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Body, Brain, & Stress 

 

sympathetic nervous system (SNS)                
 ~  stimulates, turns on the fight or flight response  
 ~  a little different for women “tend & befriend” 

parasympathetic nervous system (PNS)        
 ~  tranquilizes,  promotes the relaxation response. 

autonomic nervous system 
 ~  network of endocrine glands regulate metabolism  
 ~  adrenal glands release adrenaline  

Limbic System  
 ~ The Emotional Brain or Mammalian Brain 
 ~  influences emotions and memory  



When A Person Is Under Stress… 

 

increased breathing   increased heart rate 
increased blood pressure  senses become keener 
memory sharper   less sensitive to pain 
 

blood flow to skin reduced  

growth, reproduction, &  immune system all go on hold 

moves blood to the brain &  to fight/run muscles 

rapid release of glucose & fatty acids into bloodstream  

 



Sustained Stress 

~  chronic over-secretion of stress hormones 
adversely affects brain function, especially 
memory.  

~  Too much cortisol can prevent the brain from 
laying down a new memory, or from accessing 
already existing memories. 

~  sustained stress can damage the 
hippocampus , the part of the limbic brain 
which is central to learning and memory. 
 



The Goal:  Stress Management, not Stress Free 

 

~  appropriate stress response is a healthy and 
necessary part of life.  

~  hierarchical dominance of the SNS over the PNS, it 
often requires conscious effort to initiate your 
relaxation response and reestablish metabolic 
equilibrium. 

~  The challenge in this day and age is to not let the 
sympathetic nervous system stay chronically 
aroused. This may require knowledge of techniques 
that work to activate your relaxation response. 



Brain-Friendly 
Relaxation 



Stress Relief  Facts 

~  Belly laughs release pain-killing endorphins.  

~  Olfactory receptors are the only area of the brain 
exposed to the outside.  

~  Preschoolers who received a 15-minute massage 
scored better on tests of cognitive performance, 
compared to children who just read stories with an 
adult for the 15 minutes prior to testing.  

~  simply rolling your foot over a golf ball can be a 
good way to reduce tension. 



(Son of) Stress Relief  Facts 

~  emotional tears contain abundant amounts of 
adrenaline and other stress-related chemicals. 

~  One of the most important anti-stress coping skills is 
to develop a social support system, including pets.  

~  Doctors know that people who exercise regularly are 
less likely to get sick after stressful situations. 

~  … many disease states are aggravated by the over 
activity of the sympathetic nervous system (stress 
response).  



A 
Relaxation Primer 



 Massage 
 

Because mind and muscle are connected – the central and 
peripheral nervous systems communicate with each other – 
massage does more than just relax your muscles. It can sooth 
your mood as well as your mind.   

  

Massage releases endorphins that calm the peripheral 
nervous system. It increases circulation and speeds up the 
removal of toxins from the body.  



Guided Imagery 
Close your eyes, relax your breathing, and try to 
see and feel your surroundings.  

Imagine yourself in a favorite, tranquil place: a 
serene scene from your past or a hopeful one in 
your future. 

Tips 

First practice with real objects until you can vividly see them 
in your mind's eye. Then you will be better able to visualize 
imaginary ones.  

Start with images from books or listen to audio tapes, but the 
best images are the ones that your subconscious provides. 



Music/Sound 
Let music shift your brain into its parasympa-
thetic symphony. (The PNS promotes the 
relaxation response.) 

Toning, chanting, and other self-generated 
sounds have transforming effects on the mind 
and emotions.  

Tips 

Augment sounds with mental images  
of stress being washed or blown away.  

“The most powerful aspect of music  
is rhythm.” 



Smell 
A certain fragrance can immediately remind you 
of an experience in your distant past. This is 
because smell takes a direct route to the limbic 
brain, where emotional memories are processed 
– and where stress hormones do their worst 
damage.   

Facts 

Smell was the first sense that animal life 
developed and is the most nostalgic of all the 
senses. 

Aromas have an intimate and irresistible effect. 
Unlike other senses, molecules of the object 
detected actually come in contact with the brain. 



Aromatherapy 
A study of depressed men showed that citrus fragrance in 
their room reduced their intake of antidepressants.  

Lavender has a calming effect on many people. Vaporized 
lavender oil was used in a British nursing home to help 
residents relax into sleep. It worked as well as sedative 
drugs. 

~ The essential oil of a tropical flower causes the  
pituitary gland to secrete more euphoric endorphins 

~  Oil of grapefruit stimulates the brain to produce  
natural painkillers called enkephalins.  

~  The scent of oil of marjoram boosts production  
of the calming neurotransmitter serotonin. 



Breathing &  
Progressive Muscle Relaxation  

 

Nature has conveniently provided a perfect way to help 
activate your relaxation response, and it  
involves an involuntary bodily function 
that you can also consciously control –  
your breathing. 

  

There are many breathing techniques  
that can be used.   

Here are a few examples: 

 



Begin by taking slow deep breaths. Repeat these 
messages to yourself.  

"My hands and arms are heavy and warm" (5 times).  

"My feet and legs are heavy and warm" (5 times).  

"My abdomen is warm and comfortable" (5 times).  

"My breathing is deep and even" (10 times).  

