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Abstract: If the recent turbulent times have shown educators anything, it is that we need to be 

prepared to address our own and our students’ social and emotional needs. However, moments of 

tension are not the time to start. Rather, students need to be prepared to engage in meaningful 

ways with skills and competencies. To achieve this state of readiness, teachers can use self-

regulation strategies such as the one I call “CHILL.” CHILL is an easy-to-implement five-step 

process designed to reduce tension in moments of crisis and create the conditions whereby 

students are prepared to reengage with instruction, both with the teacher and with the class. C is 

for Calm down, H is for Hear yourself breathe, I is for Investigate your condition, L is for Let 

yourself know what you need, and the second L is for Let others know what you need. Based on 

the unique developmental aspects of the adolescent brains, CHILL is designed to support both 

pre- and in-service teachers as they seek to negotiate tense classroom situations and build skills 

in self-regulation and resiliency. Importantly, CHILL is a strategy for de-escalation that supports 

students and teachers in the face of student behavioral challenges. 
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Two years ago, the teacher-preparation program (TPP) in which I teach developed a new 

methods course designed to address two increasingly significant challenges faced by our teacher 

candidates (TCs): the effects of trauma on students and the need to cultivate both their own and 

their students’ social and emotional learning (SEL) skills. The need for our curricular change 

was apparent in light of the National Education Association’s assertion that the rising levels of 

trauma students experience are tantamount to an epidemic (National Education Association, 
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2019). While teaching the resulting course, I encountered the fallout when one of my TCs posed 

a startlingly simple question: “How do I talk about SEL strategies when a student is about to hurl 

a desk across the classroom?” In such moments of crisis, even the best pedagogical intentions are 

sometimes insufficient. 

TCs seeking licensure in secondary education are, of course, working with adolescents, 

so teacher training raises a number of very particular issues. First and foremost, adolescents are 

living through substantial developmental changes. Researchers have described these changes as 

“similar to early childhood in terms of the significance of the brain’s growth and development” 

(Craig, 2017, p. 31). Highlighting, if not compounding, these developmental changes are the 

consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic and larger political turmoil. For their part, educators 

at all institutional levels face the short- and long-term effects. The situation is complex, 

particularly because on the front lines will be a new generation of teachers who will have 

experienced these events themselves and be responsible for guiding their still-younger students. 

Accordingly, TPPs must adapt the ways they ready these future teachers for the day-to-day 

classroom by addressing more than their students’ academic needs: they must prepare TCs to 

consider the whole student. After all, for those wrestling with trauma or with limited skills to 

address social and emotional challenges like self-regulation, focusing on learning is a struggle 

(Deci & Ryan, 2002; Lüftenegger, 2012; Pintrich, 2003). 

According to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (2014), 

adolescents struggling with trauma or without the skills to address SEL challenges often wrestle 

with anger, anxiety, and disorientation. Or, they can appear moody, emotionally detached, or 

unable to control their emotions and reactions. Thinking that teachers can simply deliver content 

or address academic standards without attending to students’ SEL needs is an idea fraught with 

problems. As researchers have begun to recognize, “instructional strategies that teach students 

self-regulation techniques have demonstrated positive results for both behavioral and academic 

outcomes” (Popham et al., 2018, p. 240). Further proof of the value of this type of instruction can 

be found in the fact that 27 states have adopted K-12 SEL competencies (Bunting, 2022). 

Similarly, TPPs have begun to introduce trauma-informed teaching practices (TITP) into their 

curricula. At the same time, two considerations are essential alongside SEL and/or TITP. The 

first is ensuring that secondary teachers design instruction that addresses adolescents specifically 

(Yeager, 2017) and the adolescent brain in particular (Dorado et al., 2017). The second is 

recognizing that no strategy, however thoughtful and well-intentioned, can be implemented when 

students are in a moment of crisis and unable to self-regulate (Thiers, 2020).  

In the following discussion, I begin by addressing how any TITP or instruction in SEL 

must be developed with an eye to the particulars of the adolescent brain. From that starting point 

and with those particulars in mind, I introduce a strategy for de-escalating situations where 

students are in crisis. Only after such a de-escalation will the student—and the teacher—be 

prepared to introduce TITP or SEL competencies designed to address the student’s academic or 

social and emotional needs. This strategy, which I call “CHILL,” is designed for pre- and in-

service TCs to help them negotiate tense situations and build skills in self-regulation and 

resiliency for both their students and themselves. Each letter of my CHILL strategy, discussed in 

detail below, addresses a step in the process of de-escalation: C is Calm down, H is Hear 

yourself breathe, I is Investigate your condition, L is Let yourself know what you need, and L is 

Let others know what you need. CHILL helps maintain positive teacher-student relationships 

even in the face of student challenges. Derived from approaches associated with TITP and SEL, 

CHILL is designed to reduce tension in moments of crisis and create the conditions whereby a 
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student or students can subsequently reengage with the class community and curricular 

instruction. In this light, my formulating this slang-ish term is a deliberate act. The Urban 

Dictionary (2019), a source of all hip definitions, explains that to be “chill” is to “go with the 

flow,” to “calm down,” or “to be okay.” This general attitude aligns with the purpose of the 

CHILL strategy, and the accessibility of using an acronym that comes from the lexicon of our 

students makes it more congenial for them to carry the practice from inside the classroom to the 

world beyond it. 

