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Pause, listen, breathe. 
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Different Stress Responses 
 

 Positive stress response 
◦Normal and essential part of health development  
◦Brief increases in heart rate and mild elevations in hormone 
levels 

 Tolerable stress response 
◦Activities body’s alert system to greater degree 
◦If activation is time-limited and buffered by relationships with 
adults who can help child adapt – this can be ok  

 Toxic stress response  
◦Strong, frequent and/or prolonged adversity 
◦This type of response can disrupt typical brain and neural 
development  



Harvard Video on Toxic Stress 
 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=rVwFkcOZHJw&feature=youtu.
be 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rVwFkcOZHJw&feature=youtu.be
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rVwFkcOZHJw&feature=youtu.be
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rVwFkcOZHJw&feature=youtu.be


- emotion processing  
  regions smaller,  
  less efficient 
- efficient production of   
  stress-related chemicals 
- dysregulated hormones 
- less calming receptors 
- less white matter 

- competitive 
- hot tempered 
- impulsive 
- hyper vigilant 
 or 
- withdrawn 
- dissociated 
- numb 

- emotion processing   
  regions robust and   
  efficient 
- abundant happy  
  hormones 
- high density white  
  matter, especially in  
  mid-brain 

- laid back 
- relationship oriented 
- reflective 
- “process over power” 
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Predictable, 
moderate  
stress world 

Unpredictable, 
continuous stress, 
dangerous world 



We adapt to our environment 
 

Predictable, moderate  
stress world 

Unpredictable, continuous stress, 
dangerous world 



Experience gets wired  
into our biology 
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Adversity Gets Wired into Our Central 
Nervous System and our Physiology  

 
 
--Research has found a change in RESTING heart rates 
 
--Some of these students are “wired” to be on HIGH 
ALERT!!  
 
--They don’t understand that their “set point” is almost 
more than twice as high as what it typical 
 
--Their bodies “learn to” go into “fight/flight/freeze” very 
quickly 
 
 
 



Color System of Activation 

• Green 
• Yellow 
• Orange 
• Red 
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Behavior, affect, 
attitude, capacities  
may not be “choices”-  
 
They may be normal 
biological responses to  
toxic stress during 
development. 
 



 
Not:  What’s wrong with you? 

 

 
But: What happened to you? 



Think about a child whose story now may make more 
sense to you, given this information about  
toxic stress and brain 
development. 

 

Stand and Talk 
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Key Messages: Toxic Stress and Adaptation 

▪ Anxiety and stress is a normal part of life 

▪ Stress can become toxic and damaging when: 
▪ Severe, prolonged and/or occurs repeatedly and is not buffered by 

caring adults 
▪ These adverse experiences can have significant affects on brain 

development and the development of the nervous system 

▪ Children “adapt” to these adverse experience to 
“survive” – this is normal biological response to 
traumatic events 

▪ Repeated experience gets wired into our biology/brain 
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sexually  
transmitted  

disease 
depression 

fetal death 

illicit drug use 

liver disease suicide attempts 

unintended  
pregnancy 

intimate  
partner  
violence 

chronic obstructive pulmonary disease & ischemic heart disease 

alcoholism &  
alcohol abuse 
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The Minnesota Student Survey, 2013 
  

Adverse Childhood 
Experiences 
Analysis 



ACE Score (Zero to Seven) 

• Students reporting that they have a parent or guardian who is 
currently in jail, and/or who has been in jail in the past 

• Students reporting they live with someone who drinks too much 
alcohol 

• Students reporting they live with someone who uses illegal drugs or 
abuses prescription drugs 

• Students reporting a parent or other adult in the household has 
verbally abuse them 

• Students reporting a parent or other adult in the household has 
physically abused them 

• Students reporting parents or other adults in the home physical abuse 
each other 

• Students reporting and adult or other person outside the family, and/or 
an older or stronger family member, has ever sexually abused them 



ACE Score + Past 30 Day Use 



ACE Score + Past 30 Day Use by Gender 



ACE Score + Binge Drinking 



ACE Score + Suicide 



ACE Score + Mental Health 



ACEs are common 
 
ACEs are highly interrelated 
 
ACEs have a cumulative impact  
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For More on ACEs and MN ACEs 

▪ CDC ACEs webpage  
▪ http://www.cdc.gov/ace/ 

 
 

▪ MN Department of Health ACE webpage 
▪ http://www.health.state.mn.us/divs/chs/ 

http://www.cdc.gov/ace/
http://www.health.state.mn.us/divs/chs/


Brief Discussion  
▪ Does this information making you think of 

some students differently?  
▪ If so, how? What’s different?  

 
 

▪ Does this make you think differently about 
practices and ways that you or your staff 
interact with some students?   
▪ If so, how? What’s different?  

 



  



Schools are a Place of Resilience! 
 

▪ Schools and school staff can be intentional about 
how they interact with students 

 

 

 

▪ POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS are a powerful 
intervention 

 

▪ The students that need those relationships the most 
can be the hardest ones to have them with… 

 



Schools: Providing Supports 
▪ School can and often do provide programs and 

supports focused on: 
 

▪ School Climate 
▪ Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) 
▪ Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) 

and School-wide Positive Behavior Supports (SW-PBS)  
▪ Response to Intervention (RtI) 
▪ Student Support Staff (school psychologist, school 

nurses, school counselors, school social workers) 



Schools: Providing Supports 
▪ MindUP, Yoga Calm and Zones of Regulation 
▪ Prevention and early intervention groups 
▪ Social Emotional Learning  Practices Skill 

building groups  
▪ Responsive Classroom and Restorative 

Practices  
▪ Alternatives to Suspensions 
▪ Positive Relationships are the evidence based 

practice 
 



Helping to co-regulate 
▪ Where are you at on a scale of 0-10?  

▪ Avoid argument and power struggle 

▪ Calm down (walk) – pacing; you can assess the child’s 
body/emotional (don’t talk until they are calm; focus on 
calming down first)  
▪ Check in (for both of you): 0-10 scale 

▪ Questions to Avoid:  
▪ What happened? What did you do? (can start an argument)  
▪ What were you thinking? (not  useful) 



Repair and Skill Building 

▪ There doesn’t have to be a punishment or 
punitive consequence; Compassionate 
Accountability   

 

▪ How do you repair the harm that was done? 
 

▪ Planning for the future  
▪ How can you help them build skills?  
▪ Role play, etc.  
▪ How do you help the adults plan for the future if this 

comes up again ? 



Repetition Can Rewire  

▪ Many, many, many times!! 100 or more!  

▪ Relationships are the EVIDENCED BASED 
PRACTICE!  

▪ They anticipate that your reaction will be 
negative 

▪ They might not “want” a relationship and may 
“push away”  



Shift Your Perspective Video 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JlRK1v
qcuvg 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JlRK1vqcuvg
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JlRK1vqcuvg
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Contact Information 

▪ Mark Sander, Psy.D., L.P. 
▪ Hennepin County and Minneapolis Public Schools 
▪ 612-668-5489 
▪ mark.sander@hennepin.us  

mailto:mark.sander@hennepin.us
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