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Autonomic Nervous System Autonomic Nervous System 



Window of ToleranceWindow of Tolerance

The optimal Arousal ZoneThe optimal Arousal Zone

Photo courtesy of Monica Magnuson, Diaconate, Sweden



Bi Bi PhasicPhasic Trauma ResponsesTrauma Responses

Sympathetic Hyperarousal:Sympathetic Hyperarousal:
Freeze &  Hyperarousal Freeze &  Hyperarousal 

Window of ToleranceWindow of Tolerance

Parasympathetic Hypoarousal:Parasympathetic Hypoarousal:
““Death feigningDeath feigning””



BottomBottom--Up HijackingUp Hijacking
Refers to Refers to neuroneuro pathway processing pathway processing 
that often becomes habitual in the that often becomes habitual in the 
traumatized person. traumatized person. 

Art by Rose Quebral



At the mercy of the limbic systemAt the mercy of the limbic system

Confidence to cope with daily life is Confidence to cope with daily life is 
greatly diminished. greatly diminished. 
Participants frequently view this as coming Participants frequently view this as coming 
from their own psychological inadequacy, from their own psychological inadequacy, 
rather than in the function of the brain. rather than in the function of the brain. 



Fighting the dragonFighting the dragon
When you are fighting the dragon, can you stop When you are fighting the dragon, can you stop 

right there and learn a foreign language? right there and learn a foreign language? 

Art by Noom



Affective Affective DysregulationDysregulation

The sensitive ESL teacher allows the The sensitive ESL teacher allows the 
student to experience student to experience dysregulatingdysregulating affect affect 
in affectively tolerable doses, in the in affectively tolerable doses, in the 
context of  safe environment. context of  safe environment. 



MindfulnessMindfulness
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The pilot project:
 ESL as a mental health 

intervention within 
a torture treatment center

Presented by ESL teachers,
Brandy Kramer and Sarah Schoentgen



Page 



Page 

Who were the 23 students 
in the pilot program?

Torture survivors
Receiving services at RMSC
Education ranged from preliterate (no formal   

schooling) to multiple graduate degrees
In the U.S. less than 6 months
Seeking asylum
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How was the program organized?
3 ten-week sessions
Participants needing interpreters recommended by RMSC providers 
and recruited by the teacher
Eligibility not limited to those receiving Mental Health 
Registration re-opened every 5 weeks to accommodate new RMSC 
intakes
Registration included participant’s education history and a pre-test
Classes met 2 times/week from 10 to 12:30  - 5 hours per week
Teaching team – certified esl instructors with experience in multi-
level classrooms of refugees and asylum seekers
Volunteers and interns assisted in the classroom
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Sample activities to 
build readiness to learn

Crazy 8’s brain gym
Cross-overs brain gym
De-stressor materials
Art
Music
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Examples  of  accommodations
Frequent interaction with RMSC staff 
More time for socializing
Frequent celebrations
Relaxation activities
Sharing food (long breaks for snack each class)
Bus passes provided
Class schedule
Curriculum topics – evolved from student’s everyday struggles
More time spent on each competency
More repetition and recycling of lessons 
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Building community
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Frequent celebrations
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The 
perpetual 

problem 
of 

communicating
 instructions
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Curriculum  development

Sample multi-level activites
“What happened?” interviews

Medicine labels
Snacks
Sounds

Answering machines & voice mail
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Understanding interview questions

Tell me what happened.

What happened next?

And then what happened?

What was the last thing that happened?
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Using authentic materials to practice 
understanding medicine labels
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Find the answers from the label:

1.  What is the name of the medicine?_______________________________________
2.  What is the form of the medicine (pills/drops/syrup/inhaler/ointment/)?___________
3.  Is it for internal or external use?_________________________________________
4.  Is it oral____  topical____  inhaled____?
5.  How much do I take at one time?_______________________________________
6.  How often do I take this medicine?______________________________________
7.  How many times do I take it in one day (24 hours)?________________________
8.  Do I take this medicine with food or on an empty stomach?___________________
9.  What are the side effects? ____________________________________________
10. Are there any warnings on this label?___________________________________
11. Are there foods and drinks I cannot have while taking this medicine?__________
12. Can I drink alcohol while taking this medicine?____________________________
13. Are there activities I cannot do while taking this medicine?__________________
14. What is the expiration date?__________________________
15. Can I get a refill?    YES___      NO___ 
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Learning the snack procedures

Yesterday I went to King Soopers.
I needed to buy snacks for class the next day.
I only had $5 to spend.
I bought two pineapples and a bag of peanuts.
The total was $4.29.
I had .71 left.

____________________________

1.  Yesterday I _______ to King Soopers.
2.  I needed to ________ snacks for _______ the next _______.
3.  I only had ______ to ______.
4.  I bought _____ pineapples and a ______ of peanuts.
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Recognizing  sound  effects

Lower level students listen to recorded sounds and choose the correct strip 
sentence
-The train is coming -The alarm clock is beeping
-The fire truck is going to a fire -The smoke alarm is sounding

- The doorbell is ringing -A car horn is honking

Higher level students listen to sounds and choose the correct modal 
response with “should”
-You should not honk your horn in an apartment parking lot at night
-You should exit the building by the stairs if the smoke alarm sounds
-You should look out the peephole on your door before answering the doorbell
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Modal “should”
 

conversation practice for advanced level

Students pick a random strip from a grab bag and ask each partner the question.

Examples:
I’m going to be 30 minutes late to class.  What should I do?

It’s going to snow today.  What should I wear?

I don’t know how to get to the clinic by bus.  What should I do?

I don’t understand the teacher.  What should I do?

I can’t read the writing on this pill bottle.  What should I do?
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Practicing comprehension of
 answering machine messages

Safeway Pharmacy
1)  The store is located at Corona Street and

A - 1st Avenue
B - 6th Avenue
C - 3rd Avenue A B C             

2)  To continue in English, what do you do?      
A - Press 6
B - Press 1
C - Do nothing A B C

3)  To refill a prescription, you must
A - Press 2
B - Press 1
C - Speak to a pharmacy staff member A B C
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Milestones  achieved
Friendships/connections/community
Increased utilization of mental health services
Transitioning into community classes
Increase self confidence and pride
Increase self efficacy
Hope and motivation
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Further positive outcomes

Increased “presence” in the classroom
Improved punctuality
Improved attendance
New student-organized group activities
Increased sharing with teacher about personal 
challenges and needs
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Challenges
Evaluation methodology, especially re MH          

changes
Extreme multi-level student population
Helping students with social/cultural competencies
Encouraging students to speak up for their needs to 
providers other than esl teachers 
Boundary issues
Vicarious trauma
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