Dealing with Trauma and Vicarious Trauma 

Social and emotional challenges brought on by trauma cut across age, race, gender, and 

socioeconomic status. Moreover, certain triggers are nearly universal because almost all students 

experience some degree of stress from academic, social, or out-of-school pressures. Most 

conspicuously, going through adolescence involves forming and maintaining relationships with 

peers, a process that can vary widely (Allen & Loeb, 2015). Additionally, individual students 

experience widely different levels of support from the adults in their lives, which, in turn, affects 

their ability to learn and the nature and extent of their engagement with school. When students 

find themselves a bit wobbly on their feet, teachers should not be surprised. In their response, 

teachers are best served by having a tool for immediate action to address the causes of their 

student’s behavior. CHILL is just such a tool. 

As with all the pedagogies they implement, teacher educators should instruct their 

candidates in the theories and practices that will prepare them to remain steadfast to their 

curricular mission even while responding meaningfully to students who are experiencing trauma. 

For these reasons, it is essential that, alongside instruction in content and pedagogy, TPPs 

prepare TCs to recognize and address the effects of trauma on students. Equally important is that 

TPPs provide TCs with the skills to also deal with the effects of vicarious trauma—what is 

sometimes called compassion fatigue. With such fatigue, the effects of exhaustion, burnout, and 

even chronic illness on their own lives are magnified (Eyal et al., 2019). Like their students, 

beginning teachers often experience social isolation and, for many, economic hardship. Preparing 

them to address trauma-driven behavior with their students can, at the same time, help them deal 

with their own anxieties and stressors—it is what Yeager and Walton (2011) call a “stealthy 

approach” (p. 284) whereby, in working to help their students, teachers concurrently heal 

themselves. To be clear, even the most experienced teachers are not immune from the effects of 

trauma. Most notable has been the COVID pandemic. There is no need to document here the 

balancing act teachers have been forced to master: it has been the subject of academic journals, 

national news, and social media (Cardoza, 2021; Casey, 2022; Pressley et al., 2021). Indeed, 

younger teachers are mistaken if they believe that veteran teachers are more secure in their status 

because they have somehow weathered the challenges of teaching unscathed. Rather, all 

teachers, regardless of their level of experience, benefit from meaningful strategies that serve 

their students and themselves.  

Addressing Adolescent Brain Development in Approaching CHILL 

Trauma, it seems, is everywhere. Researchers refer to the traumatic events of children 

from age 0 to 17 as adverse childhood experiences. Data from the National Survey of Children’s 

Health (2016) confirm that 55 percent of America’s children between the ages of 12 and 17 have 

had at least one such experience, while one in five U.S. children has had two or more. In short, 

trauma has been “hiding in plain sight” for decades (National Education Association, 2019, p. 2). 

Given the numbers, it is safe to say that TPPs have always had to prepare their TCs to work with 
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diverse situations. For example, TPPs typically include courses on educational psychology, 

although these are often introductory overviews of “development, learning, and assessment” 

(Patrick et al., 2011, p. 73). Only recently, schools and TPPs have begun to address trauma in 

meaningful ways. In particular, TITP offers significant benefits for students who have 

experienced trauma. Still, given the multiple ways that trauma can suddenly manifest, teachers 

need a strategy that allows them to respond effectively, and especially in the moment, to support 

students who struggle with trauma. 

Overall, my CHILL strategy aims to de-escalate moments of crisis in the classroom and 

prepare teachers and students to address the effects of trauma. In addition to elements of TITP 

and SEL, CHILL seeks to cultivate mindfulness and self-regulation in students. Integral to this 

approach is how CHILL accounts for what is unique about the adolescent brain. Focusing on the 

particulars of the adolescent brain is key when it comes to addressing students’ social and 

emotional competencies and the effects of trauma, especially in terms of how trauma affects 

particular areas of the brain. Equally important is differentiating practices for secondary 

education from those addressing elementary education (Yeager, 2017). Such differentiation 

accounts for the unique features and opportunities that stem from adolescent brain development.  

