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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Today I want to open a different kind of conversation about educator wellbeing — one grounded in the humanness of teaching and the role our nervous system plays in every moment of the classroom.  This talk focuses on empowerment — understanding the physiology behind our reactions and emotions, and learning how to develop the awareness to manage stress and stay regulated, connected, and well in the classroom.



Why aren’t we safeguarding the most valuable 
resource in education?

THE QUESTION

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Today I want to share the question I posed in my book to education leaders and policymakers. During this conference we have heard the importance of student wellbeing, we know the statsitics, we see the patterns of student, teacher and leader wellbeing declining –and the result is amazing educators leaving the profession.  We don’t have an education system without the educators – the humans who connect first and educate second. We know that students must be regulated and feel safe to learn and this is what true education is about the humanness of this job cannot be understated. And with that humanness comes the complexity – the interactions, the connection, the relationships, the emotions, the vicarious trauma, the stress. Which leads me to my next point -  



We talk about 
“teacher stress” but 
skip over one of the 
most human parts 
of it: our nervous 
system.
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When we talk about improving school culture and wellbeing it’s important to begin with valuing teachers as humans first.  As humans, we all have a built‑in stress response — it’s part of how our nervous system keeps us safe — and both teachers and students carry stress, emotions, past experiences, and beliefs that shape how we show up in the classroom. This is why understanding how stress affects the nervous system, why dysregulation shows up, and what helps bring you back to balance is foundational. 




WHY NERVOUS SYSTEM AWARENESS MATTERS

Because stress isn’t 
just a mindset issue 
— it’s a biological 
response. And if we 
don’t understand 
the system behind 
it, we can’t change 
it.

Because teacher 
stress isn’t a 
character flaw — 
it’s a nervous 
system response to 
chronic demand. 
Naming it is the first 
step to changing it.

Because until 
leaders understand 
how the nervous 
system works, they 
can’t meaningfully 
support teachers to 
regulate, recover, or 
stay well.

Because real 
wellbeing starts 
with understanding 
what’s happening in 
the brain and body, 
not just what’s 
happening in the 
workload.
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And this is why nervous system awareness matters and why I believe it is a foundational part of professional learning. 



Educators are 
frequently 
expected to calm
dysregulated 
students – often 
without ever being 
taught how to 
regulate 
themselves during 
ongoing stress.
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It breaks my heart that so many Teachers I speak with feel like they are failing because they are frequently expected to calm dysregulated students — often without ever being taught how to regulate themselves during ongoing stress. Although there is rising number of students with complex behaviours which are unpredictable for teachers to navigate and manage – there is an unspoken expectation that you should just know how to. However student behaviours are not the only stressor in education and causing educator stress 




STRESSORS
 Events, internal or external, that activate an
     autonomic stress reaction in your body 

   

STRESS
Neurological and physiological reactions to 

encountering a perceived threat
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It is important to note at this time the difference between stressors and stress. In the next part of the presentation we’ll explore how wellbeing transforms when we learn to manage the stress itself instead of trying to eliminate the stressors




“The good news is that stress is not the problem. It’s how we 
deal with stress – not what causes it – that releases the stress, 

completes the cycle, and ultimately, keeps us from burning 
out. You can’t control every external stressor that comes your 
way. The goal isn’t to live in a state of perpetual balance and 

peace and calm; the goal is to move through stress to calm, so 
that you’re ready for the next stressor, and to move from 

effort to rest and back again.”

Emily & Amelia Nagoski – ‘Burnout :The Secret to Unlocking the Stress Cycle’
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This quote from Emily and Amelia Nagoski from their book Burnout was a game changer for the way I look at stress.



THE STRESS RESPONSE CYCLE
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The stress response cycle is an innate physiological process designed to keep us safe. Historically it looked like… 



THE STRESS RESPONSE CYCLE - TEACHER EXAMPLE

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
However perceived threats will also activate the stress response and in today’s society – education particularly- threats are more psychological in nature. As with this example – however as you can see in this example most people do not complete the stress response. In these situations I would try to think through the stressors’ over plan and even attempt to ignore the emotions I was feeling. 




YOU CAN’T “THINK” YOUR WAY OUT OF A DYSREGULATED NERVOUS 
SYSTEM
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For example A student may repetitively shows dysregulated behaviours so a teacher may try to think or plan ways to reduce  their anxiety or overwhelm. The might think (“I’m feeling frustrated ”), and try use positive self talk or reframe the situation (“This isn’t personal”), or plan for every scenario to help support the student, but the body is full of stress hormones cortisoal and adrenaline – in fight or flight mode and stress has not been mobolised so the reframe is not settling the distress. Emotional regulation depends on nervous system capacity. When the body is highly dysregulated, emotional strategies don’t work well until the nervous system is settled first through body techniques. In his book ‘the body keeps the score’ Bessel van der Kolk, explains this as a person may think they’re fine, but their body might still be bracing — shoulders tight, breath shallow, heart racing — because the nervous system hasn’t completed the stress cycle from past experiences.

