 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1How Stress Affects Your Mind:
Each semester, I ask students to describe what stress means to them.  One student wrote that stress means “overwhelming thoughts that can push you into saying or doing something you wouldn’t normally do.”   Another said “stress is having my mind filled with too many things. It’s as if my mind is running a marathon and just won’t stop.”  A third student described it as “the debilitating white noise in my brain” while a fourth said “it seems like a brick wall is built in front of me and it takes a lot for me to tear it down or climb over it.”

These are good descriptions of what happens to your mind as tension builds.  Stress involves the perception of a threat which causes your mind to narrow its focus on what’s wrong.  Your mind doesn’t distinguish between tension in response to a current threat and that which has built up over time.  As tension builds, your mind tends to search for and find things that aren’t going well.  This leads to worry, resentment, blame, guilt, etc..  This kind of negative thinking then builds additional tension, creating a self-escalating process:  Your mind narrows its focus on what’s wrong, which increases tension, which then focuses your thinking even more narrowly on what’s wrong, further escalating tension until something actually does go wrong to remind you that you need to restore balance.

How it works:
The human brain organizes itself based on experience.  Brain science has learned that memories are a series of links between brain cells. Experiencing something and remembering it takes place along the same pathways.  Memories are like a series of complex roads that record experiences that can be recalled later.  A clearer path is created as thoughts and experiences are repeated.  When tension increases, your mind tends to stay on well-traveled (often negative) roads. 

What you can do about it
I give my students tools that provide dependable brakes, a steering wheel and a clear windshield so they can see and choose mental roads that take them where they want to go.  (These will be described in future articles.)  The first step, however, is to take your foot off the accelerator, slow down, and relieve tension so you see where your mind is taking you. Specific techniques for doing this were described in the March and April articles (available at www.bobvanoosterhout.com)

My students are required to practice these techniques for ten consecutive days.  One wrote “I have been horrible at math my whole life and it usually causes me considerable anxiety. Last Monday, I practiced the (techniques) before taking a test. I was amazed at how smooth and easy it went despite the fact we were told it was our hardest test of the semester. I felt comfortable and laid-back during test-taking and afterwards.  My score came back today as 101%. I had worked out every problem correctly including a bonus question.  Never before have I obtained such an awesome mark on an arithmetic exam. This is really remarkable and getting in balance really makes a difference for my level of concentration!”

Another student wrote, “I am way more calm and better able to cope with stressful situations. I can "take a step back" in situations where I would have blown a gasket beforehand. I do not feel so edgy or frenzied and can get more accomplished.”  

It is common for students to report that they accomplish more in less time even though practicing the techniques takes some time out of their schedules.  

That’s what works and it’s one more thing you can do to take charge of your health.