Useful to framing CHILL is some basic information about the effects of trauma on the 

adolescent brain, most significantly, the amygdala (Ganzel & Morris, 2011; Norbury & 

Goodwin, 2007). The amygdala is essential to emotional learning and memory, emotional 

modulation of memory, emotional influences on attention and perception, emotion and social 

behavior, and emotion inhibition and regulation (Phelps & LeDoux, 2005). Importantly, it is the 

portion of the brain that mediates the acquisition and expression of conditioned fear and the 

enhancement of emotional memory (Koenigs & Grafman, 2009). As a result, alterations in the 

amygdala that result from trauma can affect emotional behavior in significant ways. When the 

amygdala has been required to react to a traumatic event, it can make an individual more likely 

to react to triggers—even mild ones—by combining them with the stress of a previous traumatic 

event (Ganzel & Morris, 2011). The result can be greater emotional extremes and a struggle to 

self-regulate. In school, these struggles can manifest as excessive reactions to stressful events. In 

such instances, the sooner teachers intervene to de-escalate the moment, the better.  

Helping teachers to recognize the causal relationship between trauma, the brain, and 

student behavior achieves two important ends. Most obviously, it better prepares teachers to 

recognize and address the social, emotional, and academic needs of students suffering from 

trauma. Additionally, and equally important, it is a means for understanding and addressing their 

own emotional exhaustion that manifests in teacher burnout. The statistics regarding this latter 

point paint a worrisome picture: researchers found that 37.9% of secondary teachers experience 

“severe emotional exhaustion” (Garcia-Carmona et al., 2019, p. 201) and that emotional 

exhaustion has been on the rise since COVID (Sojkal et al., 2020). At the core of the emotional 

exhaustion are negative interactions between teachers and students.  

TITP are an essential step towards addressing both student trauma and teacher burnout 

because they shift how classroom behavior is understood. Instead of approaching self-regulation 

problems as classroom management issues, TITP encourage teachers to perceive self-regulation 

problems as potential indicators of trauma. In advocating for schools to be more trauma aware, 

Dorado et al. (2016) promote a mindset shift for teachers: far different from beginning with the 

question, “What is wrong with you?” teachers begin by asking, “What has happened to you?” (p. 

164). Without the training to make this shift, these researchers warn, “trauma-impacted students 

are at risk of being seen as children with ‘problem behaviors’ rather than as children in need of 
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help who have made adaptations in order to survive trauma” (Dorado et al., 2016, p. 164). TITP 

is also an approach endorsed by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 

and the Center for Developing Adolescents, which has advocated for those who work with 

adolescents to improve their “understanding of the mechanisms that affect sensation-seeking, 

cognitive control, and emotional regulation” (Institute of Medicine and National Resource 

Council, 2011, p. 44).  

In their classrooms, teachers benefit from an approach such as CHILL by understanding 

that when a student reacts to a stressor in a way that is disparate to the stressor, that reaction 

could be based on previous factors. For example, students who yell at teachers who ask that they 

simply “sit down and take notes” might seem to be exhibiting unreasonable behavior. Teachers 

not trained in TITP are more likely to perceive such a reaction as a “bad behavior” and proceed 

with a disciplinary strategy (Public Counsel, 2015; West et al., 2014). This assumption, however, 

can lead to what Jennings and Greenburg (2009) refer to as a “burnout cascade” (p. 492)—that 

is, a tumble of repeated ineffective teacher responses to student behavior problems that result in 

increased student anger and teacher frustration and emotional exhaustion. The outcome is often 

more intense and frequent punishments for students, which can lead to “vicarious 

traumatization” (Pawlo et al., 2019, p. 38). For teachers trained in TITP, the situation calls for a 

more measured response to reduce escalation and implement calming strategies.  

Recognizing trauma can clarify the link between students who have experienced trauma 

or are struggling with self-regulation and vicarious trauma. Developing the skills needed to 

distinguish trauma-informed behavior and implement trauma-informed strategies must become a 

central component in teacher education. Teachers who understand the effect of trauma recognize 

that students’ actions could result from a combination of previous trauma and a current event. As 

a result, the strategies teachers implement and their composure in addressing the behavior in the 

moment are key to reducing stress in the classroom. During moments of high tension, teachers 

need a strategy for de-escalation based in evidence-based practices. To start, the difference 

between the brain-based behaviors of adults and children must be understood. Neuroscientists 

have called adolescence an age of opportunity in terms of the ability to learn new resiliency skills 

and how to overcome adversity (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 

2019; Rimm-Kaufman & Jodl, 2020). A report by the Institute of Medicine (2011) also 

addressed the uniqueness of brain development in adolescence, noting that changes in the 

adolescent brain make this age a prime time for “modulating behavioral responses . . . and 

exert[ing] control over impulses and emotional and social responses” (p. 37). A consortium 

called the Adolescent Brain Cognitive Development Project established that adolescent brains 

have “tension[s] between developing capacities for cognitive control and the emergence of 

strong incentive strivings” (Luciana et al., 2018, pp. 67-68). The unique cognitive development 

in adolescents can lead to behaviors such as increased risk-taking and increased reliance on peers 

for validation and support (Collaborative Association of Social and Emotional Learning, 2015; 

Luciana et al., 2018). Not surprisingly, then, growth in the regions of the brain that result in these 

behaviors outpaces growth in the regions of the brain that are used for making judgment calls 

and planning (Willoughby et al., 2013). Any strategy for addressing adolescent behaviors must 

account for the development of the adolescent brain.  

