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Caring for Students and Ourselves 

Understanding Stress and Resilience for teachers and students 
Now that you have improved your understanding of the four components of mental health literacy, you can 
engage in this module, which provides you with an up-to-date understanding of the stress response and how to 
use it to achieve and maintain good mental health for yourself and – by extension – your students.

Learning objectives
Upon completion of this module, you will be able to:

 1. Better understand the various types of stress and the usual stress response
 2. Understand how successful adaptation to positive and tolerable stressors is the key to resilience
 3. Demonstrate understanding of contextual factors that underlie the stress response, resilience and   
  teacher burnout
 4. Apply this knowledge to better understand how to help create a healthy classroom environment
 5. Develop a better understanding of how to apply this knowledge in their chosen career

Guiding Principles for Strategies
Throughout this module you will find activities and strategies designed to encourage both self-reflection and 
skill development for you and your students. 

Understanding Stress
Stress is a subjectively experienced physiological reaction to an environmental stressor, which is a challenge 
or opportunity that disrupts our existing equilibrium (also known as homeostasis). This reaction is based on the 
brain signaling function (see the module, “Human Brain Development) and alerts us not only to life-threatening 
danger (where we can experience the “fight or flight” response), but also to numerous life challenges and 
opportunities (including what is called the “excite and delight” response). It is a fundamental error to consider 
the stress response to always be of the fight or flight variety. Indeed, unless we live in circumstances such as 
conflict zones, poverty or experience severe and persistent traumas (such as abuse or neglect) our stress 
response is not of the fight or flight variety. In these situations, the stress response can be so severe or 
prolonged that for some (but not all) people, it can lead to negative health outcomes. 

Most daily stress is not fight or flight, but a signal that we need to change something in our environment. If we 
do that successfully, the stress response goes away and we are said to have adapted. Then we remember 
successful adaptations and apply these to new challenges, demonstrating we have learned a new skill. 
Successive successful adaptations bring multiple new skills which leads to resilience. So, most daily stress is 
normal, adaptive and can be health promoting.

The Harvard Centre for the Developing Child has created a useful table which illustrates differences in types of 
stress (See Figure 7.1):

Module 7
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Fig. 7.1  Undestanding the Types of Stress
 

Note: even with toxic stress, there are protective factors that help mitigate potential negative impacts. These 
factors can be both biological (some people are more “stress-resistant” by nature) or environmental 
(particularly the presence of a caring, trusted person – such as a parent, grandparent, spouse, partner, friend, 
etc.) 

Activity 7.1: Watch Kelly McGonigal’s TED Talk about stress: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=RcGyVTAoXEU

What did you think about her presentation? How does it line up with your knowledge and experience? For 
many people, the idea that stress is helpful runs counter to what they believe. Why do you think so many 
people believe that to be the case? What do schools do to perpetuate that belief? Can that belief be harmful in 
other ways besides leading to early death? How? 

How does this scientific understanding of the different types of stress, the importance of positive stress for 
normal growth and adaptation, the realization that even many highly stressful events are tolerable and do not 
necessarily cause us long-term problems and the knowledge that even with toxic stress, the presence of 
supportive and responsive relationships can often overcome the negative impacts of toxic stress, compare to 
commonly cited descriptions of stress?  For example, check this out: 
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With all the reports coming in on the high stress levels our children are
under we began to investigate what some of the common culprits might be
and were surprised by what we found…. -- e.g., kids’ sleep, eating, exercise
and leisure activities, or their environment -- might be adding considerably

to their stress load. (Huffpost Living Canada, September, 2015)

What do you think of this comment? Do you think there is some confusion between positive and toxic stress 
here? Is eating the same as abuse? Is exercise and leisure the same as poverty and neglect? What impact 
does this confusion have on the marketing of products from the stress-free or wellness industry? How do the 
scientists at the Harvard Center for the Developing Child explain the impact of toxic stress? Is this the type of 
stress that most students are under? What kinds of things could a school setting do to assist youth under toxic 
stress and how is that different than addressing usual positive or tolerable stress? 

For more on this check out the Deeper Dive: Critically thinking about the “stress free” and “wellness industries”. 

Activity 7.2: What category of stress response would the following usually fit into? For each stressor listed 
below, determine if it’s more likely to be positive, tolerable or toxic for you. Do you think that most of the people 
you know would categorize these as you have done?

