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Session Goals & Outline
What are Compassion Fatigue, Burnout, & Vicarious Trauma?
Why do they occur?  Factors that make Educators at risk
 The impact of caring for students with significant trauma-

related and emotional needs
 Symptoms and Warning Signs
 Prevention & Self-Management Tools
Characteristics of a caring & 

compassionate environment



Definitions
BURNOUT: 
 Physical & emotional exhaustion as a result of prolonged stress and frustration
 Depleted ability to cope with work/life demands
 Feeling powerlessness to achieve goals

COMPASSION FATIGUE:
 A deep erosion of our compassion, of our 

ability to tolerate strong emotions/difficult 
stories in others

 Loss of the ability to care

VICARIOUS (or Secondary) TRAUMA
 Repeated exposure to difficult stories & 

situations that over time changes 
our view of the world



Normal & Expected Response
 “The expectation that we can be immersed in 

suffering and loss daily and not be touched by it 
is as realistic as expecting to be able to walk 
through water and not get wet.”

~ Rachel Remen, Kitchen Table Wisdom

 “A transformation that takes place within us as a 
result of being exposed to the suffering of other 
living beings or the planet that impacts Mind, 
Body, & Spirit. This is the normal response to 
trauma exposure.”

~ Laura van Dernoot Lipsky, Trauma Stewardship: An 
Everyday Guide to Caring for Self While Caring for Others



Vicarious Trauma/Compassion Fatigue 
in Educators
 Why do you think Educators are vulnerable to compassion fatigue and 

vicarious trauma?
 Teachers naturally become attached to, protective of, and concerned for 

the young people they educate and train for extended periods of time.
 According to the National Child Traumatic Stress Network more than 10 

million children each year in the United States experience traumatic 
events in their lives.  

 Today's classrooms are filled with victims of trauma carrying the baggage 
of poverty, hunger, abuse, violence, neglect, illness, divorce, death, and 
more.

 Struggling with concern for these students, daily reminders of the obstacles 
they face, and the human desire to support and relieve them, can simply 
overwhelm educators over time.

https://www.nctsn.org/trauma-informed-care/secondary-traumatic-stress


Impact of Caring for Trauma-burdened 
Students
 As educators discover the sometimes terrible 

situations their students they struggle with, the 
pressures and demands of their jobs – including 
tight schedules, unrealistic expectations, lack of 
positive feedback or support – adds to their 
psychological/emotional loads.

 Without realizing it, we can often become  
resentful rather than resourceful, detached rather 
than delighted, and exhausted rather than 
excited.

 In efforts to compensate, we can become 
excessively dedicated, overly compulsive, 
perfectionistic, and have an unhealthy focus on 
achievement (of ourselves and our students)



Symptoms and Warning Signs of 
Vicarious Trauma/Compassion Fatigue
 Feeling helpless and hopeless
 A sense that one can 

never do enough
 Hyper-vigilance
 Diminished creativity
 Inability to embrace 

complexity
 Minimizing
 Chronic exhaustion / physical 

ailments
 Inability to listen / deliberate 

avoidance

 Dissociative moments
 Sense of persecution
 Guilt
 Fear
 Anger and cynicism
 Inability to empathize / 

numbing
 Addictions
 Grandiosity:  an inflated sense 

of importance related to your 
work



So What Can We Do About it? The 
Practice of Trauma Stewardship
 Practice of Trauma Stewardship requires 

high levels of critical self-awareness.
 Acknowledge effects of trauma exposure 

and burnout within oneself.
Make room for your own internal process.
Make space to heal.
 Determine what you need to get back on 

and continue forward on your chosen 
path.

Commit to implementing changes.



Prevention & Safety Planning
Self-Assessment as an early warning system.
Self-Care as an ethical obligation.
Self-Intervention with intention.



Self-Assessment as an Early Warning 
System
 According to the Compassion Fatigue Awareness 

Project, "denial is one of the most detrimental 
symptoms" because it prevents those who are 
experiencing compassion fatigue from accurately 
assessing how fatigued and stressed they actually 
are, which prevents them from seeking help.

 How do you support, deny, or displace effects of 
vicarious trauma exposure?

 What does your Mental Health continuum look like?  
How will you know when you are getting into the 
danger zone?  

http://www.compassionfatigue.org/pages/selftest.html


Mental Health Continuum Model



Self-Care as an Ethical Obligation
 Distress left unchecked may result in an impaired ability to effectively 

utilize and implement our knowledge, skills, and abilities.
 Can you be effective if you are not mentally (or physically) healthy?  If you 

are negative, exhausted and overworked can you be fully present for your 
students?

 In addition to your professional obligations to good practice, what about 
your responsibilities to others in your life (spouse, children, friends, etc.)?

 The line between distress & impairment may only be seen in the rearview 
mirror. Only by caring for oneself can we care effectively for others. 



Bio-Psycho-Social-Spiritual 
Model

Self Intervention: Self-Care with 
Intention



Trauma Stewardship: The Five 
Directions
 NORTH: Creating Space for Inquiry. Ask yourself –

Why am I doing what I’m doing? Is Trauma 
Mastery a factor for me? Is this working for me?

 EAST: Choosing Our Focus. Ask yourself – Where 
am I putting my focus? What is my Plan B?  

 SOUTH: Building Compassion and Community. 
Create a microculture.  Practice compassion for 
self and others. 

 WEST: Finding Balance.  Engage with your life 
outside of work.  Move energy through. Engage 
gratitude.

 THE FIFTH DIRECTION: A Daily Practice of 
Centering Yourself.  Ask yourself – What is my 
intention for today? At the end of your day, ask 
yourself “What can I put down? What don’t I 
need to carry with me for another day?”  
Designate a weekly day of rest. 



Self Intervention: Self-Care with 
Intention
 Be kind to yourself. Don't think that because you are not able to handle these situations 

that you are weak or incompetent. Remind yourself that suffering with compassion 
fatigue indicates that you listen well, open your heart, and care so much for your 
students in need.

 Take time for just you – meditate, have a massage, take a bubble bath, read a book, 
write poetry, take a long walk, sing, dance – whatever best rejuvenates you.

 Journal your thoughts. Journaling helps by getting troubling thoughts out of your head 
and onto the paper. You can go back to your journal and reread it to gain perspective.

 Don't face things alone. Force yourself to be with others, even if you do not feel like you 
can. Approach your administrators, your counselors, your colleagues, your friends, your 
spiritual advisor, or anyone who will listen to you.

 Seek positive influences. Stay away from negative thoughts and situations. Find ways to 
stimulate your thought processes. Take a course online, read stimulating articles, 
continue to look for better strategies to be a quality teacher. Keep company with those 
who can laugh and share gratitude with you.

 Make each day intentional.  Decide on realistic goals for the day.  Decide what you 
can put down and not carry into the next day. 



Remember…

Nothing has to change in the world for us 
to transform our own life experiences.

~ Lipsky (2009)
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