Finally, in the same way that it is important to distinguish the adolescent brain from that 

of adults and children, any classroom strategy such as CHILL must differentiate between the 

experiences and needs of elementary and secondary teachers and students. Yeager (2017), in his 

study of social and emotional learning programs for adolescents, explains that promoting the use 
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of elementary SEL practices in the secondary setting is common. Such practices can explain why 

“typical SEL programs, which directly teach skills and invite participants to rehearse those skills 

over the course of many classroom lessons, have a poor track record with middle adolescents 

(roughly age 14 to 17), even though they work well with children” (p. 73). These “aged-up 

versions of childhood programs” (p. 74) do not address the particular challenges of working with 

adolescents, and the “poor track record” (p. 74) of such programs creates frustrations for students 

and teachers. Moreover, unlike children, adolescent behavior is more frequently characterized by 

risk-taking. Discussing this concept, Siegel (2014), a clinical professor of psychiatry at UCLA, 

described counseling a high-school student who was expelled for bringing alcohol to a school 

dance. The student remarked, “I guess I knew what might happen. . . But the fun of it just 

seemed like too much to turn down” (Katey, 2014, as cited in Siegel, 2014, para. 3). Any 

strategy that fails to account for what is unique to the adolescent brain, summarily stated, stands 

little chance of sustained success. 

Taking Time to CHILL 

When the effects of trauma or anxiety or frustration interfere with implementing 

instruction, teachers need a strategy that can diminish tension—for an individual student or an 

entire class—and create a climate wherein the student is better prepared to self-regulate and 

engage without anxiety or anger. CHILL is a self-regulation strategy designed to de-escalate 

tense situations quickly. For example, when the risk-taking adolescent challenges a teacher 

publicly, even aggressively, the response must be immediate and effective. At the same time, 

when frustration or anxiety prevents a student from engaging or performing, teachers need a 

strategy that helps students to focus. Because the CHILL technique is based on research 

surrounding self-regulation and effective SEL interventions, it can be effective in all such 

instances, for as researchers have determined, self-regulation strategies “have been successfully 

implemented across a variety of settings including general education classrooms” (Popham et al., 

2018, p. 240).  

What follows is a section about each of the five steps of CHILL and then a section about 

how the strategy can be modeled in the classroom. Once students are familiar with the process 

and the practice, the entire CHILL intervention can be implemented in as little as two to three 

minutes. Importantly, students who are taught the CHILL process can (and should) practice 

“CHILL-ing” before a tense situation escalates. Indeed, researchers have concluded instruction 

in self-management techniques can actually “serve as a cue” to help students self-manage 

(Mooney et al., 2005, p. 204). And, CHILL strategies can be applied to situations inside and 

outside school. It is the ease and speed with which it can be implemented that makes CHILL 

invaluable for teachers and students: almost any practicing teacher will relate that trying to stop 

an entire class to have a fifteen-minute counseling session with one student invites chaos. 

Instead, teachers can simply ask students who are escalating whether they would like to take a 

few minutes to CHILL. Equally important, CHILL can be used as a tool for the teachers 

themselves. When teachers learn to CHILL, they build their own self-regulation and SEL skills 

and are more authentic models for implementing the strategy.  

C: Calming Yourself Down 

To begin, creating calm in tense situations asks students to practice the competencies of 

self-management and responsible decision-making. The sense of calm is created through self-

talk, an internal dialogue during which we tell ourselves to be calm and take control of our 

emotions—in the common expression, “to be the boss of you.” Researchers have found that self-
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talk is an effective strategy for helping students self-regulate (Popham et al., 2018). This step, to 

be sure, involves more than saying the words “calm down.” Rather, it is a process. Thomas 

(2020), a cognitive psychologist, advises teachers that counseling their students about managing 

stress in the middle of stress is counterproductive: “telling students to calm down doesn’t give 

them the tools to manage their stress levels and their anxiety. How can one do something (like 

calming down) if they don’t know how to do it?” (as cited in Thiers, 2020, p.12). Teachers, in 

other words, need to model the calming behaviors they expect in their students. Part of this 

strategy involves tapping memories. 

The neuroscience of memory demonstrates that accessing sensory memories results in 

strengthening the synapses in the brain, a process called myelination (Xin & Chan, 2020). 

