpful enough. The variety is there to give you choices, so you 
can find what works for you. You can always add to your repertoire once your new routines are 
well-established.

Implementation Guidelines

Prioritize your behavioral health as you would your physical health. Apply the plan every day 
(and throughout the day), which could include making a schedule for using the tools and 
practices and setting up your work and home environment to be conducive to the stress 
management activities, so that you can achieve great consistency. Some of the activities in your 
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plan will be things you can schedule to do while other activities will be used reactively, at a point 
where it has become critical that you reset.

Do what works for you. Select tools that suit you, things that resonate with you, that connect 
with your strengths and interests and that you can easily understand and learn. Select tools that 
you have the equipment and space for. Continue to use the tools that work and abandon the 
ones that don't or are not feasible (after you have tried hard to make them work).

Strive for frequency with the stress interruption strategies. The duration of the activities (the total 
amount of time you invest in stress management) is not as crucial as the frequency and the 
consistency that you achieve. Don't look for an hour a day that you can set aside to manage 
stress (or break time at work of 30 minutes all at one time). You won't find an hour and you won't 
feel successful if you use that expectation. Furthermore, you won't be motivated to do it if it 
takes an hour. Commit 5-10 minutes multiple times a day, rather than 60 minutes once a day. 
You can do five minutes, and every 5-minute period will do you some good. 

Strive for consistency and precision with the stress interruption and resetting strategies. Focus 
on doing the activities in a way that you can repeat and in a way that allows the exercise to have 
an impact. They can have an impact if they are done the right way and with precision. Stress 
interruption and resetting strategies create new neural networks within the brain and body, and 
when these strategies are conducted with consistency and precision, they strengthen those 
neural networks for an even greater, more potent and more efficient impact. Remember, the 
brain is shaped by whatever it spends its time doing.

Don't multi-task. Don't do a breathing exercise while texting a friend. Focus on one thing at a 
time and focus on what you are doing. Frequently review your resilience plan with your 
supervisor and make revisions as needed.

Kevin Plummer, Ph.D.    School Clinical & Consulting Services
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Resilience Plan Worksheet

Use this worksheet to assess your resilience needs and to organize your resilience plan. You 
can also use this worksheet again, after implementing your plan, to compare with your first 
worksheet, to measure the effectiveness of your resilience plan.

Step One: Becoming Familiar With the Topic.
You completed your review of the article, Compassion Fatigue With Staff in Therapeutic 
Programs. You highlighted the information that is important to you, that resonated with you, and 
that you want to discuss further in a consultation or work group.

Step Two: Assessing Your Own Risk and Protective Factors.

a) You reviewed the checklist, Strengths and Protective Factors for Minimizing Compassion 
Fatigue and made notations to indicate which strengths and protective factors describe you.
You identified a few areas of strength that you could better align with your work and a few 
protective factors within your control that you think you could further develop. Put these in the 
box below.

How well do you think your strengths align with the activities of your work?

1 2 3 4 5
not at all       somewhat aligned       adequately aligned     well aligned     very well aligned

How robust is your list of strengths/protective factors?

1 2 3 4 5
very inadequate   somewhat inadequate    adequate      strong very strong

b) You reviewed the checklist, Risk Factors for Compassion Fatigue and made notations to 
indicate items that pertain to you. You identified the risk factors that you want to address. Put 
these in the box below.

Strengths that you could better align with your work and protective factors that you think you 
could add or further develop.

Risk factors that you plan to address.

Kevin Plummer, Ph.D.    School Clinical & Consulting Services
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What is your level of risk or vulnerability for job burnout and compassion fatigue prior to creating 
a resilience plan?

1 2 3 4 5
very high          somewhat high       somewhat low          low   very low

 
Step Three: Determining your level of work engagement, compassion satisfaction, and 
compassion fatigue.

a) You reviewed the checklist, Signs and Symptoms of Work Engagement and Compassion 
Satisfaction and made notation of the the items that describe you in relation to your work. You 
identified some of the items on the list that pertain to aspects of doing the work (work 
engagement) that you would like to address further with your resilience plan. Put these in the 
box below.

What is your level of work engagement and compassion satisfaction?

1 2 3 4 5
very low           low      adequate                       high very high

b) You reviewed the checklist, Signs and Symptoms of Compassion Fatigue and made notations 
to indicate items that pertain to you. You may consider the intensity of the signs and symptoms 
and/or the frequency with which you experience them, and/or the pervasiveness of symptoms 
(the total number of items you checked) as a way to form your opinion about your level of 
compassion fatigue (see the rating below). Your severity rating can inform you about how much 
attention you need to give to a resilience plan and it can also be used as a measure of 
improvement following your implementation of your resilience plan.

How would you rate your level of compassion fatigue and need for a more effective resilience 
plan?

1 2 3 4 5
very low           low              occasionally elevated                 high very high

Step Four: Create your resilience plan. Use the summary information from the boxes above in 
steps two and three as you review the range of strategies you could employ from Options for a 
Resilience Plan: Protect, Reset, and Revitalize. Find suggestions that match your assessment 
conclusions, then organize them below into the categories of a) prevention of stress build up 
and b) interruption/resetting the stress response (Options for a Resilience Plan: Protect, Reset, 

Work engagement factors that you want to address.
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and Revitalize provide options for both categories—see the resilience guide step four for more 
information about this). Select tools that suit you, things that resonate with you, that connect 
with your strengths and interests and that you can easily understand and learn. 

Review the implementation guidelines in the last section of the resilience guide and ensure that 
your plan gives consideration to the challenges these guidelines present.
Strategies That Protect From Stress and Help Prevent Stress Build Up

Kevin Plummer, Ph.D.    School Clinical & Consulting Services
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Strategies That Interrupt and Reset the Stress Response

Stress Interruption Strategies to Prevent Secondary Traumatic Stress 
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