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A 4-Step Process for Building Student Resilience

A special education teacher has developed worksheets to help all students identify and
manage their stressors.
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In the last few years, I’ve noticed an increase in stress, anxiety, and depression in high school students. The causes range from
intense pressure to perform academically to social media expectations and influence to home and environmental issues. The
common thread, no matter the cause, is students’ inability to cope with the stressors they experience.
As an educator, my goal is to help students build the resilience and selfawareness they need to be successful in life. After years of
working with students with emotional disturbance, I’ve developed selfawareness and coping skills activities that help all students
identify feelings and stressors, while also providing them a way to discover positive, selfregulatory coping skills.

Ǻ 4-ȘȚĚP PŘǾČĚȘȘ FǾŘ BŲİĿĐİŇĢ ŘĚȘİĿİĚŇČĚ
Step 1: Teach students to identify their stressors. It’s important that students learn to identify how they feel and why they feel
that way. I have each student identify the things that make them stressed, upset, and sad using a worksheet I’ve developed
(https://backend.edutopia.org/sites/default/files/201811/Identifying%20How%20I%20Feel%20Worksheet.pdf).

Afterward, students verbally share stressors with each other to start building a community of trust where they feel safe and heard. I
often share my own stressors with students to set the tone of the activity as one that is inclusive and judgment free.
Step 2: Identify what students normally do when presented with stressors. During this step, I tell students to write down their
instinctive and initial reaction to each stressor without stopping to think about whether it’s good or bad, or breaks some sort of school
or societal rule. Once again, I have a worksheet for them to use
(https://backend.edutopia.org/sites/default/files/201811/Reacting%20to%20How%20I%20Feel%20Worksheet.pdf).

Total honesty is needed during this step in order for each student to start developing selfawareness. Again, I share my instinctive
reaction to a stressor as an example.

Students then use a third worksheet
(https://backend.edutopia.org/sites/default/files/201811/Self%20Evaluation%20of%20My%20Reactions%20Worksheet_0.pdf)

to rate their reactions on a

Likert scale, where 1 = Worst Reaction and 5 = Best Reaction. I define and discuss each Likert point with my students so they have
a clear picture of how to rate their reactions.
Each student shares one of their Likert ratings with peers, along with an explanation for their rating. Using the Likert scale teaches
students to objectively look at and evaluate their actions.
Step 3: Brainstorm alternative ways to respond to stressors. During this step, I introduce the idea of coping skills—conscious
efforts to minimize stress or conflict in a positive and constructive way. Once students identify their feelings and stressors, it’s
important that they learn how to channel their emotions.

I once worked with a student with emotional disturbance who had a tendency to run out of the class and hide on school grounds
whenever she was mad or frustrated. We developed a coping skill protocol where she had to tell me how she felt (“I’m really mad
because...”), and then she had to ask me if she could step outside the classroom for five minutes to collect herself. By the end of
year, she didn’t need to step outside because the habitual practice of identifying her feelings and utilizing a constructive coping
strategy allowed her to better regulate her emotional reactions.
Not all coping skills have to be so structured or prescriptive. I had another student who used running as an outlet for negative
feelings. Whenever he felt mad or upset at home, he would go for a run and return—in the words of his mother—“as a new man.”
It’s important to make sure every student understands what coping skills are, as well as the idea that strategies are unique and
individualized. Students then compile a list of five coping strategies that could work for them, and I have the class make a coping
skills poster that I put on the wall. Having a huge list of various coping strategies is a great visual reminder of positive reactions to
stressors and gives students ideas they might not have thought of on their own.
Students next revisit their original reaction to a stressor and use the final worksheet to replace it with a more positive coping skill
(https://backend.edutopia.org/sites/default/files/201811/My%20New%20Coping%20Skills%20Worksheet.pdf).

This step is very powerful because it

shows students how to take charge of their reactions instead of being controlled by situations and their emotions. They’re
empowered to take responsibility for their actions and practice selfregulation skills instead of blaming outside factors. Students
discuss why this new way of coping is more beneficial than their old response and how it could change the outcome of a situation.
Step 4: Practical application and maintenance of coping skills. I build time into each class period for an exercise I call the 5
Minute Fix. For five minutes, students can share how they’ve used their coping skills in reallife situations. They can ask for feedback
and advice from peers or provide suggestions to those who are struggling. Most importantly, the community is strengthened by these
daily checkins. Allocating five minutes doesn’t interfere with my academic lessons, and the benefit to students is significant and
impactful.

I’ll also check in with students informally and keep an eye on those I think need more support. The most important idea I convey
during this maintenance period is that coping skills are fluid and flexible. If one skill doesn’t work or a student wants to try something
new, I always encourage them to do so. It’s important they don’t get caught up in thinking they can only use certain skills since that
can become a new source of stress.
Coping skills are a powerful way for all students to build resilience, selfawareness, and selfregulatory skills as they face the
stressors of life. Learning how to positively cope empowers them to be selfreflective and take responsibility for their actions. Most
importantly, these skills are ones that will benefit them long after they leave my classroom.
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Time to Play: More State Laws Require Recess

Unstructured playtime is making a comeback in schools as frustrated teachers, parents, and
advocacy groups demand legislative action.