Synapses, which are the small gaps between neurons, must be bridged in order for messages to 

travel from one neuron to the next. The more often that bridge is traversed, the more myelinated 

those synapse pathways become, and the more efficiently messages can cross that gap or synapse 

(Fields & Bukalo, 2020). One analogy that helps explain this process is driving a car. City traffic 

moves slowly in starts and stops. Highway driving moves quickly, with few, if any, stops. The 

lesser myelinated synapse is like city driving—stop and go. The higher myelinated synapses are 

like speeding down the interstate—smooth sailing. When students experience moments of high 

stress, it is more difficult for the brain to access these smooth-flowing pathways. However, by 

practicing CHILL and focusing on creating calm, we can strengthen the brain’s synapses, 

effectively clearing the traffic. 

The practice of calming yourself down involves not only self-talk but visualization, the 

two together tapping into a pleasant sensory memory and practices that directly affect the brain 

(Norelli et al., 2021). Self-talk can take the form of a personal or occasional mantra that the 

student summons as needed. Visualization, also known in research studies as “guided imagery,” 

asks students to return to or imagine a place that makes them feel at peace—their particular 

“happy place”—a spot they can envision when overwhelmed by emotions or anxieties (Skeens, 

2017, p. 92). The more often students practice these strategies in moments of calm, the easier it 

will be to access them in moments of need. To extend the driving-a-car metaphor, the more often 

student practice using the on-ramp to their myelinated highway, the easier it will be to find that 

route when they are stressed. In some instances, sharing these memories can help students 

concretize them. We can ask them to write a description, draw a picture, or find a photograph. 

Still, teachers must be wary. With all elements of CHILL, it is important to remember the high 

risk of asking students to disclose or share personal matters in the classroom. Students living 

with trauma often work daily to hide their trauma. Envisioning one’s safe spaces does not require 

sharing with the class or the teacher.  

H: Hearing Yourself Breathe 

After engaging in self-talk, students are better prepared to attune themselves to their 

bodies. “H” advises them, “Hear yourself breathe.” Hearing is an important mindfulness practice 

(Kuppusamy et al., 2020). In particular, listening for our audible breath forces us to breathe 

deeply. This kind of breathing is a common practice in meditation and mindfulness, and research 

acknowledges the effect of such practices on the body. Neuropsychologist Rhoades explains that 

“deep breathing (sometimes called diaphragmatic breathing) is a practice that enables more air to 

flow into your body and can help calm your nerves, reducing stress and anxiety” (as cited in 

Princing, 2022, para. 4). In implementing CHILL, teachers can help students to move beyond 

deep breathing to what is called expiratory breathing. Practitioners of yoga might be familiar 

with ujjayi breathing, which is a soft, whispering breath that is expiratory. Expiratory breathing 
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involves producing a wheezing or hissing sound with each exhale—a sound loud enough to be 

audible.  

Expiratory breathing engages the parasympathetic system, the part of the autonomic 

nervous system that functions as a counterpart to the sympathetic nervous system. Whereas the 

sympathetic nervous system controls the body’s responses to a perceived threat and is 

responsible for the fight or flight response, the parasympathetic nervous system controls the body 

at rest by slowing both one’s heart and breathing rate (Roelofs & Dayan, 2022). Because when 

the sympathetic nervous system is engaged, self-regulation is more difficult (McCraty & Zayas, 

2014), CHILL uses breathing techniques to engage the parasympathetic system. Expiratory 

breathing encourages the body to slow its heart rate and breathing speed, thereby exiting the 

fight-or-flight mode brought on by stressful events. Research specifically designed to assess the 

effects of parasympathetic breathing on adolescents found that repeated practice led to a stronger 

ability to regulate the autonomic nervous system (Kuppusamy et al., 2020). An additional study 

conducted at the Department of Stress and Health Science at Mie University Graduate School of 

Medicine examined the physiological effects of expiratory breathing, concluding that it 

significantly activates the parasympathetic system (Komori, 2018). Noteworthy to the Mie 

University study was the fact that, although participants were able to vary their breathing without 

any kind of training, practicing the kind of deep breathing needed to engage the parasympathetic 

system took repeated practice.  

I: Investigating Your Condition 

The signs of stress can be difficult to recognize or even deceiving, so it is essential to 

investigate the body for those signs. Some of the signs are easy to spot: queasiness, headaches, or 

aching muscles. However, these effects are not always associated with stress. Research has 

shown that adolescents can decrease immediate stress by learning about these symptoms, 

recognizing that their bodies deliver messages to them about their emotional as well as physical 

well-being, and working to manage them through mindfulness-based strategies (Fulambarkar et 

al., 2022; McCraty & Zayas, 2014). Investigating one’s body, taking inventory of areas of pain 

or tension resulting from stress, and working deliberately to mitigate those effects is a concrete 

way for students to take control of their bodies and, by extension, the situation. This step in the 

CHILL process is designed to help students de-escalate by directing their own reactions to 

stressful situations. 