"My heartbeat is calm and regular" (10 times).  

"My forehead is cool" (5 times).  

"When I open my eyes, I will remain relaxed and 
refreshed" (3 times).  

 



This may be done either sitting or lying down. The breath is 
full and relaxed, not urgent. On each exhalation deeply relax 
and silently affirm the following to yourself:  

Now my thighs are relaxed.  
Now my feet are relaxed.  
Now my calves are relaxed.  
Now my buttocks are relaxed.  
Now my hands are relaxed.  
Now my arms are relaxed.  
Now my abdomen is relaxed.  
Now my chest is relaxed.  
Now my back is relaxed.  
Now my shoulders are relaxed.  
Now my neck is relaxed.  
Now my face and jaw are relaxed.  
Now my eyes are relaxed.  
Now my temples and forehead are relaxed.  
Now my scalp is relaxed.  
Now my head is relaxed.  



Rapid Relaxation Breathing Technique: 

 

"You take a deep breath, deeper than normal, and 
hold it in until you notice a little discomfort. At the 
same time, squeeze your thumb and first finger 
together (as if you were making the okay sign) for 
six or seven seconds. Then exhale slowly through 
your mouth, release the pressure in your fingers, 
and allow all your tension to drain out. Repeat 
these deep breaths three times to extend the 
relaxation. With each breath, allow your shoulders 
to droop, your jaw to drop and your body to relax." 



Not Buying It? 
What’s one of the first things that gets 
addressed in emergencies?   

What’s one of the first things that gets 
taught in Lamaze?   

What’s one of the first things that gets out 
of control when the body is under stress?   

Breathing. 

Breathing. 

Breathing. 



Combating Testing 
Stress  

So – why should teachers care? 



Building Confidence 

& 

Overcoming Fear 



Be prepared for the test. 

Practice the test environment. 

The Basics 



 Put the test in perspective. 

Perspective 

The Trick:  To put it in perspective without making it 
unimportant. 

 “This is (just) one test.”  

“Tests are one way to show what I know.” 

“There are many good things in my life.” 



 Focus them on what they’ve 
done to prepare.   

Change Their Focus 

“You’ve worked so hard and 
prepared so well.  You’ve learned 
new things and grown so much.  

I’m so proud of you and I hope you 
are proud of yourself too.” 



 Eliminate negative self-talk.   

It’s detrimental to success,  
it’s contagious,  
and is cyclical.  

Negative Self-Talk 



Positive messages from self  
and others.    

~  Hang-up positive message signs.   
~  Develop “confidence teams”. 
~  Role play confidence conversations. 

Positive & Believable Messages 

“Yes!  You can!  And so can I!” 
“Show what you know!” 
“I’m ready!”   



A word about words… 

“Do your best” can be a trigger phrase for many 
kids.   It translates to things like “perfect” and “no 
mistakes allowed”.  There are many things we can 
say to lend support and encouragement.  We 
should be aware of our word choices. 



“See It So”  
Have them close their eyes and 
"visualize" themselves doing well on the 
test.   What does success feel like? 
What does it look like? 

World-class athletes and 
surgeons often visualize 
the success of a specific 
task/effort.  



“Take Five” 

Feeling nervous?   
Not sure what to do next? 

Take five slow, deep breaths. 



“Count Down” 
 

 

Close your eyes.   

Count slowly backwards  
from 10  to 1.  

!! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! 



“Self-Helper Phrase” 

Choose a helper sentence to 
repeat to yourself.   

“Yes, I can!”   

“I can do this.”  

“I am smart and 
capable.” 



Laugh! 

Use humor to diffuse stress.   



“Stress Savers” 

Distraction activities the hour 
prior to the test. 

                                 



Day Before/Day Of 

Move Well. 

Sleep Well. 

Eat Well. 



A few resources 

                

Books: 
1.  Moonbeams:  A Books of Meditations for Children 
2.  What to Do When You’re Scared and Worried. 

Stuff: 

1.  The Yoga Deck 
2.  Lavender Therapy 

CD’s: 
1.  Guided meditation for Children 
2.  Ready… Set… Release!  Music & Relaxation Exercises for Children 
3.  Golden Pond, Wind Chimes, etc. 
4.  Comedy CD’s:  Bob Newhart, Bill Cosby,  
          The Smothers Brothers, etc.  

http://school.discovery.com/clipart/clip/smallbook.html




The Quick List 
 Visualize yourself in a tranquil place. 

 Gain control of your breathing . 

 Repeat a helpful quote or word. 

 Get away from the noise . 

 Use your imagination . 

 Use good scents . 

 Laugh. 

 Cry. 



The De-Stress List 
 

Exercise 
Mediate 
Sleep 

Massage 
Yoga/Tai Chi  

Music 
Guided Imagery 

Aromatherapy Bath 
+ Self-Talk 



Resources 

The Human Brain - 
http://www.fi.edu/brain/relieve.htm#relievequick 

Stress On The Brain- 
http://www.fi.edu/brain/stress.htm 

Relaxation Practices –  
http://www.healthy.net/scr/article.asp?ID=1281 

Meditation and the Brain –  
http://www.technologyreview.com/articles/04/02/newto
n0204.asp 
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