  ● Having an argument with your parents  ● Losing a twenty dollar bill
  ● Failing an exam     ● Not making the school soccer team
  ● Being turned down when asking for a date ● Death of a parent
  ● Taking an examination    ● Writing a report
  ● Being fired from your part-time job  ● Being made fun of at school
  ● Death of a friend     ● Losing your wallet

Different people interpret and experience a similar stressor in different ways. What may cause little notice for 
one person may seem intense to another. Therefore, it is important to keep in mind two different but related 
considerations when thinking about the stress response: 

 1. How would this stressor be experienced by most people? 
 2. How is this stressor being experienced by this person?

What factors can influence a person’s response to a stressor. Here are some to consider:

 1. Their genetic makeup
 2. Their environment (many different components such as social, interpersonal, financial, etc.)
 3. Their perception or understanding of the stress signal
 4. Their expectations
 5. Their existing coping mechanisms
 6. The nature and severity of the stressor

As we can see, understanding and successfully identifying the stress response can be challenging. There is no 
“one size fits all” approach. However, if we have a better understanding of what the stress response is, what 
purpose it serves and how we can use it to help our students and others succeed, we can apply that 
understanding to the different needs and circumstances of each of our students. 

Consider the following diagram, Figure 7.2
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Fig. 7.2 The Stress Response Pathway 

 

Key Points
The stress response is a signal (cognitive, emotional or physical) that the person needs to address a challenge 
or opportunity in their environment. Its purpose is to alert us that adaptation is necessary. Successful 
adaptation leads to resolution of the stress response and the learning of a new skill that can be applied in the 
future. This is how resilience is built.

Another important consideration is that some degree of stress is necessary for performing well. Originally 
suggested by Yerkes and Dodson (1908) this relationship is often graphically portrayed as seen in Figure 7.3.
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Fig. 7.3 The Relationship Between Stress Intensity and Performance 

 

Activity 7.3:  Listen to an explanation of this relationship and consider the following questions: If low arousal is 
related to poor performance, how can a teacher address this in their classroom? If high arousal is related to 
poor performance, how can a teacher address this in their classroom? How can people learn to find their 
optimal point of best performance? Why is there so much attention paid to reducing stress instead of helping 
people learn how to find their “sweet spot”?

The stress response curve 
When faced with a stressor (challenge, opportunity, threat, etc.) your brain and body initiates the stress 
response. This stress response is usually proportional to the stressor. For example, the stress response to 
misplacing your keys is less intense than the stress response to losing your wallet or being in a car accident. 
But the experience of the stress response is not only a product of the stressor, but also includes factors 
previously described in Activity 7.2. It is possible for a person to increase the intensity of their response to any 
stressor by how they think about it and how they learn to manage it. So, just as we can learn to use the stress 
response in a helpful way and decrease our experience of it (learning how to find our sweet spot), we can 
create increased experience of a stress response to a specific stressor and so generate a more intense 
response, resulting in maladaptive outcomes. 

Activity 7.4: Study the normal stress response curve (Figure 7.4). Consider, how does avoidance worsen the 
experience of everyday stress? How does managing stress successfully (which includes not avoiding the 
stressor) help moderate the stress response in the future? How can you use this knowledge to help students 
learn to better manage their stress response in the interest of building their resilience? (see the section on 
Managing the Stress Response Below).
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Fig. 7.4 The Impact of Avoidance on the Stress Response

When can “stress” have negative impacts? 
Chronic, persistent and severe stress (often called Toxic Stress) can have many negative impacts, including 
poor health (like mental health) and decreased capacity to be successful in the school environment. 
Additionally an excessive stress response to usual and expected stressors can impair a person’s ability to 
learn. In a classroom setting this can include: reduced sustained attention, poorer comprehension and 
difficulties with short-term memory and sequencing.

The impact of toxic stress is increased in these situations that some of your students may be experiencing:

 1. Poverty
 2. Abuse
 3. Neglect
 4. Parental mental illness
 5. Substance abuse
 6. Violence

Additionally, if a person has a mental illness, usual and expected daily stressors can be experienced with 
greater intensity. The person may have greater difficulty in bringing their coping capacity into play. Thus, for 
students experiencing chronic stress or those who have a mental illness, additional supports may be 
necessary. However, those supports should be put into place with the purpose of helping the student develop 
their capacity to better cope and become successful. Interventions should be growth-promoting, not avoidance-
supporting. The presence of a caring and consistent adult is fundamental, and teachers can play an important 
role in the lives of some students by being one of these adults. 