One way to engage in self-investigation is through Progressive Muscle Relaxation (PMR) 

(Marksberry, 2012; Rausch, 2006). PMR begins by focusing on an area of tension identified 

through the process of investigation. To address areas of tension—a tight muscle or a clenched 

jaw, for example—PMR involves focusing intently on that one spot and using our breathing to 

help ease that tension. On each inhale, we tense the spot even further—tightening the muscle or 

clenching even harder—and on each exhale, we release that tension. In the same way that stress 

tells muscles to tense, when we work to relax our muscles, we send a reverse message back to 

the brain telling it to relax, meaning that stress can cause muscle tension in the same way that 

prolonged muscles tension can cause stress reactions in the brain (American Psychological 

Association, 2018). Because our nervous systems are bi-directional feedback loops, the process 

of working to relax areas of stress-induced tension has a powerful reverse effect on the stress 

itself. PMR, in this way, helps reduce feelings of stress and fear, and, as a result, the tension 

subsides. In studies conducted specifically with adolescents, PMR was found to be effective in 

reducing stress (Damodaran & Paul, 2015; Manjushambika, 2017) and maintaining a steady 
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psychological state (Tsai et al., 2021). PMR then becomes an important step in helping 

adolescents self-regulate.  

L: Letting Yourself Know What You Need 

The first three steps of the CHILL practice are designed to prepare students to move from 

being reactive to being proactive. “Letting Yourself Know What You Need” begins with another 

kind of self-talk: self-instruction (Meichenbaum & Goodman, 1971). This step helps students 

self-regulate by transitioning from focusing on feelings to focusing on thinking. Self-instruction 

can be a tool for analyzing one’s situation, behaviors, anxieties, or fears. Practicing this type of 

internal communication is an important way of continuing to reduce stress and increase self-

management. Self-talk has become an essential component of self-management (Callicott & 

Park, 2003; Lidstone et al., 2010; Popham et al., 2018). Mooney et al. (2005) found that 

strategies based on self-instruction resulted in significant positive changes across a variety of 

settings. Studies on the use of self-talk in public health situations have shown very positive 

results indicating that individuals trained to use self-talk were able to “enhance rational thinking 

and quell worry” (Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2011, p. 388). These are the same results we seek when 

we ask students to practice and use CHILL.  

What one needs at a particular moment can vary. As a result, self-appraisal must be 

deliberate. For example, one could have a physical need for food or water or sleep, resulting in 

feelings of anxiety. Or, one’s needs could be emotional, so it is important to understand what 

underlies feelings of sadness or frustration. Harsh words with a friend or frustration with events 

at school or at home can require different responses. This kind of self-talk has been a subject of 

study in multiple areas—from sports psychology and public health policy to early childhood and 

behavioral development (Daugherty & White, 2008; de Dios & Montero, 2003; Winsler & 

Naglieri, 2003). For example, in sports psychology, an analysis of self-talk interventions found 

that there was a positive effect when subjects practiced self-talk (Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2011; 

Van Raalt et al., 2016). Because CHILL is a strategy designed to support students in moments of 

stress for which they were previously unprepared, this research suggests that the results of 

CHILL will be similarly effective.  

L: Letting Others Know What You Need 

The simple act of asking for help can seem daunting to students in ordinary 

circumstances. It can be especially difficult when they are in crisis. The culminating step of the 

CHILL strategy is “Letting Others Know What You Need.” Asking for help is an act of agency 

to which the CHILL strategy has been building. Placing this step in the context of a larger 

strategy empowers students to speak up for themselves in order to get their needs addressed. 

Boonekamp et al. (2022) write, “For young people to aspire to what is not readily available, they 

need to be able to form conceptions of what they desire, and to perceive themselves as having the 

potential for goal-oriented action towards its achievement” (p. 2). This final step needs to be 

diligently scaffolded. Because CHILL is a deliberate process of working towards de-escalation, 

students are well prepared, even in the brief time it takes to work through the steps, to begin the 

process of taking control of the moment. Boonekamp et al. (2022) also assert that critical to 

engaging in agency is teaching adolescents how to assume “the responsibility to reflect and be 

responsible for their own choices” (p. 3). Building the skills needed to practice agency has 

multiple benefits. Wilson & Deane (2001), in their study of high-school-aged students, 

confirmed that when adolescents engage in help-seeking behaviors, they tend to feel more 

“heard, valued, accepted, and treated with dignity” (p. 358). These perceptions make engaging in 
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help-seeking behaviors more likely. As with the other steps of CHILL, students need to be taught 

how to seek help.  

There are three variables involved in help-seeking behavior: the task, the person needing 

help, and the person whose help is being sought. For this last step, students need to know about 

the multiple others to whom they can turn for support. For their part, teachers need to explain the 

available sources for help, whether from classmates and friends, trusted adults in their immediate 

environment, teachers and school counselors, or professionals such as social workers, 

psychologists, and other medical professionals. In this light, self-advocacy introduces and 

depends on a skill set that is different from what is required at other steps in the CHILL strategy. 

