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Hope in a time of monsters
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The path ahead

Problems Science Solutions
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What Challenges 
(monsters) do our 

students face? 

Uncontrollable - ruthless and unmanageable

Terrifying – evoke reactions of fear and uncertainty

Intimidating - we shrink from them

Difficult Pasts

Trauma, adverse childhood experiences, discrimination, racism, inequality
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Stressful
Presents

Lack of sleep, nutrition, exercise, housing, scheduling
regularity, leisure activities

Missing or poor friendships, familial relationships, 
network of supportive acquaintances on campus, 
mentors

Precarious 
Futures

Uncertainty intolerance, lack of 
clear direction, perceived scarcity 
and precarity
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As a result
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The picture can't be displayed.

Faculty

Faculty
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STAFF
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Problems Science Solutions

The path ahead

What Students Want:
Help with their mental health
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What Students Need

”Resilience is a natural 
outgrowth of support. We 
don’t build resilience. We get 
correct care and support, 
and resilience blooms all on 
its own.”

– Karen CostaCo
mp

as
sio

n
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[S]tress resilience is determined 
by sustaining the fabrics/routines 
(i.e., interwoven psychosocial and 
communal activities, procedures, 
and practices) and structure of 
everyday life.

Compassionate fabrics & Routines
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Students 
Need 
Compassion

As they are facing unprecedented 
challenges (and higher rates of 
working and caretaking)

As learning is relational

As the classroom is a collective 
social setting where emotional 
contagion guides motivation 
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What Students also need

Hannah
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Yesterday in a class, I volunteered to present 

my project first. That would never have been 

me during freshman year.

So I would say that yeah, anxiety has impacted 

the way I learn. It makes me more engaged.

”Tension and turmoil, we find, 
are strange creatures…when we 
shrink from pressure and fear, 
they just take on new, harrowing 
proportions.” 

- Lisa Damour, Under Pressure: Confronting the 
Epidemic of Stress and Anxiety in Girls
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Experiences in safe settings 
quells anxiety
Experiences in safe settings 
quells anxiety
Inhibitory learning = extinguishing past associations 
between contexts (like the classroom) and threat

Safety learning = establishing new associations 
between contexts (like the classroom) and safety

Inhibitory learning = extinguishing past associations 
between contexts (like the classroom) and threat

Safety learning = establishing new associations 
between contexts (like the classroom) and safety
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We are not clinicians
We must create learning environments that 

support student mental health and well-being
rather than attempting to treat mental illness

Well-being is comprised of…

positive emotions

a sense of meaning and 
purpose 

life satisfaction

ability to pursue self-defined 
goals
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All of these can be components of a well-run college 
class

exposure to vulnerability and risk 
taking in a safe setting

positive emotions

a sense of meaning and purpose 

life satisfaction

ability to pursue self-defined goals
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Discussion Break
• What are the ways you have been too distant/inflexible in ways 

that were detrimental to you and/or your students?

• What are the ways you have been too lenient/had low 
expectations in ways that were detrimental to you and/or your 

students?

• What are the ways in which you could instead model being 
a warm demander?
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Problems Science Solutions

The path ahead

Compassionate Challenge
Guideline #1: 
Build classroom community from the very first day, with 
attention to inclusivity
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We synchronize

Facial expressions
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MOVEMENT

Emotions
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A class is a collective social setting
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Student

Classmates

Instructor

“The findings of the present study indicate that teacher 
enjoyment and student enjoyment in mathematics classrooms 
are closely linked and that the effects of teacher enjoyment on 
student enjoyment are mediated by teachers’ displayed 
enthusiasm.”
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“Basically, whatever the professor is like reflects on

the students, and vice versa. If they're feeling some

type of way, then we're also going to be feeling that way.”

“There is a feeling you get in a class where participation is crucial...it's almost a
synergistic effect...I'm addressing the professor, but at the same time I'm

addressing everyone else in the class and...I'm so much more interested in doing
the reading and coming to class prepared and wanting to discuss the material.”

57

58



4/18/2024

30

“It also depends on the teacher's mood in the
morning, I have to say.

Fridays are happier than Mondays.”

Use Community 
building activities –
online and off
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Compassionate Challenge
Guideline #2: 
Help students reframe the roles of uncertainty, discomfort, 
and failure in learning
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Challenge: 
Motivation and Anxiety

Both systems arouse the 
body for action in the 
context of an anticipated 
demand, under 
conditions of uncertainty. 