Activity 7.5: Review the PowerPoint “Caring for Students and Ourselves: Understanding the Stress 
Response”. Reflect on what you have learned about the stress response so far. How can what you have 
learned help you be a better teacher? How can you apply what you have learned in your own life? 
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Managing the Stress Response 
Our challenge is to help our students (and ourselves) learn how to better manage our stress response: not by 
avoiding stressors and not by focusing solely on stress response reduction, but by building skills and coping 
strategies that help us use the normal stress response for our growth and development. Management of the 
stress response is a learning process. This is often also a process of trial and error. If the strategy works, we 
use it again. If it does not, we don’t. This process means that we will not always be successful the first time we 
try out a strategy. We learn as much (or more) from our failures as from our successes. 

And, over time, these successful strategies are remembered, enhanced and increased. Taken together, they 
build our adaptive capacity and we become more and more resilient. Thus, protecting people from the normal 
and expected adversities of life is resilience depleting, not resilience building. Similarly, solving everyday 
problems for someone instead of encouraging them to learn how to do that without your doing it for them can 
be adaptation negating instead of adaptation promoting. Helping young people develop skills that they can use 
to then solve their problems (academic, social and interpersonal) is a good example of how teachers can help 
their students grow into competent adults.

Managing the stress response falls into two broad categories: techniques used by the individual and 
interventions that modify the environment.

Individual stress management techniques 
These also fall into two broad categories: general self-care and dealing with the stress response. They should 
be used simultaneously. Remember, the purpose of learning how to manage stress is neither to avoid it nor to 
only focus on reducing its intensity.  It is learning how to find and use the “sweet spot.”  It’s as Dr. McGonigal 
said in the video you watched in Activity 7.1, making stress your friend instead of your enemy.

General Self-Care
Everyone has learned techniques that help them manage stress, improve their mood, optimize their 
performance, enjoy life more, etc. There are a number that are common for many people but all are not equally 
effective for everyone.  Additionally, within each of the techniques there are sub-techniques and some people 
will prefer those to others.  For example: exercise is one of the techniques. Some people will prefer going for a 
run outdoors while others will prefer playing a racquet sport and others will go to the gym, etc. One of the 
enjoyable challenges of life is to seek out new and different activities that you can try out to see which are most 
to your liking and which are most helpful to you.  An important consideration is that some of these techniques 
provide additional health benefits (for example: running improves heart health, dancing enhances social 
interaction as well as improving muscle tone and heart health, choral singing improves academic outcomes in 
addition to enhancing social interaction, etc.). 

These strategies fall into numerous categories, and there are numerous techniques within each category. For 
some of the techniques there is robust evidence of positive health impacts. For others, less evidence exists. 
What is important is choosing from a number of these strategies and applying those chosen techniques daily 
for a number of times per week. Yes, getting and staying healthy is hard work!

Strategy Categories
 ● Exercise (includes: vigorous – reaching a sustained 80% of maximum cardiac output; moderate –   
  walking at a pace that talking is comfortable; general movement – standing or walking frequently during 
  the day; sports; yoga; etc.). 
 ● Sleep (9 – 10 hours for adolescents and 7-8 hours for adults – keep interruptions as few as possible,   
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  this usually means no cell phones in the bedroom and stopping screen time at least ½ hour before   
  going to bed). You can check out this resource for some helpful suggestions.
 ● Healthy eating (eating a balanced diet and following published food guidelines – such as Canada’s 
  Food Guide – and avoiding fad diets). 
 ● Positive social experiences (includes with friends and family). 
 ● Making music (includes singing or playing an instrument). 
 ● Helping others (includes volunteering, being part of a team, etc.). 

Activity 7.6: For each of the Strategy Categories (from the previous page) identify one activity that you 
routinely engage in (at least twice a week).  If there are gaps in your list, fill them in with an activity that you 
would like to try out and go for it! You may also want to check out the resource, “Stress Management: Enhance 
your well-being by reducing stress and building resilience.”

Dealing with the stress response 
The good news is that there are a number of very simple techniques that you can learn to help you manage the 
normal stress response. The even better news is that you can learn to do this without paying a lot of money for 
a course or buying apps that have no evidence that they are helpful. Save your money.

Have a look at the Figure 7.5 below (Managing Your Stress Response). Read through each of the steps below. 
Match where those steps are on the curve. 

Category Activity I Engage In

Exercise

Sleep

Healthy Eating

Positive Social Experience

Making Music

Helping Others
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Fig. 7.5 Managing your stress response
 

Step One
Focus on what you are thinking when you feel the stress response.