With the other steps, students focus primarily on intrapersonal skills, including self-management, 

self-awareness, and intrapersonal communication. Advocacy addresses the interpersonal skill of 

social awareness, one that requires a level of trust that a student might not yet have achieved. 

Asking for help can be a psychologically difficult task that depends on one’s emotional 

competence. Emotional competence is an important factor both in avoiding and engaging in 

help-seeking behaviors: the higher a student’s level of emotional competence, the more likely 

they are to seek help (Cherland, 2004).  

Modeling CHILL 

The goal of the CHILL process is for students to learn an approach that allows them to 

regulate their behavior in moments of crisis or escalating tensions. There are multiple ways to 

introduce the complete strategy to students. Although the skills associated with CHILL are 

different from the content area skills on which their classrooms are centered, the familiar 

structure of “I do, we do, you do” can make the practice seem less daunting to students. This 

kind of modeling both ensures explicit teaching of strategies and provides support for students 

before they are expected to perform the strategy on their own. It also allows teachers to monitor 

students’ levels of mastery as they move through the CHILL steps.  

Before beginning instruction in the process, teachers should explain the purpose and 

benefits of each step of the strategy. How much or how little of the scholarly basis for CHILL 

teachers choose to share will depend on their classroom situations. For example, some students 

might find the brain-based research compelling, while others might need proof before they are 

open to a process that seems out of sync with typical classroom behavior management tools. 

Teachers can create a lesson or series of lessons that offer direct instruction on the theories that 

undergird the strategy. Or the steps can be discussed in the context of social and emotional 

learning competencies.  

Here, I shall describe the process I use to introduce CHILL to students, one in which I 

move through the steps one at a time, first modeling my practice (and thereby building trust) and 

then walking students through their own unique methods of CHILL-ing. I begin by writing the 

acronym on the board and briefly describing each of the steps. As with any instruction, I use 

questioning to engage the class to ensure their understanding and to clarify any 

misunderstandings about the individual steps and the entire process. I explain that CHILL is a 

technique that can reduce stress and lower their anxiety, and I make clear that before I ask them 

to practice, I shall model each step for them to show how easy it is to implement. If students are 

familiar with the activity called a think-aloud, then they should recognize the self-talk of the first 

stages of CHILL during the “I do” process and be comfortable at the next stage, “you do.” In 

brief, the think-aloud technique is a strategy that teachers use during instruction whereby they 

engage in the practice while verbalizing the thoughts and decisions that they are making. They 

are, in essence, modeling the thoughts that underlie the practice. The value of the think-aloud in 
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this instance helps to ensure that students are hearing examples from which they can build their 

own internal monologues.  

My modeling starts with vocalizing self-talk that encourages calm. Although during 

CHILL self-talk is typically an internal monologue, I remind students that my modeling is a 

think-aloud, so I am sharing my personal approach to achieving Calm. As part of modeling, 

teachers should share, if they are comfortable, a mantra, a calming memory, or a description of a 

calming space. I explain to students that first, I tell myself to calm down. Then, repeating the 

phrase, “calm down,” I locate a calming place of memory or a calming space I can visit in my 

head. I share how sitting in the sun and petting my dog always gives me a sense of peace. So, I 

travel to that spot in my imagination, and I can feel my body relaxing.  

Having modeled calming myself, I guide the class through their own calming practice. 

“First,” I tell them, “I want you to tell yourself to calm down.” Then, I continue, “In repeating 

that mantra to yourself, find a pleasant memory or create a calming space in your mind.” While 

the students engage their own memories or create their own spaces, I remain silent. After a few 

moments, I bring the class back to the center. After practicing each step, we make time for 

discussion and how the process felt or worked. This self-reflective pause is the same kind of 

check for understanding teachers should do regularly during instruction in new academic content 

or skills.  

Once we have worked through the first step of CHILL, I introduce students to breathing 

exercises. I remind them that they want to hear themselves breathe. I model deep breathing, 

describing while I do the method of raising the tongue to the roof of the mouth and vocalizing as 

I inhale and exhale. I remind them that they should be breathing at a normal or comfortable pace. 

Because students can feel awkward practicing deep breathing, we engage the process as a whole 

class. We breathe deeply together until we find our own rhythms. Once students are comfortable, 

we again take a moment to discuss the process and how they feel about the strategy before 

moving to the next step.  