The difference is 
primarily one of 
interpretation/appraisal
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Epistemic Vexation
“TORMENT OF THE 
UNKNOWN”

“THE JOY OF 
GOING AT IT”

“ANGST REQUIRED 
TO MOTIVATE THE 
SEARCH”

“FINDING 
PLEASURE IN
MYSTERY”

- Physicist Jennifer Radoff
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Meet
Marya.

Decreasing Uncertainty Intolerance
Syllabus learning goal “experience physics as a refinement of everyday thinking”

Credit on problem sets = effort, not answers

Labs = self-designed, self-carried out experiments

Online text with checkpoint questions

Clickers in class

Weekly discussion sections led by TAs

Explicit conversations about emotions, confusion, & uncertainty as part of the process of doing 
science

Radoff, Jaber, & Hammer, 2019
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This whole anxiety about not 
knowing, it disappeared and it was 
like, oh, I don’t know, but ok, we can 
work it out, you know? And if we 
don’t, then we have a question that 
we’re just gonna have to wonder 
about.
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Uncomfortable and Unmanageable
Are Not the Same Thing

Compassionate Challenge
Guideline #3: 
Incorporate a sense of play or improvisational learning
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Play is About 
Learning – but 
Animals Don’t 

Engage in 
Play in
“Harsh 

Conditions”

(Spinka, Newberry, and Bekoff, 2001)

Play: 
Training for the 

Unexpected
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Unexpected movements (falling, 
being pushed over)

Unexpected stress and loss of 
resources (held captive, 
attacked)

Alternating being in and out of 
control

Alternating status

75

76



4/18/2024

39

“Warm up” Activities Movement Innovate Grading Role Play & Improv Interrupt the Routine
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Collaborative Google
Slides

Jamboards,
Pinboards

Off-screen Activities Use the Chat Polls

Compassionate Challenge
Guideline #4: 
Challenging but compassionate course structure: lower 
stakes, lots of feedback, & “flexibility with guardrails”
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Flexibility….With 
Guardrails

1. Flexible deadlines 
….within modules

2. Dropped lowest 
assignments

3. (Limited) tokens for 
missed or late 
assignments

4. Staged assignments, 
two-stage exams

5. Leaving last two weeks of 
semester for make-ups 
and revisions
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Inclusive 
student-
centered 
teaching

My context, 
needs, & 

boundaries

My 
pedagogical 

values

Lindsay Masland

Two values-illuminating 
questions: 
1. What are my pedagogical “pet 

peeves”?
2. If someone were to give my 

teaching a compliment, what 
do I most hope they would 
say? 
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Compassionate Challenge
Guideline #5: 
Have a plan for addressing “hot moments”
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Compassionate Challenge
Guideline #6: 
Know your campus resources – and use them

Sample campus resources
Counseling center

Financial aid office

Advising/coaching offices

Tutoring

Multicultural center

Bias reporting

“Care team” / Dean's Council / Early alert

"Red book"

Library

Campus health services
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Compassionate Challenge
Guideline #7: 
Know the limits of your role, and set boundaries to protect 
your own well-being

Mental health = balancing energy 
Deposits & Withdrawals

Allostasis is the process by
which the body responds to
stressors in order to regain

homeostasis.

Doing this effectively
requires adding biological
resources (nutrition, sleep,

rest) and spending them
wisely.

Your brain is part of 
your body! And your 

body is part brain.

These biological resources
fuel not just your physical

but also your mental health – and 
good mental health fuels the 

budget.
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“Boundaries are the
distance at which I can

love you and me
simultaneously.”

Prentis Hemphill

Three Questions to ask 
yourselves
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Question one: What activities 
fuel my body budget?

Question Two: What Do I Commit to 
Saying No To This Summer/Fall? 
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What will I enjoy?

Enjoying….grading?
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Hope, ambition, and drive live in 

that space between the present 

and the uncertain future.

So when we engage with our 

anxiety, we can also leverage all 

the possibilities of the future.

Keep the 
conversation going!

BlueSky: @SaRoseCav

Instagram: #SarahRoseHIVE

Images through paid subscriptions to Adobe 
Images and 99 Club and Unsplash. 

Author images from author websites. 

Memes – who knows?

For my substack
newsletter “Once 
More, With 
Feeling,” follow QR 
code 

97

98