In fancy terms, this is called cognitive attribution. That means, what you interpret the stress signal to be. If you 
recall the McGonigal video, this is the difference between thinking that the stress signal is “bad” or “negative” 
and thinking that what you are experiencing is a cue to alert you that there is a challenge or opportunity in your 
environment that you need to deal with. When you think that the signal is negative or harmful, your physiology 
and behaviour differ from when you interpret that same signal as a challenge or opportunity, or as courage 
instead of fear.

Some students, for various reasons, will have developed negative cognitive attributions to the stress signal. 
These are commonly called “faulty logic” which is a pattern of thinking which focuses on the negative and 
spirals from one negative thought to another. When people apply faulty logic they can get trapped into a 
negative feedback loop where the negative thoughts accentuate the stress response. Here are some common 
“faulty logic” examples: “I can’t possibly learn everything in the course before the exam, I am going to fail”; “I 
can’t do this presentation because my friends will think that I am stupid”; “Everything is going wrong, nothing 
will ever work out for me.” If such faulty logic cognitions have become ingrained, they will often need to be 
addressed by counseling or psychotherapy techniques as part of the stress management process.

Step Two
Determine what the stress signal is alerting you to and figure out how to address it effectively.

As we have reviewed above, the stress signal is telling you that there is something happening that you need to 
pay attention to.  It can be as mundane as feeling cold and putting on a sweater or more challenging such as 
allocating additional study time (and not going out with your friends) to prepare for an examination that you will 
be writing soon.  Regardless of the situation that is causing the stress response, you need to determine what is 
the challenge or opportunity and then figure out how you are going to successfully address it or problem solve.  
This can include asking others for advice and help, checking out Professor Google, using what worked 
previously in a similar situation, coming up with your own innovative ideas, etc.  When you apply your 
presumed solutions, if they work, the stress signal will modulate and you will now have another skill to use in 
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the future or to share with others.

Step Three
If necessary, apply specific techniques to modify the intensity of the stress response.

Sometimes the stress signal will be so intense that it is difficult to get into the “sweet spot.”  In those cases, 
applying a number of other techniques can be helpful.  These include: seeking support from others, direct 
modulation and cognitive reframing.  Since seeking out the support of others is self-explanatory, we will 
address the other two techniques.

Direct modulation 
We can decrease the stress signal in two different ways by applying two different but related techniques. The 
first engages the activity of the parasympathetic nervous system to decrease hyperarousal, and the second 
engages the brain’s pre-frontal cortex to decrease hyperarousal.  It is useful to use these techniques 
simultaneously.

The first is controlled breathing (also known as box breathing). It decreases sympathetic system arousal and 
thus helps modulate the intensity of the stress signal. This is a technique that elite combat troops use to help 
them during times of extreme stress. It is easy to learn and with practice you can apply it in almost any 
stressful situation without others even knowing you are doing so.

Activity 7.7 - Control Breathing: Go to the Gear Patrol site and scroll down the page to the blue button. 
Follow the instructions you find there. Practice this technique for the next three minutes, even if you know how 
to do this. Then set up a practice schedule for yourself for the next week. Try to practice this technique 3-5 
times per day, for about 3-5 minutes each time. Practice makes perfect!

Activity 7.8 - Hand Muscle Relaxation: This is a type of body relaxation technique that focuses your attention 
(using the pre-frontal cortex of your brain) on an unobtrusive activity that you can learn to do and apply in a 
way that others will not know you are doing it. First take one hand and clench a fist tightly. Focus your attention 
on the clenched fist and the sensations in your muscles. Gradually (over about 20-30 seconds) relax your fist, 
as you keep focused on the sensations in your muscles.  When you have fully relaxed your hand and kept it 
that way for 30 seconds, repeat.

Practice the hand muscle relaxation technique now. Take yourself through three cycles of clench to relax. Then 
set up a practice schedule for yourself for the next week. Try to practice this technique 3-5 times per day, for 
about 3-5 minutes each time. For more information on muscle relaxation check out this resource “How to do 
progressive muscle relaxation.”

What do you think would be the outcome if you taught students these exercises and had them practice for 3-5 
minutes every day? 

Activity 7.9: Now review the above material by going through the PowerPoint presentation “Managing My 
Stress Response”. Reflect on how what you have learned can be used to help you with your stress response.  
Reflect on how you can use what you have learned to help your students better manage their own stress 
response. What impact may our cultural infatuation with removing stress from life have? For example, just 
Google stress-free schools, stress-free life, stress-free relationships). What impact will interpreting being well 
as only having positive emotions have on our student’s ability to manage normal and expected stress?