Before moving on, I explain to students that these first two steps are designed to create a 

condition where they are able to directly address the causes of any stress or anxiety. I advise 

them, “Now you need to investigate your body’s condition for signs of stress.” I model for them 

how I do a mental check of each region of my body to locate areas of tension. “For me,” I tell 

them, “I carry my tension in my shoulders.” Then, I walk them through the PMR process, 

explaining, “I find that tension in my shoulders, I inhale, and then I squeeze them as tightly as I 

can creating even more tension.” I show them how I breathe in, hunch my shoulders tightly, and 

then pause. On my hissing exhale, they watch me release my shoulders back to their regular 

position. “The tension begins to dissipate,” I tell them, noting that it might take a few breaths to 

release it all. As with the previous steps, students practice the process of investigating their 

bodies, and after a few rounds, we discuss the process—not only this step but the first three. 

Now, I tell them that they are ready to take control of the situation, and taking control, I explain, 

means asking for help. 

As I have already remarked, the first three steps of CHILL focus on students’ 

intrapersonal skills. Starting with “Let Yourself Know What You Need,” we are moving students 

outwards towards seeking and getting the support they need in a moment of crisis. I explain to 

students that after releasing tension and achieving a state of calm, we want to understand the 

origins of our stress or anxieties. “By engaging again in self-talk,” I tell them, “We put words to 

our needs.” These needs vary across the physical, social, emotional, and academic, and I make 

clear to students that their needs can be multiple. In discussing this step and how they feel about 
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it, I do not ask students to share their needs. Rather, I ask them if they feel comfortable 

identifying their needs and encourage them, as educator McGee (2022) suggests, to write them 

down. Next, I tell them, “We are at the hardest step—asking for help.” In moving to the “Letting 

Others Know What You Need” step, I want students to understand that they do not have to deal 

with things that challenge them on their own. Asking for help can involve seeking the support of 

a professional; however, it can also be an act as simple as turning to a neighbor in class, asking 

the teacher for support, or sharing with a friend. At this step of CHILL, there is real activity on 

which to reflect with students. This is an opportunity to talk as a class about the people we can 

ask for help and the resources available to us in the school and community.  

Throughout this introduction to CHILL, I share with students those times when the 

CHILL process can be helpful outside the classroom. I do so by sharing my own moments of 

anxiety or tension. In all cases, when I share with students, I remain cautious about boundaries. 

Before modeling any element of the process, teachers must decide in advance what topics they 

will and will not address with students. The issue here is not simply what is appropriate. 

Examples we use must be relatable to students. Our experiences as adults are typically very 

different from those of our students.  

Walking students through the phases of CHILL gives them the opportunity to practice the 

steps on their own. I remind them that there is no right way to breathe, no one mantra to recite, 

no best “happy place,” and no single place in our bodies where tension resides. Likewise, there is 

no single moment when the strategy can be implemented. As well, students who have lived with 

multiple traumas are less likely to be trusting. It can take time to build the kind of trust necessary 

to engage willingly in the process of CHILLing. Modeling is one way for teachers to 

demonstrate trust with their students. By modeling, we provide the tools students need to take 

control of stressful situations and give them permission to advocate for themselves. CHILL is 

thus not only a powerful skill for self-management and practice for intra- and interpersonal 

communication but a means for building authentic trust between teacher and students and 

between the students themselves.  

Considering the Implications to CHILL 

As teacher educators, we have a bifurcated view of our TCs. On the one hand, we picture 

them as teachers with their own classes; on the other, we see them still as students in our classes. 

Although the description of modeling and implementing the CHILL strategy is designed for 

teachers at any stage in their careers and in any classroom, it is also the very process that I use 

with my TCs as I introduce them to the strategy in our methods course. TPPs are unavoidably 

stressful. The closer students get to student teaching and then their own classrooms, the more 

their natural enthusiasm collides with their anxiety and apprehension. Research indicates that 

building initial TITP and SEL skills are best done in an indirect fashion. Those who study social-

psychological interventions designed to help individuals overcome social and psychological 

hurdles advocate stealthy guidance over direct instruction, noting that the latter feels controlling 

(Hulleman et al., 2010; Yeager & Walton, 2011).  

Introducing a strategy such as CHILL follows the indirect approach, for it gives TCs a 

valuable classroom strategy for addressing students’ social and emotional needs as well as 

preparing the TCs to address their own anxieties, whatever their source. It is, truly, “win-win. 

Whatever is one’s view of classroom management, though, just as it is shortsighted to think that 

teachers can simply deliver content or address academic standards without attending to the extra-

academic needs of the students in their classrooms, it is equally so for TPPs to think that content 

expertise and pedagogical training is sufficient to prepare TCs for the classroom. No matter how 
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well we prepare teacher candidates with content expertise and best practices, supplemented with 

training in social and emotional learning and trauma-informed teaching practices, they will 

confront moments of crisis in the classroom. During these moments, teachers need to be able to 

maintain their own equanimity and the well-being of students in their care. Both they and their 

students need to take a moment, as it were, to chill out by CHILL-ing.  
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