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Addressing Anxiety and Building 
Emotional Regulation in the 

Classroom and Office
Jennifer C. Matthews, PhD

Department of Health Education and Promotion
Certified Community Resiliency Model (CRM)® Teacher
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Apply your Resiliency Mask First:
Learning Skills to Stay in Your Zone
To Help Others
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Resilience Zone
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The Resilient Zone - “OK” Zone

Re
sil

ie
nt

 Z
on

e
(c) Traum a Resource Institute

GOAL: TO WIDEN YOUR RESILIENT ZONE
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Things happen in life and our thoughts, feelings 
and reactions move around in the OK ZONE

Excited

Sad

Relaxed

Happy
Calm

Worried

Scared

Tired

Angry

CREATED BY DANA EISENBERG, LCSW
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Traum atic/Stressful Event
or

Stressful/Traum atic Rem inders

Stuck in Low Zone

Edgy
Irritable

M ania
Anxiety & Panic
Angry outbursts

Pain

Depression/Sadness
Isolated

Exhaustion/Fatigue
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Graphic adapted from an original graphic of Peter Levine/Heller, original slide design by Genie Everett/Adapted by Elaine Miller-Karas

Stuck in High Zone
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Narrow Resilient Zone: sm all stressors can bum p
a person into the Low/H igh Zone

W ide Resilient Zone: greater capacity to stay within your 
Resilient Zone even when faced with life stressors
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S T R E S S
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Em otional
Rage/Fear
Avoidance
Depression

Grief
Guilt

Shame
Apathy
Anxiety

Spiritual
Hopelessness
Loss of Faith

Hyper-religiosity
Deconstruction of Self

Guilt
Doubt

Behavior
Isolation
Tantrums
Self-Injury

Violent behaviors
Addictions

Eating Disorders
Abusive Behaviors

Relationships
Angry at others

Isolation
Missing work

Overly Dependent
Irritability

Physical
Numb/Fatigue
Physical Pain

Rapid heart rate
Breathing problems

Tight Muscles
Sleep Problems
Stomach Upset
Hypervigilance

Trembling

Thinking
Paranoid

Nightmares
Dissociation

Forgetfulness
Poor Decisions

Distorted Thoughts
Suicidal/Homicidal

COM M ON REACTIONS
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The amygdala is the appraisal system of the     
      brain:
 

Signals rest of nervous system when there is 
a threat

Creates templates from highly charged 
emotional memories

Generalizes information to sound an alarm 
if there is a perceived threat

Organized by past experience and has a 
negativity bias.  Humans are designed for 
survival. 

Amygdala
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Our brain is a 
puzzle…
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Sometimes our puzzle gets mixed up…
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WHAT CAN IT 
LOOK LIKE IT 

THE 
CLASSROOM?

M is s in g  c la s s  o fte n

S u d d e n  c h a n g e  in  th e  

c la s s r o o m

A c t in g  o u t  in  c la s s  –  

p a r t ic u la r ly  to  
a u th o r ity  f ig u r e s

S tu d e n t  w h o  M U S T  

g e t  a ll  A 's

W ith d r a w a l a n d  

is o la t io n

In v o lv e m e n t  in  

u n h e a lth y  
r e la t io n s h ip s

D if f ic u lty  r e g u la t in g  

e m o t io n s

D if f ic u lty  fo llo w in g  

d ir e c t io n s  a n d  p a y in g  
a t te n t io n

D if f ic u lty  o r g a n iz in g  

m u lt ip le  
p r io r it ie s (e x e c u t iv e  

fu n c t io n )

" D a y d r e a m in g "  a  lo t  

o r  h a v in g  la p s e s  
in m e m o r y  w h e r e  th e  

s tu d e n t  is  " n o t  th e r e "  
o r fo r g e t fu l

A n x ie ty  a b o u t  

d e a d lin e s , e x a m s , 
g r o u p  w o r k , o r  p u b lic  

s p e a k in g

R e p e a te d ly  b e in g  la te

Source: Trauma-Informed Practices for Postsecondary 
Education: A Guide 
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Cortex to Cortex communication….
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Icebergs with 
suitcases
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Scientific Research About the Brain

“Neuroplasticity” - the lifelong capacity of the brain to change 
and rewire itself in response to the stimulation of learning and 
experience…Hope!

Neurogenesis is the ability to create new neurons and 
connections between neurons throughout a lifetime.” (Goldberg, 2013)  
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Brain cells that fire together 
wire together! 

Carla Schatz

Scientific Research About Building Resiliency

22

Tracking

GROUNDING

HELP NOW !