�




COMPLETING THE STRESS RESPONSE CYCLE
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Presentation Notes
In this example the teacher uses a progressive muscle relaxation technique to mobilise the energy and walk and listen to music to activate relaxation. This is nervous system regulation. The ability of the body to move out of fight, flight, or shutdown and return to balance after stress. It is about feeling safe.





WAYS TO COMPLETE YOUR STRESS RESPONSE 
CYCLE AND REGULATE YOUR NERVOUS SYSTEM

Presenter Notes
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Luckily there are many evidence-based ways to complete the stress response cycle and regulate the nervous system. Movement is the best way to mobolise the energy and signal through the body that you are safe but other evidence based ways include… All of these activate your parasympathetic nervous system to help you feel safe.
�
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Thankfully there are many ways to regulate your nervous system in the moment -through techniques which activate the vagal nerve, activate the parasympathetic nervous system. But most importantly you need to find which works for you. Explain each example1. Physiological sigh. Andrew Huberman states that the physiological sigh is  a biological mechanism our body already know.  These micro-regulation techniques can all be done in the moment, at school, you do not have to wait to get home to regulate your nervous system and release accumulated stress.




BENEFITS OF TEACHER REGULATION
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In this next part of the presentation we are going to see that the benefits don’t stop with us as the educators. When educators are more regulated, students feel it too. Thanks to mirror neurons and emotional contagion, a calm, grounded teacher helps students feel safer and more settled.As you’ve just seen — and maybe even felt — those micro‑regulation practices support a teacher’s mental health and stress management. And when we’re regulated, we’re far more effective at co‑regulating with students, guiding them back to steadiness through our presence, not just our words. READ QUOTE.
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I WANT TO SHARE A COMMON SCENARIO AND LOOK AT THE IMPACT WHEN A TEACHER CHOOSES TO USE REGULATION -SCENARIO After spending time speaking with some students after lessons, you rush out to your playground duty. Realising you forgot to bring lunch, you don’t have time to get anything before heading to the playground. Standing in the hot sun, you help solve numerous lunchtime conflicts. Feeling hot, thirsty and hungry, you then rush straight back into the classroom for your next class.



CHOOSING REGULATION NOT MEETING NEEDS

STUDENTS RESPOND TO YOUR CALM 
ENERGY AND ARE ENGAGED IN THE 

LESSON 

STUDENTS RESPOND TO YOUR 
IRRITABILITY AND ARE RESTLESS AND 

DISENGAGED

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Choosing to regulate -As you enter the classroom, you inform the students that you haven’t had lunch and are feeling quite hot. You emphasise the importance of staying hydrated and nourished for everyone’s brains and bodies. You then send a student to the canteen to get you a cold drink and some lunch. You let the class know that they can chat quietly, draw or read while you take five minutes to eat and relax. 
Outcome: As you eat your lunch, you begin to feel calmer. The class is unusually quiet and seems content with the time you’ve given them to relax. One of your students approaches and asks if you feel better now that you’ve eaten. You feel grateful for having such kind students and become enthusiastic about starting the lesson. Energised throughout the lesson, you notice the students are engaged. As they leave the classroom, a few students thank you for giving them quiet time to relax after the hot lunchtime.
NOT MEETING NEEDS - You enter the classroom feeling hungry, thirsty and irritable. Without taking a moment to connect with the students, you dive straight into the lesson content. Frustration builds as you notice the students are not ready to start learning, leading you to raise your voice multiple times. Startled by your outburst, a few students begin whispering to each other. In response, you express your frustration with their disrespectful behaviour and announce that the entire class will stay in for an additional five minutes.
Outcome - Many students become upset and question why they are being punished when they haven’t done anything wrong. The students remain restless and disengaged throughout most of the lesson, making it difficult for you to concentrate. At the end of the lesson, one student walks out of the class, yelling, “I’m not staying back because I didn’t do anything wrong!” The rest of the class claps, leaving you feeling completely out of control. 



1. Which outcome was better for the students?

2. Which outcome was better for the teacher?

3. Do you consider either of the choices to be selfish?

4. Who was disadvantaged when the teacher chose not to meet their 

needs- the teacher, the students or both?

REFLECTION & DISCUSSION



AWARENESS IS KEY
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In our last few minutes I want to emphasise that awareness is a crucial part of managing stress and regulating the nervous system.  Because you can’t regulate your nervous system and manage your stress and emotions if you do not notice your bodily signals. 





PAUSE
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Life is busy but a brief pause interrupts autopilot and gives your nervous system a moment to be noticed. Self‑awareness grows with intentional practice. By regularly noticing your physical sensations, thoughts, and feelings, you strengthen your ability to recognise your emotional experiences in the moment and stay steady during intense emotions.



ONE SMALL ACTION TO PROTECT YOUR WELLBEING
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Your nervous system is your foundation. When you take even a few seconds to notice your state and regulate, you protect your wellbeing and create a calmer, more connected learning environment. What is your one small action ?



Thank you!

For more on supporting educators 
with nervous system regulation and 

stress management, explore          
The Teacher Wellbeing Academy.
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If you would like to know more I have included a link to my website and slide deck. I have alse included these QR codes on the handout if you would prefer to take that.

https://theteacherwellbeingacademy.com.au/
http://www.theteacherwellbeingacademy/
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