Module 2: Lesson 4
Design Options for Emotional Capacity
Recognize expectations, beliefs, and motivations
It is important for learners to recognize their strengths and areas for growth (Wong & Wong, 2021). This helps learners understand their motivation to complete or avoid tasks. Students may need support in dealing with frustration or self-doubt as they complete their work.
Strategies:
Encourage students to develop a system to recognize their small achievements, like crossing off items on a to-do list or making self-affirmations before or during a challenging task.
Prompt students to track how long they can stay on task and challenge themselves to increase this time gradually (CAST, 2024).
Reduce the cognitive load of a task by creating checklist descriptions of your assignments, providing students the option to check off completed sub-tasks, building behaviour momentum as they work on assignments. This can help students cope with feelings of overwhelm or anxiety, by breaking tasks down into manageable chunks.
Providing graphic organizers or assignment templates can also help reduce distractions for students by directing their focus.
Guide students to be aware of how often they feel distracted and to use their checklists to get back on task.
Challenge your thinking as an educator: Are you expecting every learner to demonstrate engagement in the same way? Examine your biases.
Develop awareness of self and others
Francoise Mathieu's (2011) work on compassion fatigue teaches us to speak openly about our "dragons" - our signs and symptoms that we are not managing stress well. Students need opportunities to process and reflect on their emotions and to develop social awareness. Here are a few strategies that might work for you.
Strategies:
Using group contracts provides students the chance to reflect on their social interactions and contributions during group work.
By inviting honest discussions with students about how to manage the workload in your course(s), students can address stressors and talk about their coping strategies.
When students can share these ideas in class, they create a more supportive community. This is important as social connection among post-secondary students can reduce perceived stress (Poole et al, 2023).
One way to facilitate these discussions is to invite recent program alumni for a panel discussion about managing stressors and what strategies helped them when they were students in your program.
Inviting alumni to offer advice during program Orientation events can help students connect over the shared learner experience and anticipate the greater learning trajectory of a diploma or degree program. 
Promote individual and collective reflection
Self-efficacy refers to a student's belief in their ability to succeed in specific tasks. When students have positive self-beliefs, they tend to perform better academically. When we teach students about this concept, students start to improve their academic outcomes (Lake, et al, 2018). When students believe in themselves, they are more likely to persist through setbacks and take ownership of their learning (Lake, et al, 2018). It is important to design opportunities for students to reflect on their learning progress so they can develop self-efficacy and emotional capacity (CAST, 2024).
Strategies:
We can encourage students to develop positive self-beliefs by inviting them to reflect on their learning experiences, individually and collectively.
By using narratives such as storytelling and Reflective Practice Journals students can reflect on personally relevant learning, and draw connections between theory and practice, or recognize different ways of knowing.
In class, invite students into group discussions to apply strategies, skills, and knowledge to overcome obstacles that occur in placement, lab, or learning tasks. This is referred to as social modelling and helps students build self-efficacy. Reflecting on learning experiences in this way helps to sustain student engagement and build students' identities as learners (Breen et al, 2023). 
Cultivate empathy and restorative practices
Empathy is essential in higher education classrooms. It is required to build communities that are equitable and feel safe for all students. But people don’t easily feel empathy for those who are different from them. Before we can model how to demonstrate empathy for others, we need to understand the presence of any barriers to safety in our class (CAST, 2025, 14:55). CAST shares, "Activities that invite listening to and considering perspectives other than one’s own, building communication skills, and offering content that authentically represents a diversity of lived experiences can help expand learners’ empathy for one another" (2024). There are many ways to do this. Here are some strategies that might work for you.
Strategies:
One way to explore empathy as a class is through the use of The Empathy Toy. This type of perspective-taking activity can help students to distinguish between intent and impact of different communication styles, and the associated consequences.
Other ways we can build empathy into our classroom practices is to co-create expectations, including what students can expect from you - their teacher - and what they can expect from each other, to create a caring learning community.
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