SHIFT & STAYGESTURING

RESOURCING

The Community Resiliency Model
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Many reactions to stress and trauma 
cannot be “talked away” but they can 
be “sensed away.” 

People learn their symptoms are about 
biology not mental weakness

This concept can result in a sense of RELIEF 
and greater feeling of well being.

Learning the wellness skills helps people realize:

24
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Apply your Resiliency Mask First:
Learning Skills to Stay in Your Zone

To Help Others
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Tracking

G R O U N D IN G

H E L P  N O W !

S H IF T  &  S T A YG E S T U R IN G

RESOURCING
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Resourcing
Skill 2

A Resource is any person, place, thing, memory or part of yourself 
that makes you feel calm, pleasant, peaceful, strong or resilient.

A Resource can be real or imagined

A Resource can be internal or external 

RESOURCING

27
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Resource Intensification

Ask 3 or 4 additional questions about the resource to expand 
the sensations connected to the resource

Resource intensification strengthens
the “felt sense” of the resource and overrides attention 

that automatically goes to unpleasant sensations
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What 
does this 
look like 
in 
practice?
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CREATE A BOOK OF RESOURCES

DRAW  W ITH YOUR CHILDREN 

Ask your kids, 
students, or 
colleagues 
resource-oriented 
questions?
Who is your favorite, 
friend, pet, etc?

What is your favorite 
activity (e.g., game, 
jump rope, soccer, 
etc.)?

Who is your favorite 
character in a book, 
tv, movie, etc..?

30
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Tracking

GROUNDING

H E L P  N O W !

S H IF T  &  S T A YG E S T U R IN G

R E S O U R C IN G
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Grounding
The direct contact of the body or part of the body with something 

that provides support in the present moment 

Gravitational security is the foundation upon which we build 
our interpersonal relationships.
If our relationship to the earth is not safe, then all other 
relationships do not develop optimally.
When we are grounded, we have a sense of self in relationship 
to present time and space. 
We are not worried about the past or the future.
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W alking and paying
Attention to steps

Laying 
down on a 
surface or
Floating 
in water

Standing against a wall

YOU CAN GROUND IN MANY POSITIONS

Sitting on a chair, sofa or ground

33
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Tracking

G R O U N D IN G

HELP NOW!

S H IF T  &  S T A YG E S T U R IN G

R E S O U R C IN G
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Reset Now! Strategies

WHEN STUCK IN THE HIGH ZONE OR 
LOW ZONE, A HELP NOW! STRATEGY

CAN HELP YOU GET BACK TO YOUR 
RESILIENT ZONE
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Reset Now! Pushing your hands against a wall 

 OR

Lifting something heavy

36
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Help Now!

I spy with my little 
eye…
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Help Now!

Notice the sounds 
within the room and 

outside.
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Help Now!

Count 
backwards 
from 20
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Help Now!

Walk around the 
room and notice 

feet making 
contact with 

ground
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Help Now! 

DRINK a glass 
water, juice or tea?

41

Help Now!

Name six colors 
that you can see 
right now 
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Help Now!

What is the temperature 
of the room or space?

Is it cool, warm, hot, cold?

43

Practicing 
Resilience and Self 

Care

44
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Layous et al., 
2012

Fritz et al., 2019

Nelson-Coffey et al., 2017);

Developing Resources –Acts of Kindness and Gratitude
Happy habits can be nurtured, acquired, or directly taught

Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2019
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Do 
something 
that you find 
joy in doing
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http://sonjalyubomirsky.com/files/2012/09/Layous-et-al.-2012.pdf
http://sonjalyubomirsky.com/files/2012/09/Layous-et-al.-2012.pdf
http://sonjalyubomirsky.com/files/2019/02/Fritz-Armenta-Walsh-Lyubomirsky-2019-1.pdf
http://sonjalyubomirsky.com/files/2012/09/Nelson-Layous-Cole-Lyubomirsky-2016.pdf
http://sonjalyubomirsky.com/files/2019/11/Sheldon-Lyubomirsky-2019.pdf
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What can you do 
in the classroom?
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What can you do?