Did you notice that in this entire section we did not use the phrase “stress reduction” and “strategies to reduce 
stress”? That is because our task is not stress reduction, it is stress management. Learning how to use the 
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normal stress signal to help us find our “sweet spot.”

Modifying the environment
Your students will also be reacting to the environment in your classroom and in the rest of the school. How can 
you and your colleagues help establish an environment that promotes resilience and helps students develop 
the skills they need to grow into healthy adults? Remember this is not creating a stress-free environment, it is 
creating a space where people can respect each other, celebrate their diversity, disagree and debate and learn 
the skills they need. Part of this means learning to manage stress, not being protected from it. First, is it 
important to understand what your students bring to the classroom, and also important to understand what you 
bring to the classroom. 

Stress, your students and you
Knowing about your students, who they are and what they do is important. Here are some considerations 
regarding your students and their lives.

What kinds of stressors do students commonly bring to the classroom?

 ● Missing their parents/family/pets.
 ● Worried/anxious about a test that day.
 ● They’ve had a bad night, or a difficult morning because of an argument with a parent.
 ● Had a conflict with a good friend earlier today.
 ● Living in poverty or in a violent neighborhood.
 ● Hungry/tired.
 ● Failing an exam.
 ● Over-scheduled (e.g. teams, lessons or part-time jobs).
 ● Parental conflict (non-violent or violent) in the home.
 ● Being bullied.
 ● Health problems (themselves or their family).
 ● Worried about getting into the college of their choice.
 ● Mental illnesses such as Anxiety Disorders, Depression or ADHD.

Are these stressors positive, tolerable or toxic? Are these stressors chronic? What is the difference in these 
stressors? Should a teacher react in the same way to every one of these stressors?

And, we need to remember that we as teachers also bring stressors into the classroom.

What do you bring to the classroom?

 ● Missing your friends/family/pets.
 ● Test or performance Anxiety (teaching evaluations, being ‘the teacher’).
 ● You’ve had a bad night or a difficult morning.
 ● Had a conflict with a good friend.
 ● Hungry or tired.
 ● Failing at a job promotion interview.
 ● Over-scheduled (e.g. social life, sports teams or part-time jobs).
 ● Conflict at home with your children or partner.
 ● Bullying with peers, colleagues, staff or administration.
 ● Health problems (yours or your family).
 ● Worries about getting a job after graduation.
 ● Mental illnesses such as Anxiety Disorders, Depression or ADHD.
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Understanding where our students are coming from and being aware of our own situations might help us 
become better educators, mentors and role models. Which of the above stressors would be considered to be 
positive, which are tolerable and which may be toxic or chronic? How would you deal with these different kinds 
of stressors?

Do you think that what you have learned about managing the stress response in this module can be helpful to 
you personally? 

Activity 7.10: Review the PowerPoint presentation “Creating a Mentally Healthy Classroom.” After you have 
finished, reflect on what you have learned. How has this reflected what your classroom experience has been 
so far? How is stress management different from stress reduction? 

And what about teachers?
Teachers also have to deal with their own stress response. Hopefully, you can use what you have learned so 
far in your own life. In addition, there are some other things to consider as you prepare for your career. 

Talking about teachers and their challenges
As in any profession, teachers face numerous challenges in their workplace – the school. One of the hallmarks 
of a professional is that the person has developed through their training and with the support of their peers, the 
competencies needed to effectively discharge their responsibilities. However, as well prepared as any 
professional may be, there are situations that arise that challenge those competencies and create a stress 
response that may need to be modulated.

Teachers realize that as they grow and develop in their profession, they will encounter many situations that will 
tax their skills and create stress. Most will be positive stress and will be used to drive successful adaptation. It 
is therefore very important to remember that competency development is an ongoing process and that all 
professionals learn as they go along. Living the life of a professional is living a life of continuous learning.

There will be times, however, when the situation may be experienced as overwhelming. Sometimes the word 
“burnout” is used to describe how people feel, think and act when that happens. Teachers are not immune to 
burnout. But, there are a number of strategies that teachers can apply to help modulate the stress response 
challenges that can occur. We call those strategies “teaching wisdom.”

Activity 7.11: Review the PowerPoint presentation “Stress & Self-Care.” When you are finished, reflect on 
what you have learned. How can you apply this learning now and in the future?
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