E n ga ge  in  yo u r o w n  se lf-ca re , u n d e rsta n d  
yo u r o w n  tra u m a , a n d  a ckn o w le d ge  yo u r 

o w n  b ia se s

B e co m e  m o re  cu ltu ra lly  se n sitive

A im  to  re d u ce  risk  o f re tra u m atizatio n  
(trig ge rin g  o r a ctivate d  fe e lin gs re late d  to  a  

p rio r tra u m a  exp e rie n ce ) a n d  se co n d a ry  
tra u m a  (exp e rie n ce  tra u m a -re late d  
sym p to m s fro m  le a rn in g  o th e rs’ sto rie s) 
w h e n  exp o sin g  stu d e n ts to  se n sitive  m ate ria l

A rm  yo u rse lf w ith  in fo rm atio n  o n  h o w  
tra u m a  im p a cts  stu d e n ts’ b e h av io r, 

d eve lo p m e n t, re latio n sh ip s, a n d  su rv iva l 
strate g ie s. 
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Things you 
can control…

• Empower students - offer choices for participation 
and encourage self-learning
• Check in with students - ask what is going on
• Be sensitive to family structure - change your 

language to reflect a more inclusive definition of 
family
• Maintain high expectations - set and enforce limits 

in a consistent way
• Check assumptions, observe, ask questions - ask 

questions instead of making assumptions
• Include resets in your class structure (mindfulness, 

songs, dancing, I Spy, etc)
• Provide structure - use rubrics, maintain a routine, 

avoid surprises, 
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Things you 
can control…

• Group work and student interaction is great - but 
understand this could be triggering to some students

• Use a variety of cultural examples in your instruction
• Include academic supports for students in several 

locations - on your syllabus, posted in your office, on 
your Canvas page

• Regularly remind students of your office hours and 
encourage them to come by. 

• Understand that a someone might not want to disclose 
their trauma to you. 

• Reach out to students that are struggling. 

•  Allow flexibility - offer flex passes, drop the lowest test 
grade, allow resubmissions, provide choices in 
assignments
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Resources
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• Dr. Nadine Burke Harris - TED Talk
• CDC and Adverse Childhood Experiences
• What is Resilience?

• National Child Traumatic Stress Network
• Trauma Informed Practices for Post Secondary 

Education
• 10 Course Policies to Rethink in Your Syllabus
• Trauma Informed Teaching & Learning Principles
• Examples of Trauma-Informed Teaching in 

College Classrooms
• Syllabus Example

54

https://www.ted.com/talks/nadine_burke_harris_how_childhood_trauma_affects_health_across_a_lifetime
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/index.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cqO7YoMsccU
https://www.nctsn.org/
https://educationnorthwest.org/sites/default/files/resources/trauma-informed-practices-postsecondary-508.pdf
https://educationnorthwest.org/sites/default/files/resources/trauma-informed-practices-postsecondary-508.pdf
https://www.chronicle.com/article/10-course-policies-to-rethink-on-your-fall-syllabus
https://traumainformedteachingblog.files.wordpress.com/2020/04/titl-general-principles-3.20.pdf
https://traumainformedteachingblog.files.wordpress.com/2020/03/examples-of-titl-in-college-classrooms-3.2020-color-3.pdf
https://traumainformedteachingblog.files.wordpress.com/2020/03/examples-of-titl-in-college-classrooms-3.2020-color-3.pdf
https://traumainformedteachingblog.files.wordpress.com/2021/01/carello-2020-titl-annotated-syllabus-example.pdf
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www.ichillapp.
com

www.traumaresourceinstitute.com

iChillapp.com
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Resources

• ECU Counseling Center

 Website (online chat): https://counselingcenter.ecu.edu/

 Phone: 252-328-6661

• ECU Family Therapy Clinic: 252-737-1415

• REAL Crisis (if in Greenville): 252-758-4357

• National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 1-800-273-8255 or chat online

• Crisis Text Line: Text START to 741-741 from anywhere in the U.S. about any type of 
crisis

• National Sexual Assault Hotline 800-656-4372

• The Steve Fund (specific to young people of color): text STEVE to 741741

• The Trevor Project (specific to LGBTQ+): 1-866-488-7386 or text START to 678678

• National Domestic Violence Hotline 1-800-779-7233

• Veterans Crisis Line: 1-800-273-8255 and press ‘1’ or text 838255; for deaf and hard 
of hearing call 1-800-799-4889

• Trillium Crisis and Access to Care Line: 1-877-685-2415

• Integrated Family Services Mobile Crisis: 1-866-437-1821

• Vidant Medical Center Emergency Department: visit 2100 Stantonsburg Rd. 
Greenville, NC or call 252-847-4100
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https://counselingcenter.ecu.edu/
https://www.facebook.com/REALCrisisCenter/?rf=158798810821799
https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/
https://www.crisistextline.org/
https://www.rainn.org/about-national-sexual-assault-telephone-hotline
https://www.stevefund.org/
https://www.thetrevorproject.org/
https://www.thehotline.org/
https://www.veteranscrisisline.net/
https://www.trilliumhealthresources.org/for-individuals-families/crisis-services
https://www.trilliumhealthresources.org/for-individuals-families/crisis-services/integrated-family-services-crisis-chat
https://www.vidanthealth.com/Emergency

